
It starts with the sea. Always the sea. She loved the water, remember-
ing weekends at her grandfather’s Vermont home on Lake Cham-

plain, where she and her brother would swim out from the shore and 
dive down to try and see the coral reefs below the cold water. No 
amount of creepy tales her dad told her of Champ, the monster said to 
live in the lake, could dissuade her from swimming out as far as she 
could go. She loved the silky feel of water over her skin, the refreshing 
sharpness of jumping into its cold embrace, and the sense that she was 
almost flying.

So why did this dream of water scare her so much?
Perhaps because it was so vast, so enormous as to defy comprehen-

sion. She was floating in the middle of an uncharted ocean, so far 
away from land that it might not even exist. In this trackless ocean, 
land was a memory, a myth of ancient times forgotten by the denizens 
of this watery expanse. Without knowing how, she knew she was as far 
from land as it was possible to be on this spinning globe.

The ocean was peaceful, still and undisturbed, like a vast black 
mirror reflecting the stars wheeling above in their ceaseless dance. But 
some primal part of her felt a nascent terror that something was some-
how out of place, disjointed, or otherwise out of alignment. She was 
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adrift in the middle of the sea, lost and without hope of rescue, yet her 
fear was not of drowning, but rather of the isolation and the sense that 
she was an insignificant speck in the face of something unutterably 
vast, something too large and cosmic to be understood by a human 
mind.

No sooner had she formed the thought than she was dragged be-
neath the surface, and she felt the aching cold of the deep ocean en-
velop her as the water closed over her head. She gasped for breath, 
feeling the water pour into her lungs, filling them with bitter cold, yet 
leaving her able to breathe. She struggled against the invisible fetters 
pulling her down into the darkness, thrashing the water to bubbles as 
she plunged deeper and deeper into the abyssal void below.

Down into the depths she went, past the point where her struggles 
should have ceased, and past the point where the pressure should have 
crushed her body and left her as little more than food for the hunters 
of this lightless palace. It seemed like she descended into the deeps for a 
lifetime, the dim glow of starlight long since forgotten and the impen-
etrable darkness surrounding her completely.

She stopped struggling, knowing it was useless, and let the cur-
rent—or whatever it was that had hold of her—take her down. 
Down, down she plunged, past any hope of return to the surface and 
the fleeting world above. At last her descent slowed and the darkness 
was leavened by a faint suggestion of light below, a lambent greenish 
glow carpeting the irregular surface of the ocean bed.

The floor of this deep abyss was not flat; it was a rugged mountain 
of titanic blocks, like the remains of some ancient city of giants left to 
fall into ruin over millions of years. Vast stones and gigantic statues, 
taller than the greatest skyscrapers taking shape on the New York sky-
line, towered over this dead city. Mute sentinels were garlanded with 
shimmering seaweed and encrusted with barnacles. This was an alien 
place of the unknown and the mysterious.

She floated above this vast island, now seeing its far-flung boundar-
ies and knowing that this place had once basked in the sunlight of the 
world above. In ages past, this sunken enclave had known the touch 
of the wind and the lash of salty breakers. The thought of this place 
rearing up like a mountain range above the ocean’s surface filled her 
with dread, and her gaze was drawn toward an arrangement of blocks 
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vaguely reminiscent of a great archway, miles high and surely too enor-
mous in scale to be required for anything living to pass through.

A dread moaning drifted from somewhere far beyond the arch-
way, the mumbled moans of some vast sleeper who dreams fitfully in 
an eons-long slumber. The meaningless garble of syllables and animal 
noises were unintelligible to her, but filled her with such dread that 
she could not bring herself to look into the blackness of the arch for 
another second. The sound of pipes and echoing chants from distant 
lands seemed to swirl around the island, as though in answer to the 
dreamer’s wordless call.

This was the source of her nameless fear, this city of something dead 
yet still enduring and sunk beneath the sea to keep it from the world 
above. Though surely she was too deep for starlight to penetrate to the 
ocean floor, she saw the reflected light of ancient suns glistening on the 
glassy surface of polished blocks of unimaginable scale, tracing their 
patterns across the island tomb until they reached their appointed po-
sitions in the heavens. As she watched, the ocean floor shook with the 
tectonic heaves of a great undersea earthquake. Billowing clouds of 
sand geysered up from the bottom of the ocean as the monstrous island 
shifted and the siren song of meaningless chants intensified.

The fear she had felt previously peaked into a terrifying crescendo 
of horror as she felt something move deep beneath the accursed island, 
something of infinite alien malice and uncaring destructiveness. She 
looked up, seeing something hanging in the ocean above her, a glit-
tering orb of bronze. Yet even as she caught a glimpse of this new 
strangeness, the clouds of sand obscured it as the island broke free of 
the ocean floor.

Swirling water-borne sandstorms engulfed her, but not before she 
saw something gigantic and monstrous moving in the shadow of the 
great archway. Too vast to be anything living, too hideous to be any-
thing of this earth, it moved with great lumbering steps, gelatinous 
and fashioned from matter beyond human conception.

And finally Amanda screamed.

* * *

She awoke with the undersea scream on her lips, her heart 
beating a furious tattoo on her ribs, and her bed sheets soaked in 
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sweat. The covers were bunched in her fists and as her gaze swept 
the dorm room, she felt a momentary dislocation as the angles of 
the room she shared with Rita seemed to warp and twist like she 
was drunk. 

“Deep breaths, Mandy, deep breaths…”
Amanda glanced over at Rita’s bed, seeing it was unoccupied. 

Rita’s nightclothes were folded on the pillow, and there was a glass 
of half-drunk water on the bedside cabinet. The first rays of sun-
light poked through the blinds, illuminating a picture of some 
foreign long-distance runner tacked to the wall above Rita’s bed. 
Amanda took a deep breath as she tried to slow her breathing.

She closed her eyes, but that only made the fleeting vision of 
that dreadful…thing flicker on the inside of her eyelids like the jit-
tery images at the beginning of a movie reel. Her stomach lurched 
and she felt a swimming nausea uncoiling in her gut, reaching up 
toward her throat. Amanda threw off her bed sheets and bolted 
for the door, pulling it open and running down the corridors of 
Dorothy Upman Hall to the communal washroom facilities she 
shared with sixty other female Miskatonic University students.

No one else was up yet, and she was grateful for that as she 
lurched along the corridor and through the door to the washroom. 
Amanda launched herself at the nearest basin in the line, just in 
time, and emptied her stomach of last night’s meal in one explo-
sive expulsion. She coughed and spat acidic bile from her mouth, 
holding tight to the cold porcelain and letting herself sink slowly 
to the green-and-white tiled floor.

With her forehead pressed tight to the edge of the sink, Aman-
da felt a measure of equilibrium return. The coolness of the por-
celain and the hardness of the tiled floor were reassuring in their 
normality, the solidity of the waking world enfolding her in its 
comforting safety.

“Jeez, Mandy, you okay?” said a voice with more than a hint of 
the Bayou to it.

Amanda turned her head and saw Rita standing farther along 
the line of sinks, clad in her knee-length running skirt and a cot-
ton top with “M.U. Athletics” printed on the front. Rita spat 
toothpaste into the basin and was at Amanda’s side a second later, 
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helping her to her feet. Satisfied Amanda wasn’t about to keel over, 
she filled a cloudy glass from the tap and handed it to her.

“Here, get this down you,” said Rita.
“Thanks,” said Amanda, swilling the water around her mouth 

and spitting the last of the acrid remnants of last night’s beans and 
chicken into the basin.

“You been having that damn dream again?” asked Rita. “How 
many nights is it now?”

Amanda shrugged. “Six? Maybe seven.”
“The hell you say,” said Rita. “More like you been waking up 

screaming for two weeks now. Trust me, I know.”
“Sorry.”
“Don’t be foolish,” said Rita. “I ain’t looking for no apology. I’m 

worried about you.”
“I’m fine,” said Amanda, taking another mouthful of water. 

“Honestly.”
She saw Rita wasn’t convinced. Rita was a smart cookie, born 

and raised in New Orleans before winning an athletics scholarship 
and coming north to Miskatonic. Her skin was smooth Creole 
dark, with deep brown eyes and full lips. She was pretty in a way 
the boys hadn’t caught onto yet.

“Fine my ass,” said Rita. “You need to sort this thing out. You 
gotta speak to Doc Waldron. Get him to give you something to 
help you sleep.”

“No!” said Amanda, more sharply than she intended.
“Hey, I’m just trying to help here.”
“I know,” said Amanda. “I’m sorry. I’m just…just a little out 

of sorts.”
“Was it that underwater city again?”
“I don’t remember much about this one,” said Amanda, unwill-

ing to speak of the blasphemous undersea vision just yet. “I don’t 
always remember the dreams. I just know that they’re bad.”

Amanda turned on the cold tap and splashed water onto her face, 
feeling the deep cold of the dark ocean once more. Despite that, the 
water helped and she ran her wet hands through her hair. She tried 
looking in the mirror to see how she looked, but without her glasses all 
she saw was a pale pink blob topped by a damp mop of blond hair.
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“What time is it?” she asked.
“Coming up on seven.”
“Are you going for a run?”
“Yeah, you think I get up this early like this for fun?” said Rita. 

“You want to come?”
“No thanks,” said Amanda. “I don’t think I’m up for a run just 

yet. I need to get on with that paper for Professor Grayson. It’s late 
and he’s already given me one extension. I don’t think he’ll give 
me another.”

“Grayson? Why you bothering with that? It ain’t like it’s your 
major. It’s anthropology and history for heaven’s sake.”

“It’s extra credit,” said Amanda. “And I like his classes. Just be-
cause I’m an engineering student doesn’t mean I’m all numbers 
and calculations.”

“Yeah, don’t I know it,” said Rita with a smile. “I’ve seen you 
writing poetry when you think I ain’t looking. Crescent City girls 
are plenty things, but stupid ain’t one of ‘em.”

Amanda tried to hide her embarrassment, but Rita didn’t care. 
That was what Amanda loved about her roommate. Rita had been 
through so much in her own life that she would never dream of 
giving anyone else a hard time about having secret ambitions of 
their own.

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” said Amanda, feeling more 
like herself.

“Done, I got five miles to go before first class.”
“What do you have?”
“Fluid dynamics. You?”
Amanda rolled her eyes. “Materials at eleven, then I’ve got a 

shift at the bank in the afternoon.”
“How many is that this week?”
“Four,” said Amanda, “and I know what you’re going to say. No 

wonder I’m late with Professor Grayson’s paper if I’m working all 
the time.”

“I didn’t say nothing,” said Rita. Amanda could see she was 
itching to get outside into the fresh air and stretch her long limbs 
on a punishing run. She turned Rita around and pushed her to-
ward the stairs.
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“Go. Run,” she said. “At least one of us should be getting some 
exercise today.”

“You going to be okay?” said Rita, already down the first two 
steps.

“I’ll be fine. Go!”
“I’m going!” cried Rita, out of sight now beyond the balustrade. 

As Amanda turned back toward her room, Rita’s voice drifted up 
from the hall below.

“Don’t think this gets you out of coming to the Commercial 
with me over the weekend. Marie Lambeau and Jim Culver are 
coming to town, and that joint’s gonna be swingin’ girl. We gonna 
dance till the sun come up, you hear me?”

“I hear you,” said Amanda, running over to the banister. “Me 
and the rest of the dorm.”

Rita waved up at her laughing and ran outside.

* * *

The building loomed above him as only structures built to 
house the mentally afflicted could, the central tower with its stee-
pled roof seeming to look down upon him as a stern father might 
a truculent child. Whenever Oliver Grayson came to Arkham Asy-
lum, he always felt as though the barred windows and iron fencing 
sought to enclose him so completely that he might never be able 
to leave.

He smiled for the attendant at the gatehouse and drove his bat-
tered Ford Model A up the gravel roadway toward the main en-
trance. The engine coughed and lurched, reminding him that he 
needed to have Abel Sykes take a look at it. Oliver turned the car 
around and parked his vehicle by the foot of the steps leading up 
to the asylum’s entrance.

The central block of the asylum was built of red brick and was 
double roofed, with a Venetian-styled tower at its center. A wing 
extended from each side of the central block, housing the asylum’s 
lunatic inmates and its many treatment rooms. All the windows 
were secured with stout iron bars bolted to the brickwork, and the 
walls were thick with cyanotic vines.

Stepping out of the car, he buttoned his coat tight. September 
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was coming to an end, and a stiff Massachusetts wind was blow-
ing down from the hills to the west. Oliver pulled his trilby down 
tight onto his head so that only the merest suggestion of his neatly 
trimmed brown hair emerged from beneath the rim. He lifted a 
leather briefcase from the backseat of his car and walked across 
the gravel toward the heavy oak and steel reinforced door that led 
within.

With one hand thrust deep into his coat pocket, his head down 
and a purposeful walk, he imagined himself looking like Dr. 
Thorndyke from The Blue Scarab, but knew that was his imagina-
tion getting the better of him. Thorndyke was tall, athletic, and 
handsome, whereas Oliver knew he was no more than average 
height, bookish, and gangling, with thin features that more than 
one student had described as bird-like.

He climbed the steps to the main door and rang the electric 
bell, hearing it clanging within like the bells of St. Michael’s call-
ing the faithful to worship. As always, he felt the first stirrings 
of unease, for there was often the feeling that the orderlies and 
doctors who worked here were looking at him as though measur-
ing him for a straitjacket. That was, of course, ludicrous. Such 
barbaric restraints were almost never utilized any more, a more 
pharmaceutical route being the preferred method of ensuring pa-
tient compliance.

The door opened and a thickset orderly Oliver hadn’t seen be-
fore looked him up and down. The man stood in the doorway and 
waited for him to speak.

“Ah, yes, Oliver Grayson for Henry Cartwright. I telephoned 
Dr. Hardstrom to tell him I was coming. I’m a bit early, obviously, 
but you know how it is: classes to teach at the university, eager 
young minds to fill with knowledge…”

The words trailed off as he saw the orderly wasn’t the slightest 
bit interested. Why would he be? Oliver had a tendency to gabble 
when nervous, and the asylum made him more nervous than al-
most any other place in Arkham, and that was saying something. 
The orderly waved him in and Oliver removed his hat and stepped 
into the dimly lit atrium. The floor was a staggered herringbone 
pattern of black and white tiles that formed a serrated arrow point-
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ing toward an iron gate barring access to the inner sanctum of the 
institution. Even the architecture of this place drew him in, letting 
him know that it had a padded room ready and waiting for the 
day his mind collapsed.

A small reception desk was set to one side and the orderly went 
behind this and checked his name against the day’s expected visi-
tors.

“Grayson?”
“Yes.”
“And you’re here to see who?”
“Professor Henry Cartwright,” said Oliver. “I believe I said that 

already.”
The orderly gave him an odd look and shook his head. “No-

body by that name works here.”
“No,” said Oliver with a forced smile. “He doesn’t work here. 

He is a patient here.”
“Right,” said the orderly. “Then he’s not a professor. You 

shouldn’t confuse things by saying things that aren’t true.”
Oliver wanted to say that Professor Henry Cartwright deserved 

the title of professor more than most men who bore it, lunatic or 
not, but sensed that getting into an argument with this orderly 
would see him shown the door in short order.

A heavy visitor’s book was turned around to face Oliver.
“You need to sign in,” said the orderly, as though Oliver had 

never been here before.
Oliver took out his fountain pen and dipped it into the desk’s 

recessed inkwell, signing his name and taking his pocket watch 
out to write down the time. It was a quarter past seven, early by 
any academic’s standards, but Henry always seemed more cogent 
in the early hours of the day. Medicated he was barely coherent, 
and by evening virtually catatonic.

The rattle of iron keys and the clatter of a lock announced the 
arrival of another orderly. Oliver looked up from the book to see 
a thin-faced man coming through the barred gateway. His name 
was Monroe, and he was smoking a cheap roll-up cigarette that 
reeked unpleasantly of damp moss.

The thickset orderly jabbed a callused thumb toward Oliver.
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“Take him upstairs,” said the orderly. “He’s here to see the fire-
bug.”

* * *

“Henry?” he said. “Henry? It’s Oliver Grayson. Thought I’d 
stop by and see how you were getting on. Been awhile, I know, 
but you know how it is at the university. Always classes to take, 
papers to grade and so on.”

Henry Cartwright didn’t respond, sitting on the edge of his bed 
with his hands clasped in his lap and staring vacantly at the blank 
wall opposite him. Oliver removed his coat and put it on the back 
of the chair Monroe had provided. He set down his briefcase and 
sat beside Henry, looking at the man’s pale, ravaged features. He’d 
lost weight since coming to the asylum, almost three years ago, but 
that was only to be expected. The burn scarring on his hands and 
face had healed well, and only the barest hint of it could be seen at 
the side of his neck and upon his palms.

Some of the other patients had access to sketch pads, paints, 
and colored crayons, with which they decorated their rooms with 
drawings and symbols analyzed by the institute’s physicians. Not 
that much came of such analysis, for though Arkham Asylum 
practiced modern psychiatric treatments, the emphasis was very 
much on palliative care and not curing its patients. Henry had 
no such adornments to his room. Since he had been incarcerated 
at the asylum after a series of arson attacks in late 1923, it had 
been deemed ill-advised to give Henry anything flammable in his 
room.

“Are they treating you well?” he asked. “Is the food tolerable?”
Again there was no answer, though Henry turned his head 

slightly.
“I expect you’ll be glad of the coming winter,” continued Oli-

ver. “Less light to wake you in the mornings.”
As well as no paper, Henry’s room had no curtains either, and 

in summer the light streamed in criminally early. Oliver himself 
was a light sleeper, and hung blackout curtains on the windows of 
his bedroom at the first hint of spring. He unsnapped his briefcase 
and lifted out a book, The Great Gatsby, and opened it to where 
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he’d reached the last time he’d come to see Henry. After catching 
the movie at the Amherst Theatre, Oliver had picked up the book 
from the university library and found it far superior to the cel-
luloid adaptation.

“Now where were we?” said Oliver. “Ah, yes. Nick had just 
learned that his neighbor is the millionaire Jay Gatsby, and has 
received an invitation to one of his lavish parties.”

Oliver had no idea whether Henry understood anything he had 
read, but the soothing cadences of his reading voice seemed to give 
his old friend pleasure. Henry had been a dear friend to Oliver, 
and if this small act leavened the long emptiness of his days then 
it was the least he could do.

He read a couple of chapters, regaling Henry with the tale of 
Nick’s experience at the party and the comical realization that al-
most none of the partygoers actually knew their host. As Oliver 
finished the section where Nick and Jordan Baker finally meet 
the reclusive rich man, he closed the book and placed it back in 
his briefcase. Sunlight was stretching across the wall behind him, 
and Henry’s eyes were following its growing intensity. His hands 
unclasped and his mouth opened as he looked out through the 
barred window.

“The sun,” said Henry. “It’s alive you know. The fire inside it. 
I’ve seen the fireflies that burn when they come down from the sun 
and the stars beyond. They come down and they burn everything 
they touch. Ash and cinders, that’s all they leave behind.”

Oliver cleared his throat and took Henry’s hand. “I hope you 
don’t mind, but I’ve written to a friend of mine about you, Henry. 
His name is Dr. William Hillshore, and he is an eminent psy-
chologist from England who teaches at the Jesuit College of San 
Francisco. If you don’t have any objections, I’d like to have him 
take a look at your case notes. He’s rather brilliant, you know, and 
the academic grapevine has it that he’s dealt with some rather chal-
lenging and…unusual cases. I’ve known and corresponded with 
him for many years now, and his work with British veterans of the 
Great War is quite groundbreaking.”

“Hillshore?”
“Yes, that’s his name. Do you mind at all?”
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Henry shook his head slowly. “No, I don’t. But he won’t be able 
to see the fireflies.”

“I expect he won’t,” said Oliver. “But he might be able to help 
you.”

“No one can help me,” said Henry, and the finality of the words 
almost broke Oliver’s heart. “142, 142, 142…”

Oliver had heard this mantra of numbers before, but now, as 
then, he had no idea what they represented. Henry’s pathology 
was such that whenever those numbers were recited it was an indi-
cation he was becoming agitated. Oliver switched tack, changing 
the subject to something less likely to upset his friend.

“I had another letter from the Journal of Anthropology, you 
know?” said Oliver. “They were going to be publishing my research 
on the Yopasi tribe in the fall edition, but with all that’s happened 
they’ve pushed it back to the spring. To ‘give me the opportunity 
to revise my findings.’ It’s all politics, of course. They think I’m a 
fraud, Henry. Trying to hoodwink them and make them all look 
foolish. As if I don’t already look foolish enough.”

Henry ceased his repetition of the number 142, and his face 
took on a more serene look, like the pictures of soldiers Oliver 
had seen upon their return to the United States after the war. They 
looked right through the camera lens, as though not seeing it, as 
though they had seen things their minds could not process. Oliver 
thought they looked desperately sad, and hoped Hillshore could 
make some headway with Henry’s file.

“Three years of work up in smoke,” Oliver continued. “Three 
years living in primitive huts and researching the Yopasi, and for 
what? For them to up and damn well disappear on me, that’s 
what. I ask you, where does a whole tribe of Pacific Islanders go? It 
looked like a hurricane had hit their island, but I checked the me-
teorological data for the entire six months I was back in the States, 
and there wasn’t a single thing out of the ordinary. If I didn’t know 
better, I would think I was trying to mount an elaborate hoax.”

The words came out in a rush, years of frustration undimmed by 
this fresh telling. He knew Henry probably didn’t understand what 
he was saying, but it felt good to say the words out loud, to vent to 
a sympathetic ear. Even if that ear couldn’t really hear him.
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A key clattered in the lock, and Monroe appeared in the door-
way. The mossy stink of his cigarette quickly filled the room as he 
blew a series of smoke rings.

“You have to go now,” said Monroe. “It’s time for his meds.”
“Of course,” said Oliver, gathering his coat and briefcase.
Monroe stepped inside the room and took a drag on his ciga-

rette. The tip burned brightly, and Oliver nearly jumped out of 
his skin as Henry let out a terrified scream and scrambled to the 
corner of his bed, pulling the sheets up over his head.

“Fire! Fire…oh God in heaven, no! Not the fire, please no!” 
yelled Henry, beating his sheet-covered head with his fists. “It’s 
coming down again. Fires falling from the sky to burn them all. 
It’s burning them all! Iä Cthugha, na, Fnagt…”

The words died off, but before the last nonsensical syllable was 
out of Henry’s mouth, Monroe’s cigarette sparked with fire, the 
entire length of the crooked roll-up bursting into flame that crack-
led for the briefest moment like a spiteful laugh. Monroe flapped 
like a flightless bird, and though the sight was comical, the words 
Henry had spoken left a bitter taste in Oliver’s mouth, like the 
acrid aftermath of a particularly bilious belch.

“Get out,” ordered Monroe, his words muffled by the hand 
pressed to his burned lips.

Oliver backed out of the room as Monroe slammed the door. 
He stood forlornly in the antiseptic corridor of the asylum, listen-
ing to Henry’s pitiful sobs and Monroe’s angry words. He wished 
there was something he could do for his friend, but there was little 
enough he could do for himself.

Oliver checked the time on his pocket watch.
He had a call to make.

* * *

Rita ran with her arms pumping at her sides, her long eco-
nomical strides eating up the distance with ease. She left Dorothy 
Upman Hall and ran along the tree-lined thoroughfare of Church 
Street, giving a wave to the bronze statue of Dean Halsey as she 
passed. Behind the statue of the good doctor, the tall tower erect-
ed to memorialize the sons of Arkham who’d died in the Civil 
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War reared up taller than the surrounding buildings, and Rita 
never failed to be impressed by its scale. It was the tallest thing in 
Arkham, and dominated the skyline south of the river.

She turned north alongside the old graveyard and onto the Ay-
lesbury pike, heading west out of town toward the athletics field. 
The day was clear and the cold wind kept her nice and cool as the 
Georgian homes, cobbled streets, and clustered buildings of the 
town receded from sight. 

Rita ran every day, and needed to keep her fitness level high. 
The last thing she wanted was to get kicked out of Miskatonic 
for failing to achieve sporting glory for the university. She wasn’t 
smart like Amanda, and knew that if she didn’t justify the faith her 
scholarship trustees had placed in her, then she’d be back in the 
tenements of New Orleans within the month.

She kept a picture of Paavo Nurmi above her bed, a Finnish 
runner who had won five gold medals in five events at the Paris 
Olympics in 1924. He was part of the Flying Finn, a group of 
runners who excelled at all levels of distance running, and a man 
whose achievements Rita hoped one day to emulate. He was her 
hero, a proper sportsman, not like that thug Jack Dempsey the 
boys at Miskatonic all seemed to idolize. He was simply a brawler 
who’d begun his sporting career by picking fights in bars and walk-
ing away with the winnings of the bets made against him. Sure, 
he’d won a bunch of proper fights since then, but hadn’t he just 
lost his title in Philadelphia to an ex-Marine?

There was a purity in running that couldn’t be found in any 
other sport, a battle with the self to find those last reserves to keep 
going when your body was telling you to stop. When it was so 
easy to give up, the challenge was to keep putting one foot in front 
of the other, to keep pushing on. And Rita never gave up. She’d 
been a fighter ever since she’d decided to get the hell out of New 
Orleans. She’d had to: after a group of Klansmen had bought her 
older brother out of jail only to force him into virtual slavery on 
their sugar plantations east of the city, she’d had no other choice.

Rita’s daddy had gone out one night with a shotgun and Mama 
Josette, the mambo of Rampart Street, to get her brother back. 
Her father and brother had come back just after dawn, but would 
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never speak of what had happened out on the plantation. Rita 
saw her daddy’s shotgun still had both shells in the barrel, but 
when she’d asked how they’d gotten the plantation owner to give 
her brother back, her momma had told her to hush up and never 
speak of it again. She never did find out how her brother had been 
freed, but a month later, she heard a number of plantations along 
the east bank of the Mississippi had burned down.

No way she was going back to that life.
With that thought, she picked up the pace, knowing she would 

need to dig deep to finish her run if she peaked too early. 
West of Arkham, the trees crowded in on the pike, forming 

shadowed leafy archways and drooping bowers. The road was as-
phalt, and though there weren’t any sidewalks, the sides were still 
grassy, so Rita ran there. The forests grew thickly around Arkham, 
surrounding the town as though seeking to keep it away from pry-
ing eyes. She’d mentioned that impression to Amanda once, but 
her friend had looked at her strangely and muttered something 
about the witch-hunts of hundreds of years ago.

Through gaps in the forest canopy, Rita saw the hills rising 
above the trees. Though they were many miles ahead, it seemed 
as though they too pressed in on the city, their rounded flanks 
and stone-capped summits bare of any vegetation whatsoever. Rita 
eased up, slowing to a more measured pace as she came up on the 
rutted turnoff to the athletics field. It was a mile and a half to the 
field. By the time she’d gone around the baseball diamond and 
the bleachers, it’d be time to head back to take a shower before 
heading to class.

She took the turn and came in sight of the athletics grounds: a 
football field and a crumbling stand, which backed onto a base-
ball diamond and tiered wooden bleachers stacked high behind 
home plate. A few jocks were out hitting a ball around, mostly 
freshmen from Hell East, and Rita didn’t blame them for wanting 
to get out of that crummy dorm, with its busted heating, crappy 
plumbing, and lousy rooms. She headed past the thwack of ash 
on leather and made her way along the cinder track at the edge of 
the grounds.

Running wasn’t as popular as baseball and football, and much 
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of the track was overgrown with weeds. Rita was sweating freely 
now, her entire concentration fixed on continuing forward. She 
heard whooping yells and more cracks of bat on ball, but paid 
them no mind. She was in the runner’s “corridor” where all she 
could see was the ground immediately in front of her, the yard or 
so of track she would cross in the next second.

Too late, Rita saw the bundle of clothes on the track and tried 
to avoid it. Her right foot came down on the bundle and she felt 
her ankle twist as she tried to extend her stride to avoid it. The 
world spun around her and she tumbled to the ground, grazing 
her knee and slamming her cheek into the cinders. She rolled and 
spat dirt, grabbing her ankle with a howl of frustration. She could 
already feel the joint begin to swell and the pain throbbing up her 
shin told her that, at the very least, she’d sprained it badly.

Gritting her teeth against the pain, she looked to see what had 
tripped her.

“What the hell…?” she said, not sure she was seeing it right.
It looked like a tattered dress, black and sequined, with corn-

colored butterflies stitched around the hems. The cloth was torn, 
as if it had been cut up with long pinking scissors, and Rita saw it 
was wet with a sticky liquid. Pink and red lumps laced with wrig-
gling insects protruded from the arms and bottom of the dress.

A moment later Rita saw the bloody remains of the girl wrapped 
in the dress.

And this time it was her turn to scream.
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