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A mad surrealist’s art threatens to rip open the 
fabric of reality, in this twisted tale of eldritch 
horror and conspiracy, from the wildy popular 
world of Arkham Horror.

Aspiring painter Alden Oakes is invited to join 
a mysterious art commune in Arkham: the New 
Colony. When celebrated Spanish surrealist Juan 
Hugo Balthazarr visits the colony, Alden and the 
other artists quickly fall under his charismatic spell. 
Balthazarr throws a string of decadent parties for 
Arkham’s social elite, conjuring arcane illusions 
which blur the boundaries between nightmare and 
reality. Only slowly does Alden come to suspect 
that Balthazarr’s mock rituals are intended to break 
through those walls and free what lies beyond. 
Alden must act, but it might already be too late to 
save himself, let alone Arkham.

™



CHAPTER ONE

“The last time…?”
Alden Oakes turned away from the window, staring coolly 

at the cub reporter who had paused with his pencil raised 
above the pad. Oakes had avoided his questions deftly so 
far, employing a defensive combination of small talk and 
awkward silences.

“I thought we might start there,” the reporter said, prodding. 
He had a deadline.

Alden nodded and resumed pacing inside the hotel suite. 
“Strange weather we’re having. First a dense fog, then blowing 
mists like gigantic gauzy veils. Now here comes the rain. I 
didn’t need to open this contraption all the way here from the 
train station this morning.” He tapped the window with the 
umbrella he was using like a cane. The reporter had noticed 
the famous painter suffered from a slight limp. “The air is 
strangely mild for midsummer. Don’t you agree?”

“It beats the heat,” the reporter said. He wasn’t interested 
in talking about the weather, but whatever got his subject to 
relax and open up to him was worth a try.

Alden gazed out at the gloom as if he were trying to 



decipher shapes in the clouds.
“How does it feel being back at the hotel again?” the younger 

man asked, poking again softly, wondering if this afternoon 
was going to end up being a big waste of time. Usually, there 
were two ways to handle it. Either you pushed the subject 
harder and risked losing them, or you went all quiet and let 
the pressure of no one talking do the trick. He hadn’t made 
up his mind which way to go yet.

“The doorman tipped his cap like we were old 
acquaintances,” Alden said.

Rain hissed and slithered down the glass.
The reporter decided. He had spent hours trying to pry 

stories out of tight-lipped people in places far less pleasant 
than the luxurious Silver Gate Hotel. He could afford to 
kill a little time here in the comfort of a pricey room. So he 
dropped his pencil on his notepad and pushed back from the 
hotel room desk, letting out a gentle sigh. Though compact, 
the desk setup was more comfortable than his cluttered cubby 
at the Arkham Advertiser, where he was forced to share space 
with a sports reporter, a habitual snacker who left coffee rings 
and doughnut crumbs on everything. If the artist wanted to 
play coy, he’d wait him out, saying nothing. He gazed past the 
painter at the dim, graying view of downtown Arkham.

Alden pushed off from the window and smiled. He sat 
stiff-backed on the loveseat, his hands resting on the crook 
of the umbrella gripped between his knees. Leaning over, he 
switched on a lamp, casting light into the room which was 
growing noticeably darker despite the noon hour. “Ready?”

“Yes, Mr Oakes, whenever you want to get started.” Victory! 
He snatched his pencil.



Resigned, Alden sank into the pale green velvet sofa 
cushions, closing his eyes. “The last time I saw the Silver Gate 
Hotel it was burning. I was burning too, or my jacket was, 
before an Arkham fireman tackled me to the ground, rolling 
me in the grass to smother the little fires climbing my back. I 
escaped with my life, as they say.”

“You’re a lucky man,” the reporter said. Now that the ball 
was rolling, he just had to keep it going. He might get a decent 
story out of this yet. After all, the tragic and suspicious fire at 
the Silver Gate had been the biggest news story in Arkham 
last year. But Alden Oakes was considered only a minor part 
of it, a local celebrity footnote. A celebrity painter, no less.

“I’m sure some people might consider me lucky,” Alden 
looked at him slyly.

The young man frowned, confused. Would he have rather 
had his bacon fried?

Alden went on.
“This suite we’re sitting in, the one I’ve booked for this 

homecoming of mine, survived the catastrophe intact. It 
suffered serious smoke damage. The whole place did. But 
you’d never guess that judging from the building’s current 
appearance. The bricks scrubbed clean, fresh from the rain, 
the lobby’s glossy marble floor shining like a giant chessboard, 
and those vases full of maroon heirloom roses and white calla 
lilies. Such a transformation! Yes, they worked a real miracle 
bringing this hotel back into operation in a little over a year.”

The reporter began scribbling notes. “The grand reopening 
gala is scheduled for tomorrow. Are you surprised the hotel 
owners invited you?”

“Why? Because of the rumors? My confinement?” Alden’s 



voice rose. “Nothing was ever substantiated. Innuendos and 
idle speculation. The press planted theories to sell more 
papers. People like you.” He checked his anger, pushing it back 
under the surface. “Others influenced them, of course. The 
doctors said I needed rest. I suffered from physical and mental 
exhaustion. No, I don’t feel guilty about what happened to the 
hotel. But I’ll admit it was a surprise to receive the invitation. 
Who are the owners, by the way? Do you know?”

The reporter shook his head. “It’s a damned secret. The 
management company runs day-to-day business. But the 
legal paperwork is vague, a pyramid of companies, mostly 
European. Taxes are paid by an anonymous land trust. That’s 
all I could dig up–”

“Don’t bother digging. You won’t find anything.” Alden 
waved. “It’s not important.”

“But they wanted you here.”
“My presence was demanded.” Alden sat forward. “I just 

finished a gallery showing in New York. I have no real home 
any more, not in America. I was debating returning to France, 
or spending a few months in South America painting frogs 
and orchids along the Amazon. I’d gone as far as hiring a 
paddleboat with a small crew to ferry me into the jungle.”

“Yet here you are,” the young man said, shaking his head, 
incredulous. A trip into the Amazon jungle! Now there was 
a place where stories were ripe for the picking. They must 
be hanging from the trees like banana bunches. A journalist 
could write a big, fat book about it. “Why would you skip a 
trip like that, if you don’t mind me asking? I’d jump at the 
chance.”

“Adventure doesn’t require an exotic locale. Only the 



proper spirit is needed…”
What the heck did that mean? Well, the young reporter 

wasn’t here to argue about foreign travel plans. “Keep talking, 
Mr Oakes, I didn’t mean to interrupt you,” he said.

“Not to worry. What’s your name again?”
“Andy. Andy Van Nortwick.”
“Well, Andy, let me ask you a question. How old do you 

think I am?”
Glad that the artist’s mood had improved, Andy screwed 

one eye shut and appraised his subject. Oakes was slender, his 
pale coloring bordering on consumptive, except for a penny-
sized, raised scar dotting his left cheek. He wore a pencil 
mustache. His hair receded in a sandy blond wave curling 
back from a high aristocratic forehead. And he dressed strictly 
top drawer, a tailored London suit. But his eyes gave it away. 
They looked watery and old, crowded by lines of worry, 
sleepless nights, and regret. “I’ve never worked at the carnival 
or anything, but I’ll guess you’re right about fifty. That’s a nice 
round number. Fifty it is.”

“I’m twenty-nine. My birthday was two weeks ago.”
The reporter’s face reddened. “I’m sorry, Mr Oakes. I didn’t 

mean any insult to you.”
Alden brought out a gold cigarette case and a banjo pocket 

lighter. He offered a smoke to the reporter. Then he lit both 
their cigarettes.

“That’s what adventures do to a person, Andy.”
Alden winked and settled back on the sofa. He exhaled 

a plume of smoke into the suite. Andy felt embarrassed. 
The Arkham Advertiser reporter kept his eyes glued to his 
notepad. He’d been writing for the newspaper for less than a 



year. Before that he had been delivering them on his bicycle. 
He was eager to be writing any story more momentous than 
Mrs O’Reilly’s dog gone missing after chasing the milkman 
off her porch. He silently cursed himself for being so raw. A 
real dope. He wasn’t like the cynical veteran ink slingers, with 
their grimy fingers stuck in every political pie. They wrote 
stories as favors or payback. He had no secret agenda. No one 
was pulling his strings. Not yet anyway. He only wanted to tell 
the truth. When he looked up again, Alden’s expression had 
softened toward him.

“It wasn’t easy walking in this place after what happened 
to me here the last time,” the painter said. “My heart was 
thumping when I checked in at the front desk and got my 
key. They’ve got the elevator operator dressed up like a phony 
palace guard. So strange. I almost pitied the poor old guy 
sitting there on his stool.”

“I saw him too,” Andy said, smiling. “I’ll bet it gets boring 
sitting in that box all day, riding up and down.”

“Agreed,” Alden said. “Is it me or do the hotel staff seem 
terribly cheerful to you? I wonder how many of them worked 
here before the fire. I arrived early to avoid the rush. Most 
of the invitation-only gala guests aren’t getting in until this 
evening or tonight. As the elevator car rose, I fiddled with my 
room key, caressing the brass fob. It’s shaped like the Silver 
Gate façade but in miniature. Here, take a look.” Alden slipped 
his room key from his pocket, tossing it to Andy.

“It’s heavy,” Andy said, before giving it back.
“The fire stopped on twelve. The firehoses never reached 

this far.” Alden tapped the number on the key. “1481. My 
room for tonight. I entered and hooked the chain behind me. 



Only smoke invaded 1481 the night of the inferno. Plenty of 
it. Sniff about I did, once I locked myself inside. Like a basset 
hound following a scent trail I got down on all fours, but 
detected nothing more than laundered bed linens and a whiff 
of lemon oil wood polish. The new carpet feels different, 
spongier than I recall. They’ve repainted. The replacement 
color is horribly bland, less rich and creamy than the original. 
Your average person wouldn’t notice the difference. But I do. 
Demolition might have been a better option. Start over from 
scratch. I suppose it all came down to cost. They’ve chosen to 
try and cover things up, but the residue is still here, lingering 
beneath the surface. Hints and echoes. Before you knocked 
on my door, I smelled smoke in the bathroom. I was sure I 
smelled it. Fleeting, but distinct, not the scent of cigarettes 
but acrid, choking fumes… I investigated but failed to 
discover any lasting trace of it, only a bleachy residue rising 
from the bathtub. Funny.”

The reporter couldn’t help but take a deep breath.
“You don’t smell anything now, do you, Andy?”
“Not a thing, Mr Oakes.”
“Maybe it’s playing tricks on me,” Alden said. “The hotel, 

I mean. Or, maybe, something else….” The painter seemed 
lost for a moment, unfocused; his head tilted as if listening 
for a muffled, distant sound. But then he returned. “The 
furniture appears solid, elegant yet standard: a bed, dresser, 
and nightstand. The cozy sofa and chairs, that neat little desk 
where you’re sitting writing out my story. My version of the 
events as they transpired… what happened to me…”

“What did happen to you? It was more than a bad fire, 
wasn’t it?” Andy’s eyes sparked.



“You’ll make a good reporter someday, Andy. You have the 
nose for it, as they say. I wonder if you’ll believe me if I tell you 
everything I saw, everything I know is true.”

“Give me a try.” Andy tapped the ash off his cigarette and 
licked his dry lips.

“I’ve got a bottle of gin in my bag,” Alden said. He stood up 
quickly and moved to the closet. Taking down a red crocodile 
suitcase and setting it on the luggage rack, he pulled a small 
key from a necklace he wore under his shirt and unlocked the 
catches. From the case he unpacked a bottle of bootleg gin, a 
shaker, and a pair of glasses. He left the case open. “Hand me 
that ice bucket, would you? Thirsty?”

Andy found a full ice bucket sweating on the nightstand. 
He brought it to the painter.

“I don’t drink on the job,” he said. “My boss wouldn’t like 
me breaking the law.”

“Admirable,” Alden said. “But the martini is for me. Ginger 
ales for you are in the desk drawer.” Alden tossed him a bottle 
opener. When both men had their cold drinks, they settled 
back in their seats. Alden raised his martini for a toast. “What 
shall we drink to?”

“Truth?”
Alden shook his head. “Too much responsibility. How 

about, my side of things?”
“To your side of things,” Andy said. He sipped his ginger 

ale.
Alden took a long swallow of gin. “That’s all I can tell you, 

really. All any of us ever can tell, in the end. Nina would agree. 
She’d like you.”

“Who’s Nina?” Andy asked.



“She’s my best friend,” Alden said. “I’ll get to her eventually. 
She’s a big part of what this puzzling business is all about. A 
writer, too, my Nina, ‘Alden, if you and I don’t tell people 
what’s going on, who will?’ she’d say.”

“She sounds like somebody I’d like to meet.”
Alden smiled wistfully. “Nina isn’t here to help us right 

now. Words are her strength, mine being colors… pencils 
and brushes, paints, canvas. She would’ve been much better 
suited to be your source. But you’ve got me instead. Let me 
know if you get hungry. We’ll order up room service. Oysters 
Rockefeller and shrimp cocktails. Put it on the hotel tab.”

“Swell. I’ve never eaten like a rich man before.”
Alden set his martini down to light another cigarette. He 

clicked the lighter dramatically and said, “My curious reporter 
friend, I’ll do everything in my power to set things out right. 
The dreadful truth of the events as they really occurred, even 
the unbelievably scandalous details and most gruesome, 
loathsome facts. But you must know that it all started for me 
well before that frightful night at the Silver Gate Hotel.”

Andy’s pencil moved mechanically across the blank page, 
filling in the lines.

So, Alden began his tale.



CHAPTER TWO

The summer before… well, around two years ago now, I was 
watching a hot sun set into a cold glittery sea when I heard 
someone calling my name across the beach at Cannes.

“Oakesy!”
Now, my proper name is Wilfred Alden Oakes. But my 

father will always be the only Wilfred Oakes, renowned 
industrialist and philanthropist, et cetera. Everyone else calls 
me Alden. Except for one person. So I knew, before I saw 
him stepping through the long shadows stretched out on the 
sand, that it was Preston Fairmont walking toward me with a 
martini glass gripped in one hand and the other waving as if 
he were trying to hail a cab.

“Oakesy! Over here! I can’t believe it’s you. What are you 
doing in France?”

I was sitting in a wicker chair beside a small slatted wood 
table at a beach café, resting my legs after a day of climbing the 
winding cobbled lanes of the old quarter, Le Suquet, in search 
of untapped inspiration. Preston grasped the chair across 
from me and pulled it free from the beach. A bag containing 



my brushes and paints popped out of the seat but did not 
spill. Preston removed it from sight. Jubilant and tan, he sat 
down, beaming.

“What are you drinking?”
“A rose cocktail,” I said.
“Splendid.”
Preston caught the eye of the waitress. He had a manner 

about him that service people always noticed. He exuded 
money. The waitress slid another coaster onto my table.

“Voulez-vous quelque chose à boire?”
“I’ll have one of these,” Preston said, pointing to my drink.
The waitress nodded, smiling, but Preston was already 

looking away from her at the deep blue waves, the people 
lounging on the sand, and lastly, as she departed our company, 
at me. Despite my surprise at seeing him, I was instantly 
reacquainted with his aloof charm.

“How are you, Preston?” I said.
“Glorious, I’ve spent the day… I don’t know… walking? I 

never tire of this place.”
“Staying long?” I tried to sound neutral. It had been a while 

since we last talked, and the gap was not entirely by accident. 
Preston and I shared a lot of mutual background and friends. I 
preferred the illusion that I was unique in the world. He made 
that more difficult.

He shook his head. “I leave tomorrow. Sailing in the 
morning. That’s why it’s so perfect that I’ve seen you just now. 
I’ve been trying to reach you. You are desperately elusive, 
Oakesy.”

“I’ve been here all summer,” I said, squinting, shading my 
eyes.



“At the beach? It’s no wonder you haven’t had an exhibition 
in ages.”

His comment casually found a way to bruise my pride.
Preston’s cocktail arrived.
I ordered another and requested the check, hoping 

to measure our encounter to the most enjoyable length. 
“Painting isn’t all getting and spending. Learning the craft 
takes time. I’ve grown this year, but finding my own style has 
been more difficult than I first anti–”

“Artists throw the best parties,” Preston interrupted. “I’ll 
bet you’ve been to a few.”

Preston Fairmont was no amateur about throwing parties. 
At college he became a Miskatonic University legend. He’d 
started out at the University of Chicago, but his lack of 
seriousness as a student caused his parents to want him 
closer to home. So, reluctantly, he transferred to MU after a 
year. When we roomed together as classmates, he was still 
in his hosting infancy and busy establishing himself, keenly 
assessing maneuvers in the social terrain. During the Great 
War we talked about dropping out to join the navy because we 
liked their uniforms. The girls did too, or so we had surmised. 
There was something romantic yet viscerally tangible about 
the sea. It’s the same reason I’ve always enjoyed painting in 
seaside locations. Well, neither of us volunteered to fight, and 
the war ended the autumn following our graduation. By then 
Preston was a connoisseur of the party scene and a host of 
epic renown. I dabbled on the periphery of such events, more 
comfortable spending my time slapping paint on canvasses in 
a studio or lugging an easel around outdoors.

“Why were you trying to contact me?” I asked.



“I’m embarrassed to say.”
“Impossible,” I said. Preston had an innate confidence bred 

into him. “I’ve never known you to feel that emotion.”
“You’ll see when I tell you why.”
“Go on.”
“I’m getting married.” Preston smiled sheepishly.
“Congratulations! That’s nothing to be flustered about. 

Cheers!”
I genuinely felt happy for the old boy, but the joyous surge 

was quickly throttled.
“To Minnie Devane,” Preston added.
The empty glass squirted out of my fingers, tumbling off 

the table into the sand. Luckily its replacement was due any 
second. So here was the sticking point. Minnie Devane had 
been my on-again, off-again college girlfriend, my fiancée and 
ex-fiancée, my inspiration, the first woman I ever thought I 
loved. Now, I could write a book about Minnie, but if I did, 
I’d have to burn it before I was arrested for violating the 
Comstock Laws. Not that Minnie herself was obscene. See, 
she was like a piece of broken mirror. Small and shiny, and 
if you weren’t careful she’d leave you bleeding. She reflected 
back places in yourself that were better left unexamined. I fell 
for Minnie because she had a smart, sassy way of talking and 
a wild, fast, shimmery way of whipping herself around a room 
so that everybody felt charged up. She was all heat and energy.

Sometimes that energy exploded. And people got hurt.
“You and Minnie?” It seemed so impossible, and then, even 

worse, so obvious.
I picked up the glass and dusted it off.
“Ain’t it grand?” Preston said. His forehead beaded with 



sweat. Dark patches stained his shirtfront. He kept folding 
and unfolding his arms. His hands were like a pair of birds 
he was trying to keep from flying away. I noticed his color 
draining off, like a man about to faint. Was he that nervous 
about telling me? I hadn’t thought my opinion mattered to 
Preston.

“When’s the big day?”
“Oh, not until next summer. I’ve got… We have a year to 

plan,” he said.
The shock of the news still reverberated, of course. I nearly 

felt concussed. But I was having a hard time coming up with a 
good reason to object or even to feel bad. I liked Preston. And 
I liked Minnie. Why shouldn’t I be happy for them?

“I don’t know if you’re looking for it, Preston, but you have 
my blessing,” I said.

The more I thought about them as a couple, the more I 
saw how they fit better than Minnie and I ever did. I was too 
solitary to match their robustly sociable personalities.

Preston and Minnie. Linking them up like that would take 
time to get used to.

“Oakesy, that’s real swell of you. I’m relieved.” He didn’t 
look relieved. He was scratching his shoes back and forth 
under the table, peeking occasionally to witness the progress 
of his dig. He looked worse than when he dropped the big 
wedding bomb on me. Was there something else? “You’re a 
champ. We hoped you wouldn’t be too sore.”

“I’m glad you found each other. Honestly, I think I really 
frustrated Minnie. The lonely artist, I guess, living inside his 
own head. In an imaginary world. ‘But it’s always raining in 
your world,’ she’d say. ‘That’s the trouble.’ Maybe I was just 



too peculiar for her.”
“That’s what she told me.”
Did she now?
Frankly, Preston and Minnie were the kind of people who 

typically did as they pleased. If they were inconvenienced, 
they might try to patch things up to see that things would go 
smoother for them. But they were hardly the type to lie awake 
at night wondering about the impact their actions had on 
bystanders. I felt sort of honored in a weird way.

“Minnie and I are hoping dearly that you’ll come to the 
wedding. It’s in Arkham.”

The unexpected invite dizzied me. Certainly, I might get 
used to the idea of my old flame marrying a college buddy of 
mine, but did I want to be there to see it happening?

Preston glanced past me over my shoulder. The corner of 
his mouth twitched in an anxious half-smile. I turned to see 
what he was looking at. It was a woman in a floppy sun hat 
with a pink ribbon. Either because Preston had been staring, 
or because I turned abruptly, she concealed herself, lowering 
the hat’s wide brim to avoid our further attention.

He reached over the table and grabbed my wrist. His look 
was pleading. I felt sorry for him. “Please say you’ll be there,” 
he said. Why was he acting so desperate?

“I’ll come to the wedding.” I had time to adjust, and he 
wanted me there so badly.

His face stretched in an elastic, white grin. “That’s terrific! 
They will be so happy!”

“They? Who are they?” I asked, confused.
Preston paused, then shrugged. “It’s just Minnie and me. 

No one else.”



“Now what about that woman sitting behind me? With the 
sun hat?” I thumped his shoulder. “I saw you smiling at her.” 
Here I wagged my finger. “Minnie will expect your complete 
attention and strictest devotion, if you haven’t discovered that 
already.”

Preston swallowed dryly. “Well, she’s the only one for me.”
“Good man! Come next summer, you shall worship the 

goddess Minnie!” I joked.
“Ha!” His loud exclamation startled the beachgoers around 

us.
The waitress finally came with our drinks. After I signed 

the check, I pretended to drop my pen accidently so I could 
get a second, better look at the woman in the floppy hat. But 
she was gone.

While I was bending over, I happened to glance under the 
table. During our conversation, Preston had slipped off one 
of his white bucks and drawn something in the sand with his 
toe. A cup-like shape balanced on a triangle. Inside it were two 
ovals. Next to the cup, and less distinguishable, he’d scratched 
a three-pronged fork.

How truly bizarre, I thought.
As I tried to make sense of the upside-down symbols, 

Preston dragged his foot through the sand, obliterating them. 
Initially he’d come on so very Preston, but now I was noticing 
his unease. Perhaps this impending marriage really did shake 
his pillars. Minnie had that effect on some people.

“When are you planning to head back to Arkham?” Preston 
asked me as I sat up.

“I have no formal plans. I’ll be in France for a short while. I 
was hoping to make a trip along the Spanish coast. My mother 



wants me home for Christmas. Why do you ask?”
“Minnie and I are throwing an engagement party. No date 

yet. Probably at my parents’ house in French Hill, or maybe at 
the Lodge. We’d like you there. We have a lot of new friends 
who’ll be attending the wedding. You need to meet them 
first. Fascinating crowd. Bohemian types, right up your alley. 
Arkham has a vibrant art scene these days, or so Minnie tells 
me.”

“That sounds intriguing,” I said. Since when did bohemians 
flock to Arkham? “What kind of arts do they practice?”

Preston’s skin turned a clammy gray. No longer the tanned 
picture of good health, he gulped his drink and began sucking 
on the ice. I worried he was suddenly feeling unwell.

“Are you all right, chum?”
“One too many escargots last night, I’m afraid,” he said, 

wiping his damp forehead.
“And a few too many bottles of bubbly to chase them?”
Preston smiled. “You know me, old friend.”
I thought I did.
He asked me to consider a return to Arkham in the fall. He 

and Minnie needed to start planning for their wedding bash. 
And weren’t the fall trees beautifully colorful around our New 
England town? Couldn’t I find something worth painting 
closer to my birthplace?

“In any case, get yourself home before all the leaves are 
gone,” he said.

“I’ll try my best.”
My answer seemed less than satisfactory to him, but we 

shook hands (his felt like a cold thing washed up on the 
beach) and said au revoir.



Our waitress swung by, and I ordered an absinthe.
My nerves felt jangly, my inner wiring frayed. For no real 

reason, my senses felt as if they were set on high alert. It was 
as if I were living on only coffee and cigarettes.

The water flashed with intricate, metallic-seeming patterns. 
I noticed one sailing yacht anchored out in the bay, closer to 
the beach than any of the others. She wasn’t the biggest. Her 
slim white lines lay just above the water like a bobbing shard 
of ice.

Quickly, on an impulse, I grabbed a pencil and pad and 
began to sketch her.

Out onto her foredeck stepped a figure visible only in 
silhouette. Sexless, ageless, viewed at this distance and in the 
failing light, it might have been any person on the planet. I 
knew not what drew my eye to it. But I could not look away. 
The figure glided along the yacht’s length. It must have been 
a sailor carrying ropes, I told myself. Long tendrils looped 
from the central body and were cast off into the sea. The 
figure appeared to vibrate. Trick of perspective. The water’s 
reflection was at play with the abundant shadows. My mouth 
felt dry, tasted of salt. A ripple of nausea passed through me 
like a sound wave traveling from the middle of the bay. My 
hand trembled as I traced long, unbroken lines onto the 
paper, attempting to capture the oddity I saw.

The horizon divided into layers: dark blue, indigo, purple, 
violet, and smoked gray.

The Bay of Cannes became a sheet of glass.
Those ropes, if they were ropes, retracted. The figure 

elongated, growing taller by half. This sailor, or fisherman, 
this distortion of a human form also wore something on its 



head.
Huge spikes, in the fashion of a crown, a dark cluster of 

bayonet-like appendages.
That’s what they looked like, anyway.
Then the light changed, and soft black fuzz seemed to 

sprout from the air itself. The yacht became a normal sailing 
vessel at anchor among dozens of others.

I saw no one onboard.
Night had arrived. I looked around me as if I had been 

sleeping and wakened in my chair. The corrugated sea came 
alive once more with twinkling lights mirrored from the cafés 
and hotels ringing the shoreline. People were talking, sipping 
aperitifs or cups of coffee.

Normal.
Whatever peculiarity had passed briefly over the bay 

vanished.
I contemplated the spot where Preston had been talking 

to me less than an hour ago. He might have been a mirage, 
a conjuration, a product of my imagination animated in a 
dream. I picked up my bag from the sand, then stood to put 
away my sketchpad. I swayed, feeling lightheaded. Was it the 
liquor? The onset of a fever?

Too long in the sun, I concluded.
I walked back to my hotel in a daze. Falling on my bed, I 

didn’t even bother to undress but slept straight though until 
morning. I woke instantly at daybreak. The room smelled 
stuffy, but I felt revived, energized. I might’ve looked like hell, 
but, boy oh boy, was I humming. After my breakfast I told 
the hotel manager I wished to settle the bill. The idea came 
to me that I must leave Cannes at once. I had no obligations 



but to myself, so I followed this unexplained urge, curiously 
compelled to see where it might lead me. I bought a map 
of Spain and arranged to rent a car. I gave myself through 
the month of August to prepare for my return to Arkham. 
If someone had suggested to me, when I went down to the 
beachfront for a drink by the sea, that I was going be altering 
my plans and heading circuitously back to the USA early, well, 
I just might have believed them. But if they had told me that 
the reason would be a wedding invitation from Preston and 
Minnie, I would have laughed in their face.

Clearly, I might have said no and stayed in France. 
Sometimes I’ve wondered what my life would have been like 
if I had. Would I be where I am today? And the rumors that 
inevitably follow me, what would it be like to live without 
hearing them? The horrible deaths, everything we saw at the 
Silver Gate event that night, everything that emerged in the 
unwholesome chaos…

But such thinking is beyond pointless.
I said, “Yes.”
And nothing that followed will ever be changed.
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