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			Arkham Horror

			It is the height of the Roaring Twenties – a fresh enthusiasm for the arts, science, and exploration of the past have opened doors to a wider world, and beyond…

			And yet, a dark shadow grows over the town of Arkham. Alien entities known as Ancient Ones lurk in the emptiness beyond space and time, writhing at the thresholds between worlds.

			Occult rituals must be stopped and alien creatures destroyed before the Ancient Ones make our world their ruined dominion. 

			Only a handful of brave souls with inquisitive minds and the will to act stand against the horrors threatening to tear this world apart. 

			Will they prevail?

		
		
		
			Prologue

			August 3, 1926 Los Angeles, California

			Dear Jeany,

			Please don’t fuss. I would never ask you to go back to Arkham. But I’ve had another note from the professor. Jim’s started talking. So, hey ho, off I go. It’s time I learned what happened to Max.

			Mail me the keys. I promise to kiss Humbert for you. And that darling reporter. Do you know I’m probably the only woman in Hollywood with two subscriptions to the Arkham Advertiser? I bought one subscription and then all of a sudden another started arriving! Darrell sent the sweetest note, saying it was a gift to show his appreciation for posting him the publicity photos for The Flapper Detective and the Mysterious Sanctuary. Isn’t that a whale of a title? I’m surprised they could fit it all on the poster.

			And, if I say so myself, that Sanctuary idea was a bore. We needed some extra press. Far too many episodes of me standing around, waving my silver-plated pistol at the shadows on a wall – that’s not an action serial! No leaping off trains or bounding across roofs. I should have had Eleanor rewrite that script. She knows how to put in a good scare or two. The Educational Screen called it “pretty trite stuff.” But they say that about everything. The Arkham Advertiser called it “sheer brilliance that will delight any audience.” Maybe I should buy a third subscription.

			I didn’t even drive my new car in the picture. It’s a snappy little roadster, and they painted it blue to match my eyes. At least that’s what the publicity folks are saying. Actually, it was that blue when I bought it. So much for old Henry Ford and everything being boring black. Wait until you see it.

			Still, dull as the movie was, I looked fabulous in your costumes. The beaded dress! I’m keeping it for the next time I go dancing.

			This latest script is much better, more like the Waves of Doom. Except it’s the Wings of Dread. We will finish up the big aerial scene tomorrow.

			Are you going to Don Juan? I know somebody who will want to know how the synchronized sound works! Don’t be surprised if he disappears during the screening. Bet you find him sitting up with the projector. Of course, that’s if he can tear himself away from you. Honestly, you should put that man out of his misery and marry him. Now don’t give me your objections. I know all the difficulties. But other people have found a way.

			Not that anyone should take love advice from me. Look what I’m doing. Searching for the one that got away in Arkham. Or did he? And is he the one I love?

			Cross your fingers and wish me luck. Here’s to not falling off the plane tomorrow.

			With all my love,

			Betsy

			P.S. Did you hear about the rumrunners using a seaplane near Innsmouth? According to the Arkham Advertiser, they were smuggling a thousand cases a month from Canada. Someone squealed to the police. But they jumped bail and flew away. Now wouldn’t that make a great story for the Flapper Detective?

		
	
		
			Chapter One

			My mother always said that men are like streetcars. If you miss one, just wait fifteen minutes and another comes along. But my granny said to be sure you catch the right streetcar. The wrong one could take you someplace you don’t want to go.

			I never knew if Max was the right one or not. Three years after he disappeared in Arkham, I still didn’t know.

			I went to Arkham with Sydney Fitzmaurice to film one of his terror pictures. Max was part of our crew. There were days when I thought he was the sweetie for me. There were days when his love of money drove me nuts. He made decisions that hurt people. I always suspected Max knew more about Paul’s disappearance from the film set than he let on. Max wanted to be the next big cheese. Except when everything went horribly wrong, Max ended up toasted.

			Or did he? They never found a body after the fire in the Fitzmaurice house. The officials blamed that disaster on us. Our fault for making a movie in an old house as dry as tinder and likely to burn, they said. I escaped, along with a few others, but when the smoke cleared, three men were gone. They found one man dead, but they never found the remains of Max or another actor, my friend Jim. Despite the fact that there was no evidence, everyone from the Arkham police to the Hollywood studio suits were happy to pronounce Max missing, probably dead, and close the book on that story. And while Jim did reappear some time later, his poor health and length of his disappearance meant I had concealed his return from the suits because I knew they wouldn’t have believed me. As for Paul, who disappeared before the fire, they just said it proved film people were flighty.

			Which drove me nuts. I was a film person, and I was not flighty. I asked questions afterward because I liked happy endings, or at least an ending. I never liked puzzles without solutions. Max was an equation I could not solve, not without more information.

			“Anything for the post today, Miss Baxter?”

			I glanced up at my butler. I poached him two years ago from Valentino’s wife. Farnsworth said he preferred a more tranquil household.

			My mansion in Beverly Hills was quiet. Of course, people who knew me from the pictures would have been surprised. They probably thought Betsy Baxter danced all night and slept all day. They weren’t trying to run a Hollywood studio and star in one of the most stunt-filled serials ever filmed at the same time. I was lucky if I found my bed before midnight, but it was paperwork that kept me sleepless, not kicking up my heels around the town.

			I dropped my letters on the silver tray Farnsworth extended toward me.

			“That’s all for today.”

			“Very good. Will you be home for dinner, or do you intend to dine at the hospital in a cast?”

			Farnsworth often thought he was a comedian. And, honestly, his deadpan expression was so perfect I was tempted to invite Buster Keaton to the house for a few lessons.

			“I’m performing one wing-walking stunt and that wraps the picture. It’s as safe as houses,” I told my doubting butler.

			“Yes, miss. I’ll be sure that the crutches are near the door for your return,” he intoned without a single twinkle in his melancholy eyes. His voice carried such a plummy undertone of doom that I almost expected to hear the tolling of funeral bells. But there was something about the cock of his head that said he knew that I knew that he was putting one over on me. If they ever perfected talking pictures in Hollywood, Farnsworth would have them rolling in the aisles.

			“Farnsworth, one of these days, I will fire you,” I said. A cheap shot and not truly worthy of our usual exchanges, but I was in a hurry to finish up the mail and go to the airfield. I couldn’t wait to try my wing-walking stunt in the air.

			“If you fire me,” said Farnsworth, still in his most disapproving tone, “you would have to supervise the cook. And the maids. To say nothing of the gardener, who reports an aphid infestation in one of the rose beds.”

			Farnsworth had a point. Why I decided to buy a mansion after The Flapper Detective became a hit, I don’t know. But when a gal checks her brokerage account and finds she has flashed past her first million dollars and is sprinting toward her second and her accountant is touting property investment, then suddenly twenty rooms or more all wrapped up in a Tudor-style estate on Sunset Boulevard seemed like a sensible idea. I admit that I paid little attention to the house when I was purchasing it. I even nodded when the interior designer started nattering about “accommodations for seven master bedrooms and baths with sitting rooms and a guest’s gallery.” I still have no idea what a guest’s gallery is.

			That year, I had too many stunts to learn and a business to run because I’d bought the studio lock, stock, and barrel at the same time. When, in June 1925, I moved into the mansion with a couple of trunks, I found myself a bed and went back to work.

			Of course, after a few days, it became clear that living alone in a mansion wasn’t possible. It needed people to keep the guest’s gallery clean, to say nothing of the roses trimmed in the garden. I wanted to walk down the path to the swimming pool without bumping into thorns.

			The mansion, at least the running of it, was a disaster before Farnsworth. That’s why I offered him a fortune to come and work for me. Even before I had money, I hated housework. After I had money, I found out I hated supervising housework. When I dissolved one cook into tears by spending our time together trying to explain why she should invest in commodities, it was obvious I needed an intermediary. She wanted to talk about fricassee. I wanted to talk about finances and why women would never achieve independence without understanding investing.

			Farnsworth made the cook, the maids, and even the gardener happy. He looked like a director’s idea of a butler, all straight posture and silver-gray hair on top. The English accent also charmed them. They understood the orders he gave them. The house and the grounds looked gorgeous, and the meals arrived when I wanted to eat. Even my guilt about worker exploitation waned after Farnsworth came up with a savings account system where we quietly banked a legacy for each servant. When they retired or decided to leave for other reasons, such as the cook finally opening up her own bakery, the legacy would be paid out to them. Everyone became fully vested after a year of service and the amount grew the longer they stayed. Nobody could steal my maids or gardeners after that. I already paid the highest wages in Hollywood. The legacy sweetened the deal.

			“In England, of course, longtime servants received such a sum after the master or the mistress died,” Farnsworth explained.

			“Let’s not anticipate anything drastic,” I said.

			“One hopes not,” Farnsworth said, “but the wild horses do make one wonder.”

			“It was not a wild horse,” I reminded him. “It was a very well-trained rodeo horse. Yakima Canutt said I made the perfect jump from it to the buckboard. And I did not break my ankle. I just twisted it.”

			“Yes, miss,” he said. Farnsworth had, at my estimation, about seven different ways of expressing disbelief or disapproval with a simple phrase. The “yes, miss” was absolutely devastating.

			I tried it on the studio’s board once or twice. Not the “yes, miss” because I was the only “miss” in those meetings with the misters. But I had my own tone of absolute disapproval. It’s hard to impress a bunch of suits when you’re five foot nothing and have a head of red-blonde curls. Men tend to want to pat your head or some other part of your anatomy. I’ve had to break a few fingers, metaphorically and not so metaphorically, along the way. But I starred in the best-selling movie serial of all time, The Flapper Detective, with stunts that made Pauline’s perils look pale, and therefore I was the woman who made them all a lot of money.

			Also, the studio suits learned, to their regret, that I owned The Flapper Detective, trademark and all, and thus could take their lovely moneymaker anywhere I wanted. Before I even pitched the first script, I tied everything up nice and legal. When the studio agreed to the pitch, I plunged into production, making sure the fact I did my own stunts, from bareback horse riding through to piloting a submarine, was well publicized. The audiences loved it, and the money came rolling in.

			When the series became an overnight hit, I used my profits to buy every share of stock I could find. It said BB Pictures on the stationery now and in big iron letters on the studio gates.

			So here I was, a millionaire twice over, in a too big house with a swanky English butler and a pool outside that I never had time to swim in. Max thought being rich made you happy. It made me happier than being poor. But it didn’t solve the problem of Max and what happened to him in Arkham. “What’s the good of being rich if you cannot answer the question that makes you itch?” I once said to the others who survived that fire in Arkham. Except it sounded too much like an advertising jingle when it popped out of my mouth one evening. My friends told me to forget Max and enjoy life. I did enjoy my life. I loved my work. I just wanted to know what happened that day in Arkham. More importantly, I wanted to find Max. Because I was sure they had not died.

			Something else had happened that day, something I saw, or thought I saw, out of the corner of my eye. A flicker of a memory that I could never quite catch, except when I woke in that very dead hour between midnight and dawn.

			“The car is at the door,” Farnsworth said as I wrapped up the last of the morning’s instructions to various employees, both at the mansion and at the studio. “Do you want Henry to drive?”

			“No, it’s a gorgeous day,” I said. “I’m going to let it out and make the run to the airfield in record time.”

			“The wind in your hair?” Farnsworth said in another tone that indicated complete approbation as I hurried out of my office.

			“Somebody will fix my hair when I get there! I am a movie star! Besides, I have a hat,” I said as I scooted across the hall, grabbing my favorite hat and scarf from the top of the Roman statue of Venus. Why have a marble Venus if she cannot hold your hat?

			“Madam will drive herself,” Farnsworth said to Henry as I ran down the steps and hopped into my lovely blue roadster. “As usual.”

			“Figured,” said Henry, who started out as a mechanic, worked as a cameraman for a time, and then went back to cars because there was less chatter than what a man heard on a movie set. At least that’s what he told me when I hired him. He kept all my cars running like kittens, engines purring, and was modifying a motorcycle for me. I had an idea for a stunt but needed a bit more speed to make it work.

			“Thanks, Henry!” I shouted as I let out the clutch of my roadster. “See you for dinner, Farnsworth!”

			The car roared down the driveway. I settled into the seat, loving the feel of the wind washing over me. As long as I kept moving fast, nothing could catch me. Not even my memories of Arkham’s shadows.

			The airfield was full of people. A crowd to watch our stunts always made for good publicity. I pulled my car as close to the planes as I could. Standing up on the car seat so I was above everyone’s heads, I waved and greeted the reporters. The wind picked up and sent my scarf sailing over my shoulder. I twirled and smiled and threw my hands high in the air. I may even have kicked up a Charleston step or two. Some of my best performances took place before the press. This one was a doozy.

			“Come on, Betsy, we won’t have the light forever,” said Marian. My director strolled in the direction of the planes. I hopped over the car door and followed her.

			“Are you still sure about this?” she said as we walked across the field.

			“They won’t call us trite,” I said.

			“How about stupid and reckless?” she answered. Marian always worried before a stunt. In some ways, she was worse than Farnsworth. But she never said that I couldn’t do it. Nor was she callous about any of the folks in the cast, right down to the smallest bit player. She was one of those women who asked, “How are you?” and then paused to listen to the answer. I worked with many directors, some crazier than others, and Sydney Fitzmaurice was perhaps the oddest of all. Not just because he liked to frighten people but also how he persuaded all of us to take part in the bizarre production filmed in his hometown of Arkham. Later, I wondered why we never left his strange old house on the day we arrived, except it was bred into the bones of all actors to never question the director. As I learned in the summer of 1923, never asking questions can lead to tragic mistakes. After that terrible final week in Arkham, I resolved never to blindly accept what others told me to do.

			Working in Hollywood, I quickly observed that many directors couldn’t even be bothered to say hello. And remembering favorite cookies and pet’s names and the other small stuff that made up a life? Not a chance.

			So I decided if I was going to break my neck on a set, I wanted a director who would at least think to call Farnsworth so he could give the servants a night off.

			Marian was much more than that. She was a person who cared about others. After Sydney’s callous disregard for our lives, and I must admit Max’s loyalty to Sydney didn’t help keep us safe either, I wanted a director who saw everyone on the crew as a person. Having Marian directing my pictures was important. At least if I was at risk of losing my life, it was only because of the stunts that I thought up, not the antics somebody else told me to do.

			Marian had started out in small parts like many of us, so she understood the challenges we all faced. She happily abandoned acting for being behind the camera early in her career. Lois Weber liked her and recommended her to me. Having a mystery serial about a daredevil female detective directed by another woman helped sell a few newspapers by covering us. A few holy rollers insisted on banning us in their towns, but that never hurt ticket sales.

			I couldn’t pay Marian near what she was worth when we started. However, I made sure her contracts gave her a share of the proceeds and then stock in the studio. She was a minority shareholder now, and her block and mine made us the majority by far. I voted and ran the business side for her, as she had no interest in it. When she wasn’t directing me, she worked on a series of films intended to enlighten others about the pressing social problems of the day. Worthwhile but daunting to watch. I kept paying theaters to show her films.

			“What do you think of the flyers?” I asked Marian, who was always a better judge of people than me. I tended to take people at their word, hence the problem of Max, and was wary of making the same mistake again.

			“They have a good reputation. You’ll like your pilot,” she said. “They call her the Woman Without Fear.”

			“I thought that was my title,” I said with a smile.

			“No, Betsy,” said Marian, absolutely serious, “you’re the Fearless Flapper Detective.”

			We walked up to the biplane where the pilot was talking quietly to her mechanic. I had been practicing on a similar plane for a week, on the ground, along with a professional wing-walker as my partner for this stunt.

			The regular wing-walker for the group, Charlie, was already there, all suited up and ready to go. He was a bit taller than the actor playing the villain, but nobody would be able to tell the difference in the long shots. We’d film a close-up with Roger later. Roger was terrified of heights, so we promised we’d do his bit on the studio floor and he didn’t even have to watch my flight. Charlie was Mohawk and had worked around planes in the war, including a stint in Ireland. He seemed to regard standing on a wing in midflight the same as standing on the ground. He had been a terrific teacher, too, and his suggestions had helped craft the final scene.

			We planned to recreate Gladys Roy’s stunt of playing tennis with a partner on the top of the wing. Except instead of waving tennis rackets at each other, we’d brandish guns. Charlie would pretend to get shot and drop to the wing. Then I was set to slither down the wing and back to the front cockpit where my character was supposed to make a heroic landing. All the real flying would be done by the woman in the back cockpit. She made one last check of the landing gear before striding over to us.

			“Betsy, this is Winifred Habbamock,” said Marian.

			“Wini,” said the pilot with a calm nod. She was suited up in what I thought of as aviator’s gear – leather hat with ear flaps, goggles, and heavy coat over trousers and boots, all to protect her from the wind and colder temperatures above the ground. On a warm sunny day, it must have been uncomfortable standing around in all that. Winifred Habbamock wore it with the panache typical of flyers. Well, the female pilots were the daredevils of the sky and the darlings of the press. That’s why I’d wanted this picture to concentrate on a murder at an airfield. With reporters and adoring fans following the flying women around the country, I decided it was time for the Flapper Detective to have more adventures in the sky.

			“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said to Winifred and meant it. I heard about this particular troupe of barnstormers from a couple of directors working on adding air stunts to their movies. Everyone said Habbamock was a spectacular pilot and that her crew had an admirable record for safety. Nobody had been killed on their tour, and that wasn’t true of all aerial circuses crisscrossing the country. Of course, the possibility of seeing someone killed was what drew the crowds to the flying stunt shows and air derby races. Everyone knew that but just called it “the thrill” of watching planes buzzing above. The same good old bloodlust drew people to the pictures like mine or Sydney Fitzmaurice’s horrid horror flicks.

			Of course, my pictures had guaranteed happy endings. The Flapper Detective wins over all impossible physical perils… except the day that she doesn’t. Underneath the squeals, the cheers, and the applause, there was that indrawn breath as my fans waited for me to fail.

			“Charlie says you’ve been a good pupil,” Wini said. “That you know all his signals and are smart about where you step. Are you ready to put on the harness and take to the air?”

			“Absolutely! I can’t wait. You sure about the tether?” I said. “I could do it without.” Most of the wing-walkers didn’t bother with ropes or parachutes. The more death-defying the better, but Charlie insisted on having safety lines and a harness with an “amateur” like me. The fact that I parachuted from a zeppelin in one of my earlier pictures hadn’t impressed Charlie with my professional credentials as a risk-taker. Or maybe it had impressed him too much, hence the insistence on safety lines. People did call me “reckless”, and I usually took such remarks as a compliment.

			“Your choice on the tether,” said Wini to me with a grin. “Your neck, too.”

			“Don’t tease, Wini, or give me a heart attack,” said Charlie. “It’s a tether or a parachute.”

			“And wreck the line of my coat with one of your bulky parachutes? I cannot do that! Besides, we want to scare the audience,” I said.

			Wini gave me a wink. “Can’t cheat the audience of their thrills. I keep telling Charlie the same thing.”

			He shook his head at the pair of us. “I walk the wing without any harness. Same as my brothers and cousins walk the steel in Manhattan. But Betsy has never done this in the air. First time, you always go with a tether.”

			Wini nodded. “I was just teasing. The rules are the rules. We may take risks, but we keep people safe.”

			Dottie, who acted as my dresser on set, came running up with the fur-lined velvet coat my friend Jeany had designed for the scene. The coat had clever splits in the back and the side, which concealed the harness. We’d already filmed the scene leading up to this where Roger took my supposedly unconscious self out of the trunk of a car, carried me across the airfield, and chucked me in the front cockpit. How we got from there to an aerial gunfight would not be shown. The audience would fill that out in their heads. Nobody ever said my movies made sense. Not even the Arkham Advertiser.

			“Do you have your gun?” Marian said to me.

			I reached into the pocket of the coat and pulled out the silver-plated pistol.

			“It’s unloaded?” asked Wini.

			“Not even blanks,” I said, pulling the trigger with the pistol pointed at the ground. It clicked but no bang. While walking out on the wing, which was waxed cloth wrapped around the lightest possible wood frame, the flyers insisted we shouldn’t even discharge blanks. Any damage to the plane could be fatal if we were unlucky. Keeping my balance and avoiding a Betsy-sized hole in the wing was important, too, so I wore my lowest, softest slippers. In my head, I kept running through the sequence of steps I needed to make. Put a foot wrong and I might put a foot through the wing. Charlie had made that abundantly clear during our week of practice.

			Wini nodded at my demonstration of the unloaded pistol. “Good. The only person allowed to carry a loaded pistol on one of my flights is me,” she said.

			I climbed up on the lower wing. Charlie mounted beside me and finished clipping the lines to the harness under my coat. One more wave to the press and I was ready to go. Very ready! I truly couldn’t wait to get into the air that day. I’d flown before but never been allowed to climb out on the wing. Whenever I left the ground, I wanted to go a little higher, be airborne a little longer. Balloons were nice, and the zeppelin had been thrilling, especially the parachuting part. I kept thinking airship travel would replace trains fairly soon.

			“Don’t forget to relax,” Charlie reminded me as he climbed into the front cockpit. It wasn’t really built for two, but luckily I was small enough to slide into the seat. We were squashed, but we fit. “Keep your muscles loose,” he added. “No good being tense on the wing.”

			Wini dropped into her seat. She waved to the red-haired woman mechanic as the prop started whirring, and the woman waved back. I gave one last thumbs-up to Marian, who ran back to the ground camera. Above us another airplane banked in a lazy turn over the field. In the second plane was our other cameraman, who would be filming the fight from above.

			Wini’s job was to keep the plane steady and low so we could get good shots from both cameras. If she took us too high, Marian wouldn’t have much to film from the ground angle. That’s why we paid for a barnstormer. They were used to low maneuvers so their audience could see all the action, especially when the wing-walkers did their stunts.

			We rose into the air with that bump that said goodbye to the ground. “If you can do it on land, you can do it in the air, Betsy, my girl,” I said to myself. The wind hit us full in the face and it felt wonderful. The racket of the plane’s engine and the wind made it unlikely Charlie could hear me muttering my usual litany of “up and at them” to steady my nerves. For me, as I explained later to Wini, it was never fear, not exactly, that made me almost quiver at the start of a stunt. It was something headier than that, an anticipation of the excitement to come.

			Charlie tapped my shoulder, our prearranged signal, and I stretched my arms over my head to grab one of the struts. He gave me a bit of a boost that got me out of the seat. And then it was step, grab, turn, and step again, and reach for the next handhold. Just like we practiced, only now we were nearly a thousand feet up in the air. Not that I looked at the ground. My focus was all on the plane and the marks that told me where it was safe to place my feet. The wind hit me with a force like I’d never felt before. The plane’s vibrations ran into my bones.

			But I was in place, and Charlie was in place. I pulled the silver-plated pistol from my pocket. The sun sparkled off it as I mimed shooting at Charlie.

			Charlie shot back with his prop gun. I shot again with lots of arm waving to make it evident to the audience that something had happened. Charlie then dropped flat. All went exactly as we rehearsed.

			Until the wind turned and buffeted the plane. I felt the shudder as Wini tried to correct, but the plane tilted. All of a sudden, my footing was no longer secure. I bounced a bit on my toes, trying to adjust. It happened so fast I didn’t have time to worry, not then. The worry would come just a few moments later.

			Charlie’s still prone body started to slide toward me. Then Wini adjusted, and the wings went level again, and he slid away. I huffed a little breath of relief. So far, so good. We had the stunt done. I trusted Marian to have captured the footage needed, even if the wind had thrown us off a little. So I started the sequence to return down the wing toward the cockpit.

			Only now my lines were entangled with Charlie. His weight was pulling me off my feet. I fought to keep my balance as I slipped nearer to the edge of the wing. Even at that moment, I wasn’t nervous. When I was in the middle of a stunt, I always felt this peaceful calm. Maybe that was why I kept challenging myself with harder and harder tricks. To prolong that moment of peace. People always asked me afterward, “Aren’t you afraid?” But the fear came later, much later, when I thought about all the others who depended on me and what would happen to them if I fell.

			The ground was a blur a long way down. Too far a fall to walk away alive. I remembered Charlie’s lectures about not falling completely off the plane. Even if the tether held, I could strangle myself in the ropes before he could haul me back. Best case scenario was that I’d break a few bones.

			Farnsworth, I thought, would not be pleased.

			Then I fell.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			My stomach hit the edge of the wing hard enough to knock the breath out of me. Charlie struggled with the lines, trying to untangle us and get himself back into the cockpit. He had to go in first for me to be able to slide in after him. Given our difference in sizes, me landing on the bottom would have meant a flattened Betsy for sure.

			I kicked with my feet and clawed with my hands to stop my slide off the wing. The lines bit into my ribs. I wondered if they’d break. I had cracked a couple jumping off a speeding train last year. And the doctor had warned me about not breaking my collarbone again after doing a dive off some rocks onto more rocks concealed by the ocean in the first Flapper Detective adventure.

			My legs kicked in a grotesque can-can over empty air as I slithered down the wing. I just couldn’t reach the bottom wing or propel myself toward the center and the safety of the cockpit. Instead, I slipped closer and closer to the tip of the wing. And after that, well, it was nothing but nothing. If I got out of this, I vowed never to refuse a parachute. Well, maybe I would refuse a parachute if it looked better to the audience to be without one. Then I firmly told myself to stop arguing with myself. Now was not the time for nerves. The time to be afraid was after I managed to save myself, I said very firmly to the inner Betsy who wondered why she hadn’t thought up a movie plot with less death and defying in the same scene.

			I glanced over my shoulder to gauge the difficulty of dropping down to the lower wing and crawling my way back to the cockpit from there. Or I could just hold onto a strut and ride the wing all the way down to the ground. Some wing-walkers did that. Of course, if the bump of landing knocked me off the wing, there was a chance of being run over by the plane itself. That, and several other warnings sounded by Charlie during our training, echoed through my head.

			Far too far away, the people watching us were tiny figures, just little dolls in the distance.

			The ropes jerked as Charlie thumped off the wing and back into the seat. He angled forward, extending his arms toward me, trying to catch hold of a leg or other bit that I had waving wildly in the wind.

			Unfortunately, I had skidded a bit too far along the wing. I realized I needed to shove myself back toward the center. Then I could descend, or at least fall in a controlled way, into Charlie’s arms and back into the cockpit.

			I kicked again with my legs. Nothing but the air beneath me and the wind up my skirts. “This is a ridiculous position,” I told myself through gritted teeth. I eased the death grip of my right hand on the lines and felt along the edge of the wing. Clawing for something, anything, that I could use to pull myself where I wanted to go, I felt my hand slide along the rough canvas. My lower half also shifted. I was now much more off the wing than on it. I said a word that would have made Farnsworth blush.

			Then the plane tilted. I yelled another profanity. One set of wings, the one that I was on, went up toward the sun and the other set waved at the earth. I slid toward the center like a kid going down a banister. Charlie’s big hands grabbed my ankles and yanked me toward him. Then he used the lines and my coat to haul me into place like a fisherman reeling in a particularly ungainly trout.

			So I completed the most ungraceful return to the cockpit ever done by a wing-walker. Well, Marian could edit that out, I decided. Or film a close-up on the ground. Definitely on the ground, I thought, as I wiggled into place.

			If I ever did this again – and why wouldn’t I do this again? – I could drop into the cockpit and then pretend to have a battle with another plane. Why hadn’t I added that to the script? I wondered. My heart was pounding, my hair was a wind-tossed mess, and I had lost my hat. But it didn’t matter. I smiled as we descended.

			Looking over Charlie’s shoulder, I saw the pilot, Wini, give me a big thumbs-up. I returned the gesture. If she hadn’t banked the plane and slid me back to the center, I might have ended my career right there and then.

			The plane touched down on the field and rolled without incident to a stop. A crowd of excited reporters waved notebooks and cameras to catch our attention as they swarmed onto the field.

			“Give me a boost,” I yelled at Charlie.

			He lifted me out of the cockpit. I staggered a little but managed a credible little dance along the wing with a neat jump onto the grass. I resisted the urge to sink down and hug the dirt.

			“What do you think?” I yelled at the reporters shouting at me. “Is it going to be the most exciting thing ever seen in a theater?”

			“Weren’t you terrified?” one woman with a notebook asked me. “When you fell?”

			“It’s all part of the stunt,” I claimed. Now was the time when the bumps and bruises started to make themselves felt. Now I knew that cold fear, the one that always ran like a shiver through me at the end of a stunt, when I thought about how I might not come up with anything better ever again. What if the next stunt isn’t as terrifying as I think it will be? What if the audience just yawn and turn away? But I quieted those nerves. I had an audience of journalists in front of me, all clamoring for me to be the brave Betsy Baxter, the unflappable Flapper Detective, and I gave the reporters exactly what they wanted.

			I said, “I knew my pilot had her plane under control. And my partner here, Charlie, is the best wing-walker in the business. These fine performers wouldn’t let anything happen to me. Now, go on, ask them your questions! They have a show tomorrow night. Everyone should come out to see some real tricks.”

			The reporters turned from me to mob Wini and Charlie as they climbed out of the plane. I walked a few feet away and tried not to collapse. I would be black and blue tomorrow, I knew from the ache along my ribs, but I was sure that I had managed to avoid breaking anything. Being back on the ground in one piece counted as a victory of sorts.

			Marian came running down the field to give me a hard hug that made me wince and groan.

			“Your own fault,” she said over my protests about bruised ribs. “And don’t ever, ever do that again. The entire crew nearly died of fright.”

			“No shoot-outs in midair,” I agreed. “But I have an idea about an air battle. Maybe after the Flapper Detective jumps from a motorcycle into an airplane.”

			“Oh, Betsy,” said Marian, shaking her head at me.

			Wini walked up to us. “I’ve seen that done,” she said. “Leaping from a cycle to a plane.”

			“How did it go?” I asked.

			“Fool broke both his arms and a leg,” she said. “And I tore up my plane crashing through a fence to avoid running over him.” She spoke with an accent I couldn’t quite place. A bit New England, a bit something else. There was a crackle of humor under her words as Wini pulled her pilot’s helmet off her head and shook out her long black hair. “You have courage,” she said. “Maybe not much in the way of brains, but definitely courage.”

			“I thought you were the Woman Without Fear,” I said. “Seems like you’ve done some death-defying stunts, too. And had a few accidents.”

			“Never said that I was smart,” she said. Again, the words were soft spoken, but I could see a smile at the corner of her dark eyes. “I just like to fly. And it takes money to fly. So, we loop the loop or go upside down under a bridge or let somebody jump on our plane from a moving vehicle. That makes the folks come out to see us. But only the first time. Enough pilots do the same trick, the audience loses interest. Then we make the stunts bigger and bigger!”

			“It’s the same in the movies,” I said. “Do the same stunt too often, or too many others copy you, and there goes the box office.”

			“Well, at least we can put on the posters that we flew with the Fearless Flapper Detective,” said Wini. “That should net us some good press in New England. I hear you’re popular there.”

			“You’re going to New England? Whereabouts?” I asked.

			“A number of smaller towns and cities all the way up the coast, then ending up in Boston for a big show with several different pilots. We are starting with three days in Arkham. Not happy about that, but I want to be back east this fall,” she said.

			“Why?” I was surprised to hear her mention of Arkham. And I was genuinely curious to know why Arkham made her unhappy.

			“On the East Coast? They’re talking about launching a transcontinental air derby for women pilots. Taking off in New York and landing in Los Angeles with a prize of ten thousand dollars for the winner. The closer we are to the start, the easier it is to get the plane onto the field in one piece.”

			“No, I meant why aren’t you happy about flying near Arkham?” I asked. I had my own fears about that place, but it was the first time I’d heard somebody outside Sydney Fitzmaurice’s small company of actors and crew voice similar thoughts.

			Wini stared at me, a long measuring look. The kind of look I’d seen cowboys and sailors who spent time outdoors give to a cloudy sky. The look that said there’s a storm on the horizon.

			“You’ve been there,” she said. “Arkham.” The smile and the humor disappeared from her voice. Instead, she sounded serious and not too sure about continuing the conversation. Talking about Arkham tended to do that to people, at least those I knew who had been there.

			No questions, just that statement about knowing Arkham firsthand, but I felt compelled to answer. “Three years ago. I was there. Something happened.”

			“Something bad,” said Wini. It was not a question.

			“I think so,” I admitted. “Except the memories are vague. I know there was a fire, and some friends were lost. Except one of them turned up unharmed this year. Jim is in a sanitarium. I’m planning to visit him after this picture wraps.”

			Wini nodded. The crowd around us had moved away to inspect the planes as well as to pepper Charlie and the red-haired mechanic with questions. “Arkham’s like that,” she said. “The further you get away from it, the more unlikely the memories seem. Once you leave, the more it seems like a dream.”

			“What happened to you?” I said.

			She shrugged. “I flew into an oncoming storm. My instruments were spinning like mad, so I dropped down, trying to find a train track or something to guide me. Except,” she said, “nothing looked right. Then something hit my plane.”

			“A bird?”

			“If it was a bird, it was the ugliest one in all creation,” Wini said. “No feathers. Never seen anything like it. It had legs like a squid, but it was flapping through the air like a bird.”

			“A flying squid,” I said. It sounded unlikely, but I had once seen another world reflected in a mirror. A world where a flying squid might well be a creature of its skies. A world that had looked so wrong and so terrible.

			At least, that’s what I think I saw in the mirror on the final day of shooting in Arkham. Like my last memory of Max, it was so frustratingly vague, almost dreamlike when I tried to recall what exactly I had seen and heard.

			“Whatever it was, it was big, it was slimy, and it rolled its one eyeball at me like it was considering lunch,” Wini remarked.

			I shuddered. It sounded like one of Sydney’s nightmare movie scenarios or the professor’s pulp stories. Come to think of it, both wrote stories inspired by their lives in Arkham. “What did you do?” I said.

			“Pointed the plane toward the sun and flew straight through that electrical storm. I don’t know if it was the thunder or the lightning that scared it away, but that creature dropped off my wing and disappeared. Still, that wasn’t the strangest thing that happened that day.”

			“What next?”

			“When I leveled out above the clouds, everything changed. No storm at all. Just some nice peaceful white puffs rolling by and the ocean below that, very calm and blue, and nothing to be seen but the shadow of my plane dancing across the waves.”

			“But you were flying over Arkham?” That’s how the story had started.

			“That’s what I thought. Except all of a sudden I wasn’t. I was miles off course and cruising above the Atlantic Ocean. Luckily, I had a nearly full fuel tank and all my instruments returned to good working order. I made it to land. At least as far as Innsmouth. They didn’t have much of an airfield then, but I found it.”

			“And now you’re going back there. You are the Woman Without Fear,” I said, and I meant it as a compliment.

			Wini smiled this time, the cautious type of smile you give someone who believed your crazy stories. The type I felt myself giving once or twice discussing my experiences with Jeany and the others who had worked with Sydney Fitzmaurice that summer in Arkham. All of them said they would never go back. I was the only one who wanted to return to Arkham, but then my friend Jeany said I was the only person in our group of friends who was willing to drive a car across a flaming bridge or jump out of a zeppelin wearing a parachute. In many ways, Jeany was one of the bravest people I knew, but she was not and never would be reckless. Wini, on the other hand, might well be an ally that I needed. From everything that she had said, it was clear she understood Arkham. At least the Arkham that haunted my dreams.

			“I’m going back and telling myself that nothing strange will happen this time. I don’t know if that counts as courage or wishful thinking,” Wini said. “I’ll earn my money and enter the derby. Why are you going?”

			“I lost a man,” I said. “And it’s driving me wild. But another friend, Jim, is now in Arkham, and I think it’s time to return. There’s a professor and a reporter who have been sending me stories about a variety of strange happenings in the area. But not enough answers. I plan to investigate.”

			“Then you really are the Fearless Flapper Detective,” said Wini with a laugh.

			“Yeah,” I said. “Isn’t it terrible when you start believing your own press?”

			“Can get a woman into trouble,” Wini agreed.

			“That’s exactly what my butler says. You should come to dinner and meet Farnsworth. He’d like you. And you can tell him I was in no danger at all today.”

			“Well,” Wini drawled.

			“Or you can say nothing at all and let me lie to him,” I said.

			•••

			Three days later, one gramophone was cranked up in the first-floor ballroom for those who wanted to Charleston or Toddle. A second one was blaring jazz by the pool, my film crew and Wini’s flying circus gang having a grand time.

			“More drinks, Farnsworth,” I said as I moved between the rooms, checking on the overall state of the festivities. “And we are not talking about tea.”

			Farnsworth sighed at this attempt at a witticism. “Certainly. There are letters for you.”

			He handed over the post. I scooped the stack off the silver tray and shook out the envelope with a promising bulge. It was the keys to the Fitzmaurice house from my friend Jeany. That’s where my mystery had started, and the burned-out house would be one of my stops when I reached Arkham. I dropped the keys into the pocket of my lounging pants and frowned at the note. Jeany wrote her usual warnings. My friend truly suffered in Arkham and I would never force her to return. But I wasn’t Jeany. If risking Arkham’s horrors meant finding Max, I would go.

			“And your two copies of the Arkham Advertiser arrived,” said Farnsworth. “I placed one in your office and another in the library.”

			“Oh, good,” I said. “Please add another subscription for the staff or some other spot in this house. We need to encourage them.”

			“Certainly,” said Farnsworth. “We could always acquire a parrot. The extra papers could be placed under its pole.”

			“Farnsworth, you’re a genius,” I said as I sped off to my office on the second floor. Hanging over the railing, I added, “Buy two parrots and all the newspapers you need. Parrots would be splendid in the greenhouse.”

			“It is called a conservatory,” Farnsworth replied as he moved toward the back of the hall.

			“Put them where you want!” I yelled.

			In my office, I transferred Jeany’s keys to my traveling handbag. I picked up a briefcase and stuffed in the accounts, contracts, and other business papers strewn across the desk. The train trip took nearly a week and with nobody able to reach me, except by telegram, I planned to complete a fair amount of work. Not as much fun as playing poker with the boys back when I was just an extra traveling with the crew, but I had booked a car all for myself and looked forward to some time away from Hollywood.

			Then I spread out the latest Arkham Advertiser that was sitting on my desk and read the headlines. “Professor Christine Krosnowski Disappears! Foul Play Suspected!”

			I dropped everything else to grab up the newspaper. I corresponded with Christine regularly. She’d helped Jeany in Arkham and answered all my questions as best she could. Which was often in grim detail. Although a professor of poetry, Christine had a definite interest in the strange history of the town. She also possessed a nearly photographic memory when it came to the odder occult volumes stored in the Miskatonic University’s library. She used that knowledge to write the most marvelous thriller stories for the pulps, all published under a fictional name so her colleagues in the English Department didn’t know and couldn’t criticize her more torrid writing. I’d optioned one or two of her humdingers for the studio.

			All in all, she was a good egg, and I wanted to know if she was safe. I scanned the article, which was brief and lacking the type of detail that my fan Darrell would have given it. The professor had failed to appear at a dinner where she was expected to present a paper on a new addition to the Miskatonic University’s library, some rare volume she’d discovered in a Boston bookseller’s catalog. Some more boring bits about how the book was so valuable that it was being transported by hand to the university and the professor was the only one who knew when it was arriving. Then the writer described the crime scene. Or the lack of one. No blood, no body. How had they managed to stick “foul play” in the headline? All the writer said was that friends went to the professor’s house, found the door unlocked, and the professor missing. The article concluded with the usual admonishment for the police to take disappearances like this more seriously.

			The Arkham police were useless when it came to disappearances. I’d been trying for years to stir them up over three men vanishing from one film set and their response had been, “They probably went back to Hollywood, Miss Baxter.” Even when Jim reappeared, unable to speak about what happened, the Irish desk sergeant simply sighed and said on the
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