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    CTHULHU ATTACKS! BOOK 2: THE FAITH 
 
      
 
    The final act! Cthulhu walks the land. It’s killing everything on Earth; instant death for billions, trillions of life forms. An apocalyptic force of shoggoths is at the forefront of the Old One’s advance.  
 
     A ragtag group scrambles to fight back in a last-ditch effort to salvage the remnants of humanity. 
 
    Read on, if, you have the courage! 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Cthulhu Attacks 2: The Faith fuses two talented Mythos authors; pulpmeister  Sean Hoade’s “Cthulhu Attacks! Book 1: The Fear” with the nightmare cinematic vision of Byron Craft, into a terrifying new hybrid. You have been warned!” 
 
    — David Hambling, author of the Harry Stubbs series 
 
    facebook.com/ShadowsFromNorwood/               
 
      
 
    “Byron Craft goes places HPL never dared.”   
 
    — F. Paul Wilson, author of The Keep, The God Gene, and the Repairman Jack series  
 
    http://www.repairmanjack.com 
 
      
 
    “Ready for an eldritch ride through cosmic horror, insane religious fanaticism, and a landscape decimated by Deep Ones? Climb on the Cthulhu Attacks bus!”  
 
    — Derek M. Koch, Monster Kid Radio 
 
    monsterkidradio.net/  
 
      
 
    “‘The Call of Cthulhu’ introduced us to the potential that a beast of unimaginable horror could be released on our world. Sean Hoade’s Cthulhu Attacks! Book 1: The Fear shows us a world where that potential is realized.”   
 
    — Matthew T. Davenport, author of  
 
    the Andrew Doran series 
 
    authormatthewdavenport.wordpress.com/ 
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    Foreword by Sean Hoade 
 
      
 
    In late 2017, my brain broke. 
 
    This came after more than a year of worsening illness—which presented itself as constant, tooth-grinding nausea—that no one could find a cause for. My writing output slowed down, then stopped entirely. This is because the universe has a cruel sense of humor, and the nausea spiked horribly if I looked at any kind of computer screen for more than five minutes at a time. 
 
    Finally, in November of that year, inflammation in my gray matter caused a blinding migraine that lasted for two months and turned the nausea up to 11, leading to an eventual diagnosis of parathyroid disease that was causing life-threatening hypercalcemia. Exactly one year later, I finally underwent surgery to remove the tumors. This arrested the condition, but the damage already done is irreversible. 
 
    Thus my writing career comes to an end. As the disease progressed, any writing went from very difficult to completely impossible. This meant that the sequel to Cthulhu Attacks!, as well as the epic Tesla Trilogy I had planned (and which was funded by a Kickstarter campaign) were less than half done more than two years after they were first due to be released. The publishers for both canceled the contracts because I had postponed things for so long. Things were dark, to say the least. 
 
    But then … a point of light appeared. His name is Byron Craft. A friend and fellow Lovecraftian with several books under his belt, Byron agreed to take on the job of finishing my 23,000-word manuscript for Cthulhu Attacks! 2. Without him, my friends, the book you hold in your hands would never have seen the light of day. 
 
    Although I provided my notes for the second and third books, Byron was free to make the series his. As you will see starting on page 80 (after the giant tentacle) where my part ends and his part begins, he really lived up to that challenge, perhaps most dramatically in making this the final book in the series. In addition to that, he has the characters doing and saying things that I never would have thought of, and the entire book is truly his from this point. It’s now his vision rather than my original one. You may like it, you may not like it, but there wouldn’t be anything at all to like or not like if Byron hadn’t bravely stepped up and finished this book. Thank you, my friend. 
 
    I will never again be quite like I was before, this illness having taken from me what used to be the center of my life. However, I am alive, and I greatly appreciate every reader who liked Book 1 enough to wait for Book 2. I hope you enjoy this final example of my work, and I hope you enjoy Byron’s second half so much that you’ll rush to read more of his. 
 
      
 
    All love, 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    From Is the King of France Bald? And Other Conundra I Have Solved by Martin Storch: 
 
      
 
    But enough about Cthulhu. Let’s talk about an evil Superman. 
 
      
 
    The problem of evil (known as theodicy by those with advanced degrees), is devastating to the concept of God in Christianity. There is an immeasurable amount of suffering in the world. If there is a God, then He must allow it in His universe, or else it wouldn’t exist. 
 
      
 
    That said, God, in order to be God, must be all-knowing, all-powerful, and all-good. If evil and suffering exist, then one of these must not be true. He may know all and be only good (and kudos to Him for that), but it doesn’t mean much if He cannot stop our suffering. Or maybe he is omnipotent and omnibenevolent but doesn’t have a clue about His creatures being in pain or we have been bestowed the gift of freedom, and He doesn’t interfere. 
 
      
 
    But the best one, and the one most germane to discussing our Kryptonian quasi-deity is that God knows everything, instantly and everywhere; has the power to do anything with a snap of his immaterial fingers, and cannot die, but a fat lot of good that does us if he is inimical. 
 
      
 
    Now, Superman is powerful, certainly intelligent, and does what he thinks is good and right. It is this last concept that poses the danger humanity would face with such a being: note that Superman does what he thinks is good and right. His conception of “good” and “right” are his own, and he can kill every human in the world to enforce it, of course, he hasn’t ... yet. 
 
      
 
    In such a case, what are we to do? What do we do in the presence of Kal-El (or a risen Cthulhu; it’s hard not to leave out our green frenemy entirely) or that omniscient, omnipotent five-year-old who wishes people into the cornfield? (And who, I might add, does what a naturally self-centered small child thinks is right and good). We can try to fight this alien god, a fruitless act that will most certainly leave us dead and the being not even having broken a sweat. Elsewise, we could try to appease him, but that does nothing to protect us past the moment of offering and even less if the being doesn’t consider such tribute worthy of mercy. 
 
      
 
    No, I believe the only road open to humanity under an invincible tyrant who has drunk the “I make the world a better place” Kool-Aid is to become as the Muslims are to Allah: worship and accept that it is Allah alone who is in charge. Muslims solve the problem of suffering by going full Stockholm Syndrome.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps this would be the only answer that would allow humanity to survive under a Superman-like being. If a being who can fly, shoot laser beams out of his eyes, and destroy anything with one punch wants all of humanity to kiss his feet, what option is left to us but to sink to our knees and obey? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter 1: 
 
    The Vanishing 
 
      
 
    The herald form of Cthulhu vanished near the South Pole of planet Earth, having completed the connection with this next stop on the four-dimension bridge between matter points in the three-dimensional realm. For the first time in hundreds of millions of years, this bridge had cut directly through the sunken city of R’lyeh and allowed the Old One to escape his tomb of non-Euclidean spacetime. 
 
    At this moment, Cthulhu arrived on Earth, released from the five-dimensional loop that was R’lyeh. But his arrival was into a place three miles beneath the surface of Antarctica. 
 
    Moving through three-space was a slow and distasteful process for a member of the Race that built the folding path through spacetime that had brought him to Earth, so it would take Cthulhu almost a full sidereal cycle (one day) to bring all of him onto the surface, even though he had already partially broken through the miles of permafrost. Once he was entirely standing on the ice, he could signal the Others that he still lived. There might have been another pathway formed during Cthulhu’s absence that didn’t include this planet, but now that he had finally established this matter point for the bridge, he would be connected to all other points. 
 
    As Cthulhu rose through the ice, he released ahead of him endless hordes of shoggoth slaves, enslaving those that existed there after suffering their taunts for eons as they remained just out of reach and creating untold millions more. They would spread over this planet for the crime of being the site of his prison. The shoggoths flooded from him, as would other horrors, to lay waste to whatever potential threat, whatever life, they could find. 
 
    Cthulhu did not know that humans existed on this planet, or what a “human” was; when he had become trapped within the looping fabric in this part of the universe, not even plants had made it onto land. But the Old One could sense life everywhere now, under the surface of the vast seas as before, and, naturally, upon the land.  
 
    The shoggoths and the other things he excreted would rise in waves before him and end whatever life they encountered. For Great Cthulhu, the millions of shoggoths created by his psionic analogue of an autoimmune system played the role of antibodies against the infectious bacteria of three-space life. This all happened as with carbon-based lifeforms, the human body, that attacks and kills bacterial enemies: entirely automatically. His mind attended to other things.  
 
    What caught Cthulhu’s attention almost immediately upon his escape from R’lyeh was that another spacetime loop existed on this very planet, or, rather, had existed here in the very recent past. It did not exist at the present moment, but Cthulhu could see the aftereffects in the fourth spatial dimension, they were invisible to beings limited to three-space, a clear signature of recent dissipation. And it would form again in the very near future; the clear signs were there as well. However, seeing these spatial signs would not guarantee he would be able to avoid the event horizon of this temporally proximate knot in  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    space-time.[1] 
 
    When ensnared the last time, when the stars had been wrong, their collective gravitational influence creating such a space-time loop, Cthulhu could see the knot beforehand. Then, however, he lacked knowledge of how a Being even as powerful as he could be trapped inside one, every direction he turned pointing inward, impossible to escape before the stars were right to untangle the knot. 
 
    The Old One became old inside the trap. Cthulhu had thought of little else than the space-time prison for half a billion years. He recognized them now, had deduced everything about them, how to avoid them.  
 
    How to destroy them. 
 
    It did not matter to Cthulhu exactly where this five-space loop would be positioned in three-space on this planet, because once it formed, it might remain for another five hundred million, another billion, years, too near the bridge’s Earth matter point for his Race’s safety. He would need to destroy the loop before it formed this time before it could oppress him again. A gravitational disruption at the formation point in three-space would keep the loop from forming there in any spatial dimension. Cthulhu could create the mass, virtually any amount, with his mind alone, as the waves of new shoggoths demonstrated. This mass would force the loop to collapse before it could ensnare him. He had played it in his mind ten trillion times; however, he never imagined it would come to pass so soon. 
 
    No matter. Cthulhu would ruin the new spacetime loop, and then he would reduce this planet to a cinder, make into a literal stone on which the Race could step on its way to the next three-space point in the galaxy-spanning bridge. 
 
    He had arrived. 
 
      
 
    Eisenhower Executive Office Building, 
Washington DC 
 
    38.89°S 77.03°E, 2528 km from Point Bombadil 
 
    Arrival minus 3 hours 
 
      
 
    The first scientist, physicist Molly Gibson, opened her eyes just five minutes after losing consciousness.  
 
    For a moment, she had no idea where she was. White tubes behind beveled plastic shined harsh light painfully into her eyes. Then she remembered: she was on the cold floor of the lab inside a science lab in the basement of the Eisenhower Building. She had lain down—no, she remembered now, fallen.  
 
    How was she alive? Wait—hadn’t they all gone blind from mercury poisoning? Wait, again—wasn’t she in one body with other people or something? Wasn’t the city destroyed? She very slowly and carefully got herself into a standing position and looked out the window. The street outside—that would be Pennsylvania Avenue, half a block from the White House—was mostly empty, but Washington was intact, or as intact as anywhere was after 80 percent of its residents had, over the past two days, died in unparalleled agony and fear. 
 
    She didn’t care much for foul language, so she softened the expletive and said out loud, “What in the hell, maybe this was truly hell!” 
 
    She had looked into the most fundamental basis of the universe, the quantum, and relativity, but at that moment, she felt she didn’t know what reality was at all. 
 
    She felt utterly alone, but she was not alone. 
 
    Gibson spun around and looked back at the room to confirm it. There were people everywhere, motionless on the floor. These were her colleagues on the panel working to guide U.S. science policy under President Judith Hampton. They had, all of them, inhaled mercury fumes in an attempt to “go insane enough” to escape the psionic effects of Cthulhu, the Old One of Lovecraft’s story … or at least something almost exactly like it. 
 
    Molly knew, even though some of them must have been on the far side of the marble-topped lab island, that they were still on the floor. There was the U.S. Cabinet Secretary of Science and Technology, cosmologist Norm Tyson; his Undersecretary, climatologist, and TV presenter Bob Nye; geologist Ronald Leib; fellow theoretical physicist Li Clarke; cognitive scientist and biologist Betty Baker; and mathematician Len Sibbald. 
 
    In her nightmare—or hallucination, whatever it was, brought on by huffing one of the deadliest elements in nature—Ron Leib and Bob Nye were dead. But she could see Bob starting to stir, as were the rest she could see. 
 
    They had all breathed in mercury and passed out, but for no more than a few minutes. Inside the hallucination, it had felt like five or six hours. Always a scientist, she reminded herself to read up on the effects of mercury poisoning beyond the madness of hatters who breathed in fumes while shaping wool and felt on blocks. Mad hatter disease was an occupational disease among old England felt-hatmakers who used mercury to stabilize the wool in a process called felting that caused neurological disorders affecting the central nervous system. 
 
    “Bob,” she croaked at him. Her throat felt like she hadn’t spoken in a thousand years. 
 
    He moved more at the sound of her voice, then opened his eyes, squinting at the light as she had a few minutes earlier. “Mol? What’s going on? Where are we?” 
 
    “Mercury.” 
 
    “The gravity’s wrong,” Norm Tyson said, apparently awake enough now to act pedantic. 
 
    “Not the planet,” Molly said. “The element. We breathed it in. Remember?” 
 
    Li Clarke’s heavy accent floated out: “We dead?” 
 
    A shallow cough came from Len Sibbald. “I hope not,” he said. “I don’t think Heaven would have fluorescent lights.” 
 
    Betty Baker rasped, “What a nightmare. Holy crap, mercury gives you nightmares!”  
 
    “Oh my God, I had the most horrible one!” Gibson said, all of them gravitating to stand at the island in the middle of the small lab. “Is that what mercury does? I knew it makes you insane or dead, but lucid dreaming? With nuclear bombs and mind-melds and—” 
 
    “What?” a startled Sibbald wheezed. 
 
    She blinked, not sure what the issue was. “I’m just saying that mercury must give you lucid nightmares, not to mention a headache. When we were passed out for these couple of minutes, I had a very vivid nightmare that two nuclear explosions hit Washington. We were all there, but like as one.” 
 
    Len looked around the table and saw the shock on every face except that of Bob Nye, who just looked confused. He said, “Molly, I just dreamed that.” 
 
    “I do not believe this. I dreamed of this, too.” 
 
    “And I, as well!” Tyson added. “I was there for some six hours, with all of you!” They searched one another’s faces and saw their shocked expressions reflected at them, each almost imperceptibly nodding. 
 
    Except, again, for Bob Nye. He looked less shocked and more befuddled with each new confirmation. Also, he noted in his organized internal way that another of the group hadn’t chimed in, “Ron?” he said to them with a note of distress. “Guys, where’s Ron?” 
 
    It took only seconds for them to find the unmoving figure on the floor around the corner of the lab island from where they had grouped. He always sported a tan from his beloved geological fieldwork, but that had given way to a bluish gray, the color of a corpse. Nye, looking pretty gray himself, knelt and put two fingers against his jugular.  
 
    He looked up at Tyson and shook his head. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Sibbald muttered. 
 
    “Damn crap!” Li Clarke cried. “He was dead in the dream!  
 
    “He was bigger than most of us,” Gibson said, trying to apply logic in a world that no longer seemed logical. “I remember we all had the same amount or a reasonable approximation. How could he have too much? I’m not a biologist, but the rest of us are fine.” 
 
    “I am a biologist,” Betty Baker said, “and I can’t understand how fine all of us are, except Ron … oh no, oh lord …” 
 
    “I’m not fine,” Nye said. 
 
    “What? Do you feel sick?” Tyson asked his friend. “Ron’s dead; none of us should ignore any—”  
 
    “No, my body isn’t damaged. I might’ve hit my head on the floor, but that’s not what I mean.” He was staring into space, but then shook himself out of his stupor and met each one of their gazes. “I didn’t have any nightmare. I feel like I was passed out for three minutes, maybe gone for six hours, mind-melding with you guys, not gone at all. Actually … I was dead.” 
 
    Looks of concern and disbelief greeted his words. But not understanding. He could see that they weren’t getting what he was trying to tell them. He swallowed hard, his iconic Adam’s apple bobbing as millions had seen many times on television. 
 
    Tyson said, “So you were dead. Thousands of people ‘die’ on operating tables every year before being revived. Only a handful report ‘near-death experiences,’ and some studies show that these may be the results of impaired oxygen flow to the occipital—” 
 
    “Norm, stop lecturing everybody for five damn seconds,” Sibbald snapped, then said to Nye, “You’re a famous non-deist. So, you died for a minute! What did you expect, a choir of angels?” 
 
    “That’s incredibly insensitive,” Baker said. “Ron Leib is dead dead, forever, on the floor right freaking here.” 
 
    “He was the biggest atheist of any of us, and that’s saying something,” Sibbard said with an admiring nod at the deceased geologist. “If he had subjective experience right now, he’d feel vindicated that there’s maybe no subjective experience after death. Um, hell, you know what I mean.” 
 
    Tyson stood in front of Bob Nye, put his hand on his shoulder and said gently, “You’re alive, buddy. You’re alive, and no God or Devil is waiting for us. You’ve written books about that. We have to get the hell out of Washington, or none of us are even going to be alive for much longer, okay?” 
 
    Nye, who had been looking down at Tyson’s loud planet necktie while its owner spoke, looked at Tyson with a bloodshot expression of alarm. “What? Why? We sniffed the mercury so Cthulhu can’t affect us. That was the conjecture, anyway.” 
 
    “Why? Because there are at least two nuclear bombs about to drop on DC!” 
 
    Nye kept staring into Tyson’s eyes, but now it was a look of confusion, even suspicion. He said as he looked at the others, too, “So you’re all psychic now? You can see the future just because you inhaled Mercury fumes? What is this, a superhero origin story?” 
 
    “It’s not just because of the Mercury,” Baker said. “It’s because of the psionic waves coming from Cthulhu’s herald form. I don’t even know what that is. Wait, why do I know what that is?” 
 
    “Betty, focus,” Tyson said. “But yes, we all know what it is. We all know it from the dream.” 
 
    Nye didn’t need to mention that he did not know it because he was dead, but not dreaming like the others. 
 
    “Sorry, yeah.” She took a second to remember what she had been saying. “Okay ... whatever Cthulhu’s titular form is, it is sending out ‘psionic waves,’ right? Here we’re just defining ‘psionic’ as ‘created by a brain,’ with high-amplitude signals coming from the enormous brain of Cthulhu.” 
 
    “This is getting circular,” Sibbald scoffed. 
 
    “Whatever, Len. The point is that these waves are also truly ‘psionic’ in that they affect other brains. They don’t affect the mentally ill, why we took the mercury in the first place, or the intoxicated. That’s because their brain chemistry is different from that of the billions of people who were killed or driven mad by those waves since Cthulhu rose.” 
 
    Tyson, still with his hand on Nye’s shoulder, said, “Your conclusions today, please.” He never talked that way to anyone, except a back-and-forth with smartass Bob Nye, but they were all snapping at one another under the stress of the world ending. 
 
    “Okay, here you go: Norm, the ‘just enough’ insanity thing worked. We all injured our brains just enough to avoid the bad mojo from Cthulhu. I just realized that since I’m back, I don’t sense that horrible static somewhere deep in my psyche, as I’ve had since the Event.” 
 
    “The holy crap,” Li Clarke said again, visibly realizing she didn’t feel it anymore, either. 
 
    “But something else happened, too,” Baker continued. “I know this sounds nuts, but the mercury coupled with the psionic energy has made us … what Len said: we’re psychic. Clairvoyant.” 
 
     “Jesus,” Molly Gibson said.  
 
    Len closed his eyes and shook his head, unable to credit what he was hearing. 
 
    Even gentle Norm Tyson said, “I think somebody’s brain got a little more injured than the rest of them.” 
 
    “Come on,” Baker said in an almost exasperated tone. “I’m building a tentative theory on the information and experiences we have on hand. I believe there is something behind the veil; our minds are connected somehow, and we saw, or at least dreamed the near future. Based on this—admittedly anecdotal—evidence, we need to get the hell out of Dodge before those nukes destroy the city.” 
 
    Tyson, Gibson, Sibbald, and Clarke exchanged glances that were at once questions, wry comments, deadly serious comments, and, finally, agreement. 
 
    “Most everybody in Washington’s dead already, in non-psychic reality,” Tyson said. “It’s not like staying here is going to do anything for us that would balance leaving and not taking a chance of being blasted to smithereens. I got the keys to the Department’s black SUV, seats ten. Let’s go.” 
 
    The five scientists who were not Bob Nye nodded to one another. Before Tyson moved to leave, Bob Nye said, “There is nothing behind the veil.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  


 
     
 
    Chapter 2: 
Shoggoths 
 
      
 
    St. Patrick’s Cathedral, New York City, USA 
 
    41° N 74° W, 14540 km from the South Pole 
 
    Rising + 6 hours 
 
      
 
    It’s a sign; Archbishop James Morley thought, a message from the Lord to the faithful. 
 
    Twelve hours had passed since one Chinese, and one Russian missile had released their hellfire over New York, Washington DC, Moscow, and Beijing. But, by the grace of God, St. Patrick’s Cathedral remained standing, although its stained-glass windows were but shards on the floor, and it was packed with worshipers. Most were shell-shocked by the risen Cthulhu from the sea even before everything had been blasted to smoking rubble. Some were in a kind of religious fugue state, counting their rosaries and chanting prayers over and over.  
 
    All were afraid. From anxiety to full-blown terror, a miasma of fear filled the nave of St. Patrick’s. But Morley knew the fear was unfounded because they were alive. God had spared all those and, in the burning city, perhaps only those who took shelter within His church between the rise of the monster and the nuclear attack.  
 
    Following the blasts, no additional souls had come to seek refuge, and he would have thought the whole world destroyed if not for the shortwave messages repeating over and over from the robust, apparently still-powered transmitters of the Emergency Broadcast System. The message changed each hour or so, and that meant someone was alive to keep the EBS going. 
 
    It occurred to him that he had no idea where the signal came from, if it really was from the EBS, or whether what it reported was accurate. No matter the answers, however, the message repeated, over and over, after that horrible three-beep alert sound: 
 
      
 
    THIS IS THE UNITED STATES EMERGENCY BROADCAST SYSTEM ... CENTRAL NEW YORK CITY AND WASHINGTON DC HAVE BEEN CONFIRMED DESTROYED IN NUCLEAR ATTACK … BEIJING AND MOSCOW ALSO ARE REPORTED BY CIVILIAN GLOBAL SHORTWAVE NETWORK AS DESTROYED DURING MASSIVE NUCLEAR BOMBARDMENT OF THE SOUTH POLE ... NORTH AMERICAN CITIES OUTSIDE OF NEW YORK AND WASHINGTON ARE REPORTEDLY UNAFFECTED. 
 
      
 
    That was a relief. Maybe that meant help would be coming soon. 
 
      
 
    CONTINUITY-OF-GOVERNMENT PROTOCOLS HAVE BEEN ENACTED. THE C.O.G. INTERIM GOVERNMENT REMINDS ALL SURVIVING CITIZENS FIND SOURCES OF INTOXICANTS AND CONSUME THEM AS QUICKLY AS POSSIBLE. CTHULHU IS BELIEVED DESTROYED, BUT CITIZENS SHOULD REMAIN IMPAIRED UNTIL THIS IS CONFIRMED. 
 
      
 
    Morley wanted very much to remain as intoxicated as possible, but his Church came first: he kept his flock sloshed before he had another tipple. He had been able to call in favors from some good Catholic barkeeps and liquor store owners, doing what his friend Martin Storch had strongly recommended at the outset of all this insanity: get as much booze as you can. Martin, he sincerely prayed that the atheist in his friend would be defeated by the need for God right now and that the dear man was still alive, somewhere, had also instructed him to keep as much booze as possible in his system. He made sure he was just the other side of tipsy since his strength was not only being tested but called upon for others in this unprecedented, otherworldly cosmic storm. 
 
      
 
    THE EMERGENCY BROADCAST SYSTEM WILL UPDATE INFORMATION FROM NATIONAL GUARD, FEMA, AND C.O.G. SHORTWAVE BANDS. CITIZENS ARE INSTRUCTED TO TRY NOT TO THINK. IF THINKING IS UNAVOIDABLE, CITIZENS SHOULD CONSUME MORE INTOXICANTS UNTIL RATIONAL THOUGHT IS IMPOSSIBLE. 
 
      
 
    REMAIN ON THIS FREQUENCY FOR FURTHER INFORMATION AND INSTRUCTIONS. 
 
      
 
    The three blaring tones followed, after which the message repeated. The familiar computer voice of EBS, so Morley didn’t know if the sender was intoxicated. Thus computer generated, or not. He hoped, for the sake of the human sending the transmission, if there was one, and for all those listening that he was just drunk enough to remain alive but not so drunk that he couldn’t type updates for the broadcast. 
 
    Now, the Archbishop stood at an oblong pulpit with steps at each end, the golden ambo of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, wearing what he used to joke was his “full parade regalia,” every sash and doo-dad gleaming, his shiny jewel-encrusted miter turning light from the gray skies into a sparkling ode to joy. There had been smoking incense from a swinging thurible carried solemnly by the senior altar server, who was resplendent in white. A choir of six, looking as immaculate as Mary’s conception, filled the ears of the assembled survivors, and they calmed the group. 
 
    God is within the building, Morley thought, and if He isn’t, all of this should make it feel like He is, anyway. 
 
    He collected everyone’s attention and spoke to them from the golden pulpit: “The Lord has offered us a great challenge. He has placed this congregation into the middle of hell on Earth, and now it is up to us to make it a Heaven. There is a reason each of you came to this house of the one true God last night for His protection against the false god Cthulhu.”  
 
    The assembled didn’t feel very inspired by this, he could see, but he had to deliver this homily, had to strengthen the faith of every person in the church, whether someone there was a parishioner or not.  
 
    “We have lost family members, friends, and neighbors last night as the touch of Satan himself scorched our homes and swept them away. All of us are frightened, and I am frightened, too,” he said, and this admission seemed to calm the assemblage. “However, the Lord has spared us, first from Cthulhu’s evil effects and now from nuclear attack. We must offer thanks to God all the rest of our days. We can do that by accepting what has happened and then doing everything we can to help one another and every other spared soul we encounter.” 
 
    Morley paused, unable to guess what response the packed-in faithful might have to what he was about to say. But God was with him, and he would fulfill his sworn clerical duty: he would be as a conduit for His grace.  
 
    “I have good news. Not as good as the news about Christ, but very good,” he said with a smile and allowed five seconds or so of excited murmuring throughout the nave before continuing. “The emergency radio network reports that the nuclear attack devastated New York City, Washington DC, Beijing, and Moscow—but no other cities as yet. The world has not ended. God isn’t quite ready to let it go.” 
 
    The relief that washed over every face in the church was visible and palpable. 
 
    “However, that information doesn’t tell us anything about Cthulhu. Is it still alive, or destroyed by a nuclear missile? Will it still rain down suffering on everyone it reaches? Will it destroy what’s left of humanity?” He could see the old worry rise again in the congregation and quickly headed it off, “I say no. I think the reign of this demon who tried to unseat God from His throne is over. We are safe. We are blessed. We need not fear monsters anymore.” 
 
    Just as he finished his comforting homily, a shriek—joined by another, then a third—exploded from a back corner of the nave, and in seconds everyone was screaming in mind-scrambling terror, the wave of panic moving through the church like a tsunami. 
 
    Over the previous thirty hours, Archbishop Morley had witnessed the horror wrought by the thing called Cthulhu and the greatest city in the world turned to rubble by nuclear bombs. But what he saw now, he couldn’t make sense of it at first, and when he did, shock and horror so strong he couldn’t feel his arms or legs made him stumble and fall on his backside, knocking over two red altar candles and bringing a dozen flickering glass votives down with him. One fell to the pooled base of velvet altar drapery and set it alight. 
 
    Morley didn’t notice the small flame, as he had already gained his feet and risen to stare at the back of the nave in open-mouthed stupefaction: Things were squeezing out of the corners of the room. Miasmic-green, translucent things full of ... God, help us ... They were bubbling with eyes.  
 
    Within each creature’s green translucence, eyeballs grew, churned to the surface, and fell back again to disintegrate. The eyeballs were of different sizes, different colors, with differently shaped lenses. Some had irises and pupils like humans, others bore vertical slits like a lizard’s; still others were triangular; and yet others had no lenses at all, white as a cue ball, the vestigial eyeball of some now-blind species. 
 
    Once excreted through the angles of the church, there were dozens now, in front of Morley, behind him, oozing in from the edges of blown-out windows, the things expanded to their full size. They were as big as bulldozers and just as slow in their unstoppable crawl. 
 
    But they didn’t require speed. The monsters, which now surrounded the screaming congregants, pushed them down, Lord in Heaven, that was Mrs. Rebecca Allred! And rolling over them like an enormous mucous mass. Only then would the giant slug-like thing stop in its forward progress.  
 
    Archbishop Morley felt the heat coming close from the flames consuming the altar and spread to lick at the base of a wooden display ten feet behind him. But he couldn’t register anything at the moment, not joy nor pain, because the monster sitting atop the generous donor Gordon White, whom it had just knocked down and rolled over, pulled him up and into itself. 
 
    Everyone could still see their fellow parishioner through the thing’s aspic-translucent green innards. And Gordon could see them because he wasn’t dead. The horror on their faces was second only to the terrified agony on Gordon’s face as his body started dissolving into invisibility. The pain must have been unbearable, but within two minutes, the man and everything he was wearing had been entirely digested. 
 
    Or almost all: his eyeballs remained. 
 
    The two lidless spheres drifted apart within the still-churning bag of semisolid gel but were each whisked away by a jet stream of forming and dissolving eyes and stared at the churchgoers in front of the creature who were paralyzed by terror. Others fainted to the floor nearby. 
 
    It was very simple for it to slide on top of the next victim and start ingesting again. 
 
    Morley could see this happening everywhere in his church, slug monsters absorbing screaming people, making more scream at loved ones spasming in unconscious torture as they dissolved, and it was only now that he noticed the intense heat, blistering the back of his neck, and knocking the miter from his head with a gust of superheated air. 
 
    Shouting in pain and shock, the Archbishop turned towards the source of the heat and saw what it was. The brown wood of the thirty-foot-tall crucifix was ablaze, the white alabaster Christ seeming to hover in the flames of the conflagration.  
 
    He looked behind him: the giant things were everywhere in the nave. He looked to each side and saw the monsters consuming a choir boy to the left and one containing what was left of Father Igo on the right. Then he turned again to face the fifteen-foot-high Jesus now engulfed in flames that traveled up the cross to the ceiling and immediately spreading there. Everyone would die, including himself, he could see that plainly; there was nothing he could do to help anyone. 
 
    Except pray. 
 
    Enduring the third-degree burns from kneeling just ten feet from the flames, Archbishop James Morley folded his hands in supplication and said through gritted teeth, “O, Lord, please—” 
 
    With an enormous creak and splintering of wood, the towering spires of St. Patrick’s Cathedral were wrenched from their moorings by the rising heat, falling into the blazing infernal below. 
 
    Once every human in the desecrated cathedral had been consumed, the shoggoths found their way outside for more.  
 
      
 
    Residence No. 55 
 
    Pyongyang, North Korea 
 
    39°N 126°E, 14360 km from South Pole (14340 km from R’lyeh) 
 
    Rising + 6 hours 
 
      
 
    Ri Sol-ju, the wife of Kim Jong Un, always thought she would come to love her husband. He wasn’t unattractive as far as inhuman dictators went, but she wished she could see her own family again. Un always told her that they were absent because they were being protected and it was for their own safety and so forth. Sol-ju knew in her heart of hearts that it was because they alone knew that “Ri Sol-ju” was actually nationally beloved pop singer Hyon Song-Wol, whom the nation had been told was dead shortly after Un saw her at a Disney North Korean concert and fell in love with her in a way he had previously loved only cheese. She knew “Dear Husband” had her entire family killed. And also made the Disney North Korea bus crash look like an accident. Hyon Song-Wol was dead, as far as the world was concerned, and “Ri Sol-ju” had come to agree. 
 
    But she had not, in fact, come to love her husband. She never allowed herself to think bad things about him. The whole Kim patriarchal line was psychic, which made sense, as they were actual deities living on Earth, so she could not take that chance. But she didn’t think much that was good about him, either, as she watched him, from her place next to him on the plush couch, shove a slab of White Stilton Gold into his rarely empty mouth. The cheese was fairly unimpressive to her as far as flavor was concerned, but Un loved that he could consume flakes of 24K gold and the moisture of gold liqueur. It cost almost 200,000 North Korean Won (the currency of N. Korea). She knew how much everything cost because Dear Leader made sure to tell everyone in any room how much of the State’s money he had spent on himself. He was the State, and he treated the State supremely well. 
 
    Un offered her a piece that hadn’t quite made it into his gob, but she declined with great delicacy, the way she did every single thing since he had claimed her. 
 
    Since it was just them, Sol-ju asked her husband, “Honored One, is there any worry about the events of yesterday and the day before?” 
 
    He finished a gulp of fine rum; Legacy by Angostura, at 22.5 million w per bottle (25,000 USD), more than twenty times what her father once earned per year, and looked at her. He had never hit her or even shouted at her, but she had more than once found herself locked inside one of the Residence’s rooms for weeks on end after no more than a question he didn’t feel like answering. 
 
    “I—I do not mean worry by you, of course, Honored One. Some of the staff tore out their own eyes. Perhaps they were not feeling completely well.” 
 
    Un stared at her for a moment, absolutely no expression on his round face. Then he laughed, which made her almost cry from released tension as she shared it. He laughed with his little painted-on–looking mouth, his whole rotundity shaking. Then he swept one fat finger into a dish of White Pearl Albino Caviar—at a mere 8 million w per kilogram—and slurped it into his mouth, still smiling.  
 
    What did that mean? Her husband never worried about telling her anything about anything if he didn’t feel like it, but this seemed especially opaque. She and the children had suffered uncomfortable headaches, and later there was a moment where she and the children ran south, toward nothing in particular on the 4.5 million-acre Kim plantation. They had completely exhausted themselves before the compulsion ended and they were forced to trudge back the mile they had covered in that fevered moment. But Kim Jong Un? At dinner, she saw he had a slight bruise on his fleshy forehead, about which he nor his literal army of sycophants had anything to say. 
 
    She let it be, a choice that had served her well throughout her marriage to the living God. Instead, she placed a gentle hand upon the arm of his party jacket and ...  
 
    He screamed, screamed, his mouth a perfect circle of shock and pain. He jumped to his feet, shrieking like something from the Southern Choson horror films he loved.  
 
    She, too, got to her feet as aides busted into the room. “Honored One! What is happening?” she shouted but stopped cold, as did everyone else rushing to Dear Leader, as he turned and she saw that the other half of his face was being fried away by green slime. Where had it come from, was this an assassination attempt— 
 
    She saw it this time, looking up at the stomach-turning squish coming from the central peak of the room’s cathedral ceiling: a gelatinous something oozed from the corner where the four walls met above them. More green slime was excreted—and plopped onto the other half of Un’s face. 
 
    His screams were smothered by the acid things extending into his open mouth. No one in the room, not Kim Jong Un’s generals, his aides, or even his wife, could do anything except watch their living god die a death made up of the most extreme pain, terror, and confusion.  
 
    More shoggoths oozed through the many corners of the room. The rest of their deaths weren’t much better. 
 
      
 
    Hawaii Space Exploration Analog and Simulation (HI-SEAS) project, USA 
 
    19.6°N 155.5°E, 12191 km from South Pole (10780 km from R’lyeh) 
 
    Rising + 6 hours 
 
      
 
    Astronaut Darius Hamilton had not seen an egg for almost eighteen months. Or a dog, or a car, or a football game. That is because he had been living on Mars, within a habitat housed inside a geodesic dome; or as close to it as anyone could be on Earth, anyway. He was three-fourths of his way through a two-year simulation mission in a dome on the side of Mount Mauna on the island of Hawaii, the last there was to be before the real thing launched from low-Earth orbit in three years or so.  
 
    What he had seen, and seen plenty of, was his five fellow colonists inside HI-SEAS. Their group had collectively done everything the real first explorers of Mars would do once landed on the planet: farmed, done research, kept all systems working optimally, and all the while fought, laughed, told stories, revealed secrets, and, as NASA’s Human Research Program explicitly forbid but also knew would happen regardless, fornicated in ways both predictable and completely not. 
 
    The dome in which they lived was geodesic some thirty-six feet in diameter, so the inverted bowl was eighteen feet away from them at the common area in the center of the structure. Its curve was very nearly spherical, but what looked very smooth from a few hundred feet away resolved into dozens of triangular facets. Hundreds upon hundreds of interior angles formed wherever the side of one triangle met another. 
 
    Darius hoped, as did every one of his cohorts during the current HI-SEAS mission and all who had ever lived there, that his mastery of this unique work experience would put him at the top of every list of potential Mars mission crew members. Six months from now, he and his fellow astronauts would walk out of HI-SEAS; within six months after that, the Mars crew would be publicly announced. 
 
    He could make it another six months with these people, his new family. He hoped many of them would be picked for the first eight-person crew. Even now, as they sat down to breakfast on Day 544, they bickered and teased like a bunch of siblings. (Adopted siblings, he added to himself quickly. More like orphans than brothers and sisters, really. He wondered how living at 37% of Earth gravity would affect this crew’s libidos.) It was good fellowship if he could sound like the King of England for a second. 
 
    “Good morning, Dar,” said Thalía Mareno, the other American on this team, as he made his way to the dining area. She was sitting next to the freckled Aussie Sheila Bird, who said “g’day” to him every single morning because he knew she was making fun of every American who thought that’s the only thing Australians said except for “crikey” and something about “shrimp” and “barbies.” (And so, every American ever.) 
 
    “I hope my stereo didn’t keep you up last night, mate,” the Scotsman Will Anderson said as he slipped a couple of lemon pancakes onto his plate and sat on the other side of Thalía. “Used my download time to get the new Admiral Fallow album.” 
 
    “Your stereo?” Dalka Kovács, the Slovakian mineralist said with a laugh and continued, “Who says that? You got a high-fidelity component system there, ty si?” 
 
    “Aye, got it at Radio Shack.” 
 
    They laughed, but Pak Eun Yong only smiled; he had not laughed in a long time. Darius, Thalía, Will, Dalka, and Sheila had learned more and more of his story over the previous year and a half, and his crewmates now knew more about the inner workings of North Korean prison camps than anyone else in the world. If the Mars mission didn’t pan out, any of the other five could give a lecture on the horrors that the defecting test pilot had experienced after somehow, he still had no idea what it could have been, running afoul of Kim Jong Un’s paranoiac state apparatus. 
 
     His smile, however, was sunny and infectious. And well it should have been: he was on the very short list of captains for the actual Mars mission. It would be a fine middle finger extended toward Pyongyang; President Hampton was middle of the road on most issues, but when it came to human rights-abusing rogue states, she gave no quarter. Putting Yong in the command seat would be satisfying from a world unity standpoint as well as a “we got your guy, losers” gesture. 
 
    At the very least, he’d be co-commander to Moreno. A Latina-American woman might be too good of a chance for Hampton to show the world that the USA was compassionate. 
 
    “So, guys,” Thalía said with obvious reluctance, “we gotta talk about the elephant in the room. Or the monster, I guess.” 
 
    They were all joking around, trying to maintain some semblance of normality and good humor, vital in this long-term living arrangement cut off from the rest of humanity, but what they could glean of events the past two days or so made every laugh hollow, made every thought of that glorious expedition seem absurd.  
 
    As he sat down with his plate, Darius felt the smile slide from his face. He could see everyone else on the crew reveal in their faces the fact that they, too, had hoped it all had been a nightmare, even a shared hallucination.  
 
    Two days earlier came the sudden, shocking head pain that knocked every one of them unconscious to the floor, the last thing they saw on the way down was a gusher of vomit jetting from their mouths. They woke soon after, the pain gone other than aches from crashing against the floor, but then the next twenty-four hours, an entire day, passed without a single communication from Mission Support. They later concluded that the enviro-insulation and heavy radiation shielding of the Mars simulator habitat had prevented their brains from turning to mush. 
 
    MS was almost always sending them something, mostly routine messages but also TV shows or movies in the mission’s dedicated Dropbox, but there had been nothing. Not one byte of anything from Mission Support, from NASA, from anyone.  
 
    To simulate the communications lag from Mars (which was 55 million kilometers away at its closest), all signals going out from or into HI-SEAS were electronically, and inalterably, delayed by twenty minutes. If Mission Support hadn’t heard from the crew in any two hours during waking time, the protocol was that MS would contact the astronauts to make sure everything was copacetic. It had happened a couple of times, on especially busy days of farming or repairs, and MS had sent them something along the lines of “Get back to work LOL.” 
 
    But this time, nothing. And not for two hours. Almost another entire day had passed: 43 hours now without any contact with Mission Support. For some reason, they were not following the protocol for them to check on the HI-SEAS crew. 
 
    There was no protocol for the HI-SEAS crew to check on the rest of the world, however; it must have seemed trivial. The rest of the world wasn’t going to disappear.  
 
    They ran every diagnostic possible on their computers and communication equipment, and all was in tip-top shape. They checked through every device and system they had: standard radio, shortwave, TCP/IP, the dedicated high-bandwidth channel that supported the immersive VR keeping them “in the world” with similarly equipped friends and family, anything and everything they could think of and their training dictated. 
 
    It was only during this unprecedented crisis that each of them really and truly believed no one had snuck in a cell phone (not that there necessarily would have been a signal 2.5 kilometers high up the volcano) or pocket radio. Besides, it was highly unlikely that every one of their radios and Internet connections would have gone wonky at the same time.  
 
    Their first tier of Mission Support emergency assistance, volunteers spread out over the United States, Europe, and Australia, did not contact them and no one responded to the repeated and increasingly desperate emails. 
 
    That wasn’t just unusual; it was just about impossible.  
 
    They briefly considered the idea that a solar flare had smacked into Earth and produced an EMP knocking out all electrical equipment, which somehow also caused the sudden short-lived but serious health event that occurred at the moment contact was lost with the outside world. But the power was still on, and Thalía and Sheila both went out with handheld radios onto the lifeless plain surrounding the mission structures. The area was a former cinder rock quarry on the side of a spatter cone (a miniature volcanic cone on a crater floor), utterly isolated and perfect for their simulation mission. They could communicate over the radios in the field, both with the base and with each other. But then a worldwide blackout or massive radio malfunction, then, was not the problem. Neither was the messaging system, as the crew was able to send text messages to one another.  
 
    Before the second day was out, an idea, obvious in retrospect, came to Yong: “Has anyone tried to get on the Web? Why do we not check there for the news? CNN or some organization such as that?” 
 
    As one, they all scrambled to the Internet station they used for relaxation. It was restricted and incorporated a forty-minute time delay, but maybe there was some site they could find that would say what, if anything, was going on in the outside world. Yong took the chair, and the others stood around him, eyes fixed on the screen as he spoke to the system “Open C-N-N dot com.” 
 
    A familiar page opened:  
 
      
 
    ERROR: SITE RESTRICTED 
 
      
 
    “I figured that,” Darius said, then added, “I thought we’d start a fantasy football league, get stats from NFL.com.” 
 
    “That isn’t football,” Will Anderson said. “But yeah.” 
 
    “Open N-A-S-A dot gov.” 
 
    They knew the NASA site wasn’t blocked, but there was nothing on it that was even slightly relevant. Maybe news about Mars was always interesting but now was not the time. There wasn’t anything they could see that referred to solar flares or any satellite issues, which routed all their communications. 
 
    “Damn it,” Thalía grumbled. 
 
    “Wait—nobody’s updated anything on the NASA main page, but what about the forum? Our forum on there?” Darius said with excitement, and he could see the lights go on inside each of his fellows’ brains. They would frequently spend downtime during the mission, and there was a lot, which gave the NASA Behavioral Health and Performance folks plenty to dissect in this two-million dollar experiment, fielding questions from space enthusiasts and the occasional conspiracy theorist who claimed that they weren’t really on Mars. 
 
    But the forums were updated whenever someone posted, not just when NASA webmasters put up new official content. “Maybe someone on the forum ...” 
 
    “Open NASA dot com Mars forum.” 
 
    After a moment reading the first of thousands of posts Will muttered, almost to himself, “Holy shite.” He was the only one not too stunned to speak. 
 
      
 
    is chtulu from space or what? 
 
    << on: 03/23/20XX 03:01 pm edt>> 
 
    All this s**t is going down, so are we under attack from aliens? Cthulu is from space, right?  
 
      
 
    “All this crap?’ ” Sheila said to the group (it made her shake her head that NASA blanked out obscenities) but she answered her question as she read the first response: 
 
      
 
    re: is chtulu from space or what? 
 
    << Reply #1 on: 03/23/20XX 09:03 pm edt>> 
 
    What does it matter if it’s really Cthulhu? Who cares if he’s from space or the ocean? I s**t myself for a solid minute when those psi-waves hit yesterday. And my mate in Pape’ete vidphoned me yesterday, and while I’m on the d**n line, HIS FRIGGING BRAIN LIQUIFIES AND POURS OUT HIS NOSE!!!! It was the last thing I saw for a while since I blacked out. I’m in FRANCE, for God’s sake!!!! A BILLION PEOPLE ARE DEAD!!! 
 
      
 
    “What in the hell?” Darius said. “Cthulhu? Like in the RPG? What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “A billion people are dead? People are passing out from pain, just like us, all at the same time?” Thalía said to all of them but mostly to herself, pacing around the computer area. “Alien attack? Cthulhu?” 
 
    “I assume that means that no one has been told what’s going on,” Dalka Kovács said in a precise and logical tone. “One billion people? In two days? People getting sick? What does that sound like to you guys?” 
 
    Darius’s eyes met Thalía’s, then Will’s, then Sheila’s, then Yong’s. He didn’t believe in psychic phenomena and had never heard of a “psi-wave,” but it was as if he could read every other mind in the room; “Nuclear war.” 
 
    Yong had scrolled down the many, many replies and sub-threads, and his mouth fell open. He looked back at Darius, who now returned his gaze to the computer screen and saw what the others saw once they, too, realized something new had happened and crowded into view of the monitor. 
 
      
 
    re: is chtulu from space or what? 
 
    << Reply #112 on: 03/24/20XX 03:19 am >> 
 
    The news is saying New York and Wash are GONE. Is this true? I don’t trust anyone now. The people on here are at least impartial even though it’s a government site they’re letting it stay online. For now. PLEASE REPLY 
 
      
 
    re: is chtulu from space or what? 
 
    << Reply #113 on: 03/24/20XX 03:22 am >> 
 
    It is true. I live in Buffalo, and you could see the glow from here. Maybe five thousand other people in Buffalo now. Cthulhu and nuclear war ----- this is it, we’re done. That’s all, folks!! 
 
      
 
    That’s all, indeed, Darius thought. That was the final post on the page. 
 
    “Jesus,” Will said blankly and crossed himself even though he was Presbyterian. “Holy hell. They’ve gone and done it, haven’t they?” 
 
    No one else spoke for a moment, everyone trying to get their heads around the end of the world if that’s what this was. They were so far from everything it would be weeks before the fallout spread to the South Pacific (unless targets in Hawaii were hit, but that seemed not to be the case), they had no direct evidence. 
 
    That occurred to Darius. He said, “We should be prepared for this being as another experiment within the experiment. The boys over at Human Behavior might be seeing how we react to a worldwide catastrophe, one that doesn’t directly affect us, remember, we’re on Mars, which would result in our kind of loss of communication because there would no longer be anybody to communicate with.” 
 
    “So, the people on the forum were plants? How did they know we’d go there?” 
 
    “We did go there, didn’t we? It’s all psychology. That’s exactly what this is.” 
 
    “No,” Sheila said. “I mean, yes, possibly, even probably, but what about the headaches and the puking and the passing out? NASA isn’t gonna pull that kind of thing, not on live webcam.” 
 
    Darius reflexively looked up at the little black eye, which positioned at the tangent of the dome parallel to the floor; all of them did. Ceilings obscured their sleeping and bathing quarters, but it was still creepy. That was what they had all signed up for, he knew. But something none of them signed up for was to be zapped with some remote torture device. (Actually, they might have signed up for that but not noticed. Astronauts were an eager bunch, and the contract was thick.) “I don’t know if they would do it, why they would do it, or how they would do it,” he said, careful not to suggest a remote torture device, “so I don’t know about the pain episode. But I think we have to assume this is an unannounced drill, part of the research. Do we go on when we think there’s no hope? Or do we give up? I doubt there’s a place on the real mission for anyone who ignores their job just because they can’t raise anybody on the radio.” 
 
    Darius, invoking Occam’s Razor to keep them all from multiplying explanatory entities unnecessarily, had eased everyone’s minds, including his own. The rest of the day after that was spent as normal, although the continued radio silence cast an eerie mood to their normal “colonist” activities. 
 
    However, this new morning was full of yellow sunshine from a star that looked about 50 percent too big for Mars. It was cheery, though, and he knew that as soon as he sat down with his crewmates this morning, Mission Support would conclude the experiment within the experiment and call them at last. 
 
    There was that, and something smelled good. It was going to be a fine day. 
 
    Lemon pancakes, which had sounded incredibly nasty to Darius before he first tried them at culinary training before the start of the mission, were now his favorite. In fact, he would sometimes trade Will to … get … more … 
 
    Something had dripped onto the slab of pancake Darius had impaled on his fork. It took a moment before he noticed anything had happened, but the spot where the drop hit the pancake sizzled away. The area of the fork right under it melted some and one of the tines slowly drooped and fell onto the plate. 
 
    He instinctively looked up, but as his eyes took in what was happening, what in the hell was happening? Sheila screamed in a pitch so high he almost lost his presence of mind from that alone. More droplets fell onto them, the first hitting Will, who shrieked and tried to lift himself over the back of his seat to get away. Then Dalka, who smashed her hand in pain against the table; then Yong, who had endured years of torture by his insane North Korean jailers, was hit by a dripping as big as a flank steak. The green glob fell directly into Yong’s upturned face.  
 
    His arms shot out as if nailed to a cross, and the scream, Darius had never heard anything like it. Sheila’s sanity-rending cry of seconds earlier was like a polite cough compared to the sound that came from Yong, and he had been tortured for years on end. The pain must have been unbelievable. 
 
    Darius didn’t have to wait long to find out for himself. A new green blob, no bigger than one of the lemon pancakes, dropped onto his shoulder and ate through it like a paper napkin. The agony forced him to the floor, his skin like ice, his body in full spasmodic revolt. More drops, larger green blobs, and smaller green spheres fell from the dome’s thousand angles. Each, he could see before everything went mercifully dark, was a complete little slug creature. Each drop was a different size but an entire malevolent creature. The hole in his shoulder burned like it had been hit with a magnesium flare, but even through the shrieking in his mind, he could see one of the blobs fall onto Thalía’s head and knock her to the floor. Her terrified eyes looked into his as she tried to scream. And then the blob, the thing, slid over her head and absorbed it, and started to grow. 
 
    Before Darius mercifully lost consciousness, his final sight was two eyeballs, wonderful Thalía’s eyeballs, surfacing within the gelatinous body and staring right at him the way Thalía had a moment before.  
 
    It was a shoggoth, although Darius would never know the word. Knowing was for the living. 
 
      
 
    Drilling jack-up Medusa 2, Gulf of Papua, 
Papua New Guinea 
 
    −9°S 144°E, 9007 km from South Pole 
(9207 km from R’lyeh) 
 
    Rising + 6 hours 
 
      
 
    There are no straight-line angles on the sea. In fact, as far as the Transocean Ltd. derrickman Mick Wilson could see over the Gulf of Papua, the water was entirely flat. There were small systems of ripples formed by the wind, but nothing like the 90-degree angles of a rectangular room or even the highly obtuse ones that made up a 36-foot-diameter geodesic dome.  
 
    Mick Wilson wasn’t thinking of angles at that moment, although his job required constant reference to drilling angles, working with the drillers to make sure shafts didn’t break from going in wrong, bringing up the crude wrong, or being taken out wrong. Although the Medusa 2 was a jack-up and therefore didn’t suffer the shifting angles of attack that a semi-submersible or straight-up drillship had to deal with, there were plenty of ways an angle could be wrong and ruin everybody’s day right there. Of course, whether you were drilling off the shore of Papua New Guinea, 1,800 miles from civilized Sydney, or practically within sight of the Opera House, any driller’s day wasn’t going to be all that great in the first place. 
 
    He did like looking out at the water when it was his twelve hours off duty, though. Placid, even peaceful despite the 24/7 shouts of his compatriots and rumbles of the platform. Storms came through here like anywhere, but they were anchored to the floor twenty meters below, so even those were interesting. And he didn’t have to think about the damn angles of this and that for a damn change when he wasn’t guiding or monitoring the drills. 
 
    But the rig itself, other than the cylindrical support columns holding it above the water and the drills themselves, was a bunch of metal boxes welded together. Medusa 2 was nothing but angles. Not a round corner anywhere on Medusa 2 and that meant hundreds, if not thousands, of interior angles, the ones that worked like doors to the abominations mindlessly sent forth by Cthulhu. 
 
    Mick Wilson couldn’t give a rat’s rear end about Lovecraft. The only reason he had even heard of the bastard was that everything in the world went nuts the day before yesterday. Every man on the rig got in the queue for the sat phone once the wave of violent seizures passed through them, forty-five seconds of nightmarish excruciation during which many of them lost consciousness entirely. 
 
    When the psionic waves came hours later, anyone on the exterior of the rig ran right off the south-most edge and fell two-hundred feet into the sea. Some died upon impact; others, bones were broken, wished they had died upon impact; and others got lucky and made it back up the ladders.  
 
    Several hours following that, the Operations boss made an ashen-faced announcement to the sixty or so remaining crewmen out of an original contingent of one-hundred-thirty. Fires were burning throughout Perth. An estimated million were dead in Sydney. And they couldn’t raise anyone at any level in Christchurch; there was nothing but dead air on every RNZI shortwave frequency. 
 
    “Helicopters aren’t coming anytime soon to get us,” he said to them. “Something serious has happened. No idea what, but those on shore got enough to worry about without us crying to go home. We got food and water enough for nine months at a minimum.” 
 
    “But how will we know about our families? Talk to ’em and check on ’em?” Mick asked. 
 
    “We’re gonna be running three shifts on comm, that means one of the sat phones will be available 24/7 for you gents until further notice. But, um, I need to warn you … I haven’t been able to reach one person yet at home in Brisbane, no matter how many different people I can think to ring. It could just be the phone lines are down. But it could be the worst. Just mind yourselves, that’s all.” 
 
    In line for the sat phone was when somebody said “Cthulhu” and “Lovecraft” while talking to some others in line. Mick didn’t know what either word meant, so they told him. Complete and utter bollocks was what that was, and he told them so. People were dead, for God’s sake. It was disrespectful. It really chapped his ass when he tried to ring his wife, then his mother, then his brother, and got nothing but the harsh automated message telling him the number could not be reached. 
 
    No one had said the word “shoggoth” yet, and no one ever would, since the few men who knew the creature from tabletop RPGs were dissolved entirely before they could recognize one on top of them. The exterior angles of the structure of rectangles didn’t birth any of the horrors; shoggoths came through interior angles. 
 
    In other words, every cabin, every enclosed space, filled with shoggoths squeezing through from their place of origin, the South Pole. Filled to bursting, the rectangular cabin of the bridge saw its pressure eventually relieved. Only Mick Wilson momentarily survived, he had asked his mate to hold his place in line while he went to the toilet. He opened the hatch releasing the shoggoths and dissolved before he could scream. Soon every other enclosed space vomited forth its mass of death as soon as one panicked driller after another tried to get inside, away from the things spilling out onto the rig. The steel structure collapsed within the hour, and the Medusa 2 crashed, burning, into the sea. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    New York and Pyongyang were thousands of miles further from the South Pole than Hawaii, or Papua New Guinea was. But distance made no difference to shoggoths, who could travel from anywhere through any eldritch angles anywhere in the world. It was unlike the Event, where the farther one was from R’lyeh, the less horrible the suffering would be; and the Cthulhu herald’s psionic waves, which traveled along the surface of the Earth and thus reached different locations at different times. The number and intensity of the invading shoggoths were the same whether they portaled from the South Pole to angles 1,000 kilometers away or places 15,000 kilometers away. 
 
    At any location, closer than about 7,000 kilometers from the Event in the waters above R’lyeh, very few were left to care. Everyone except the intoxicated and the mad was already dead. The shoggoths got them, too. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 3: 
The Absence 
 
      
 
    The final psionic waves broadcast by Cthulhu’s herald form just before it vanished took several hours to propagate over the globe before dissipating. It would be almost a full day before the corporeal Cthulhu reached the surface of the ice and its great brain could resume sending out waves of influence over the minds of all sentient life on the surface of the Earth.  
 
      
 
    Interstate 495 near Falls Church, VA 
 
    39°S 77°E, 2522 km from Point Bombadil 
 
    Rising + 6.5 hours 
 
      
 
    Something was definitely wrong with Horan Marmalado. 
 
    It began shortly after the Army called all personnel on the North American continent to Minot Air Force Base in North Dakota: a blank stare that replaced Horan’s sparkly-eyed excitement at the feeling and, God knew, talking about Cthulhu’s spirit within him. An expression of utter, inconsolable desolation settled upon the face of the escaped mental patient formerly known (if only to himself) as Orange Marmalade. The weeping wouldn’t stop. 
 
    By 0515 hours, as the sunrise approached the Eastern Seaboard, the M1A2 Abrams tank containing U.S. Army Staff Sergeant Francis Doucette, Staff Sergeant Delbert Mitchum, writer Martin Storch, and (again, self-described) prophet of the Old One made it up I-95 to “the Beltway” circling Washington, DC. By this time, Horan Marmalado had stopped sharing updates about his Unity with Cthulhu and had chewed his pinkies up to the first knuckle for so long that the pain radiating from them made his whole body shake in agony. 
 
     “Don’t think that’s doing you any good, man,” Doucette said after watching him for another ten minutes. “You got to be just ripping up the muscles in there. You know the hospitals are probably full, right? Probably with dead people, not even any doctors there. Unless they’re dead, too, I guess. But hey, Horan? Horan, listen, man: what I’m trying to say is if you keep doing that, you’re gonna need a hospital, but we ain’t going to a hospital, so maybe quit eating yourself.” 
 
    Horan seemed, very slowly, to work out and comprehend the words the burly tank operator had just said to him, unfixing his eyes from the random point on the bulkhead and turning his head, so his gaze rested on Doucette. He lowered the mangled-looking pinkies from the sides of his mouth, a bridge of drool stretching between them. 
 
    “Hey, buddy? Horan? That’s really good, yeah, just we’re just gonna let those relax for a little while.” 
 
    “Jesse James,” Horan said. 
 
    Doucette remained perfectly still like an animal does when it detects some unidentified danger in the vicinity. He looked at Martin Storch, the rumpled and slightly drunk author of a bunch of books who had been silently taking in both Horan Marmalado engaging in self-cannibalism as well as the slightly intoxicated soldier watching the man. Martin raised his eyebrows at Doucette, but that was all. 
 
    “Sorry, man, what?” Doucette said. 
 
    “Jesse James continental drive tranny listen, listen to the wind blow dead mambo in the free world.” 
 
    “Ah,” Doucette said, nodding at him for no reason. “Um … what?” 
 
    “Drive train south not south what what what what what, what.” 
 
    “I’m afraid our friend here may be a schizophrenic, Sergeant,” Martin said before Doucette could form another pointless query, the essayist’s plummy accent at odds with his unshaven, sleep-deprived, puffy face. 
 
    “What?” Doucette said again, only this time to Martin. “He don’t even have one person in there right now, forget about two.” 
 
    “Schizophrenia is a condition distinct from dissociative disorder, what used to be called ‘multiple-personality disorder.’ I’d call it a common misconception, but most people know the difference these days.” He cleared his throat meaningfully. “In any case, actual schizophrenia represents a breakdown of the brain’s ability to understand, assimilate, and communicate information. Everything’s a jumble that’s what his ‘word salad’ is about.” 
 
    “What’s with Jesse James?” 
 
    “Apparently that’s the chopped radish in this salad: it adds nothing, no matter how prevalent it is,” he said, making a mental note to use that analogy later if there was a later. He shook his head at Horan and said to Doucette, “Something’s happened to our friend, here. Something bad, by the looks of it. I can only assume that it is as much to do with Cthulhu as everything else.” 
 
    “Jeez. I’ve seen a bunch of people going crazy the past couple days, but that was, like, violent. Not like this crap, chewing on himself and saying … hell, I don’t know what he’s trying to say. Cowboy names or whatever.” He realized that he was talking to Martin like Horan Marmalado wasn’t even there. Which he wasn’t, but still? 
 
    “I’m sure you noticed his style of dress? His ‘scrubs’? In my experience, scrubs are worn mostly in a medical environment. Doctors and nurses, but more to our purpose here, also certain kinds of long-term patients.”  
 
    “Patients? Like at hospitals? Don’t they wear those little tie-around gowns? I remember I had to have one on when I got that growth cut off my ...”  
 
    “Hospitals, yes,” Martin said, interrupting the soldier’s train of thought as decisively as possible, “but not the kind you’re thinking. I mean mental hospitals. Sanitaria.”  
 
    “Party planner mental time Jesse James,” Horan said. 
 
    “An excellent point,” Martin replied, then chastised himself and added, “I’m sorry, Mister Marmalado, that was unkind. You do not deserve to be mocked.” 
 
    “Jesse James marmalade,” Horan answered. 
 
    “Wait, he’s a psycho? A mental patient, I mean? How the hell did, did he get …” Doucette trailed off as the tank slowed down. For the past six hours, they had bucked against their locked restraints as the vehicle mounted and dismounted thousands of cars and trucks, crushing them underneath its treads as it made progress over the jammed Interstate. But now, Mitchum, at the helm, was letting up on the gas. 
 
    “Fuel time?” Doucette called at him. It seemed early since they hadn’t gone more than 150 miles in the past four hours and the M1A2 had an operational range of nearly 300 miles without having to top up. The two of them, the only survivors from a crew of four, had been ordered to turn around at Fort Lee and get their asses to the middle of North damn Dakota, along with every member of the military receiving the communication after the bombs were dropped on Washington last night. They’d been glad for the order, weird as it was to be sent to report at an Air Force base. Before that, the four of them were heading south, toward Cthulhu, as instructed by a mental patient. 
 
     What a SNAFU. 
 
    Mitchum didn’t say anything as the tank slowed to an idle, nudging out of the way vehicles lay in front of it. Eventually, they stopped altogether. 
 
    “Mitch? What’s going on up there?” Doucette got himself to an upright, if not completely standing, position and made his way up front, where he saw Mitchum staring at the side monitor, the one that pointed east. “What in the hell?” 
 
    It was hard to make out exactly what he and Mitchum were staring at on the monitor, the brightening in the east unable to be seen through the smoke of what looked like a hundred wildfires a few hundred feet from the tank that stretched all the way to the horizon. “Where the hell are we?” 
 
    Mitchum said in a weak voice, “Washington.” 
 
    Doucette was too stunned to say anything to that, but he traded places with Mitchum, so he could peer out the three slim viewports made of 75 mm-thick projectile-flattening polycarbonates, just below the hatch. He called back, “Mitch, gimme a gas mask, would ya? And you guys put them on, too.” 
 
    “Why?” Mitchum asked but handed out the masks. After he put on his own, he helped Horan get his on and held it in place until he was at least sixty percent sure the still-babbling man wouldn’t rip it off immediately. “What are you doing?” 
 
    If Doucette hadn’t been drunk for the past two days, he wouldn’t have said: “I can’t see a damn thing like this” and broken the seal on the hatch. If Mitchum hadn’t been the same way, he would’ve stopped Doucette, with a bullet if necessary. But they were, Doucette did, and Mitchum didn’t.  
 
    “Hell’s bells, man, there’s radiation out there!” Martin Storch cried, trying to jump to his feet and cracking his head against the steel overhead. “You can’t open that damned thing!” 
 
    But Doucette had already pushed it open and popped his head out to see the horror with his own eyes. And what horrors he did see. 
 
    Like any megalopolis, the nation’s capital and its surroundings were always extravagantly illuminated 24 hours a day, and the D.C. Beltway was packed with vehicles no matter what the time of day or night. One could drive with the headlights off and suffer no loss of visibility.  
 
    But now, except for the orange flames, all was dark. Doucette took in as much of the deathly panorama as he could in the few seconds he dared to keep his head extended into the poisonous atmosphere. He literally couldn’t see a single electric light other than the headlights from vehicles on the Interstate. The air was noxious not only from radiation but also from a more immediately life-threatening source: the clinging, miasmic exhaust from so many internal combustion engines running in one place without moving. 
 
    The whole vista was pants-wetting weird, with the sky just light enough to show the extent of the smoke from fires visible as far as it allowed him to see. He incautiously took a breath and coughed so hard and so long he thought he’d pass out and fall back into the tank. But he didn’t; he remained right there staring out at the landscape of destruction. 
 
    “It’s bad?” Mitchum said. 
 
    “It’s bad,” Doucette said. His eyes were streaming with tears from the vile air, but not just the air. “Martin, you wanna look?” 
 
    “Indeed, I don’t, but thank you. However, I would appreciate it if you closed the hatch.” 
 
    “Right.” Doucette closed it up and locked it, his face feeling burned. He didn’t know how much radiation he had just absorbed, and he didn’t want to know. It didn’t matter. If everyone was going to die soon anyway, and that sure as hell was what it looked like, he wouldn’t have to worry about cancer. He stayed in the driver’s seat to let Mitchum have a rest as well as his turn to watch their mental patient. 
 
    “Sergeant,” Martin asked Mitchum without any idea what he might do with a negative response, “are we safe in here? Relatively speaking, of course.” 
 
    Mitchum took a long drink from a bottle of water, replaced the cap, and nodded. “We got a … wait, I had to memorize this … it’s ‘a composite-material air-intake plenum and precleaner assembly.’ That means it filters the crap out, so we can live long enough to kill anything that didn’t get killed by the crap the filters filter out.” 
 
    “That’s a comfort, or it would be, had your compatriot hadn’t just filled our environs with the stench of a thousand flatulent robots. And radiation, too, well done.” 
 
    “Relax, Mister Storch,” Doucette called from the driver’s seat as the tank started moving again, rocking as it crushed more cars and throwing Doucette forward before he could catch himself and secure his safety restraints again. “We got the full CBRN defense package on this tank. That’s chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear. You didn’t breathe nothing in, and the hatch wasn’t open long enough to get you radioactive. Don’t worry; we’ll get you safe to Minot so that you can die there along with everybody else.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant,” Martin said. “How exquisitely reassuring.” 
 
    They drove for a while, away from the burning capital, eventually crushing enough vehicles that they made it off the Beltway and north to where some green was actually on either side of the highway. Before Mitchum said, “All right, here’s the situation, folks: Command is still sending that message about everybody having to get to Minot AFB. Why they don’t say. And how is not their problem, I guess. But we’re going, especially now that Cthulhu’s prophet back there is on a little vacation.” 
 
    “Limejello,” Horan said. “Limejello.” 
 
    “Sure,” Mitchum continued, ignoring along with everyone else the latest stream of nonsense coming from their companion. “Now, I have to think the roads will be less filled with dead people in stalled-out cars the farther we get from D.C. so that we can go a little faster. But the computer tells me that Minot is approximately 1,500 miles away, and we can’t go faster than 40 or so in perfect conditions, 25 running over everything. So, it looks like we’ll be on the road for pretty much the next 48 hours. Mitch, I want you to plot out where we can stop and try to gas up. Storch, you get babysitting duty for Pinkie McChewsalot back there.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Martin said. “But understood … Sir, is it? Should I call you ‘Sir’ since I’m in the Army now, apparently? Calling me ‘Storch’ and giving orders and all that.” 
 
    “Limejello.” 
 
    “Call me whatever you want,” Doucette said. “Just do what I tell you to do so we can all get to that desolate hellhole base in one piece.” 
 
    “Limejello limejello.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Martin tried out with a laugh. “I rather like that.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Mitchum said. “Now ...”  
 
    “Limejellolimejellolimejello!” Horan shouted with increasing agitation, pointing at one of the very few corners inside an Abrams tank, most everything being curved or with its angles covered by monitors and other equipment framed by shock-absorbing bands of rubber composite. But there were a few interior corners of less than two inches between rounded rivets, and where Horan pointed had something oozing through right above the head of Martin Storch. It did look very much like lime Jell-O. 
 
    “What?” Martin reflexively asked Horan, then looked at Mitchum, who unbuckled and moved very slowly toward him, eyes focused on the spot just above him. 
 
    “Um … I’d move, if I were you,” Mitchum absently advised, squinting at the weird, glistening substance.  
 
    “—limejellolimejellolimjellolimejellolimejellolimejello—” 
 
    But Martin couldn’t simply move out of the way; he had to unbuckle and pull the restraint over his head. He started to, but as he went to unlatch the seatbelt, he naturally crooked his head to see what fascinating thing was going on, and the little green blob fell into his eye. 
 
    He shrieked so loudly that Doucette startled and jacked the two steering levers, sending them off the car-littered highway and onto the wide slope of the grass median, coming to a jarring halt at the bottom. Mitchum fell backward, hitting his head on the low overhead support. Horan Marmalado kept screaming about lime Jell-O. 
 
    “Damn bastard mother of pain!” Martin’s right eyelid caught the brunt of the acid blob’s impact, burning both the lid and the front half of the eye right off, deflecting it onto the deck, where Martin tried to squash it with his boot, rather than allowing it to eat through to his brain. “I’m blind! Correction—blind in one eye! But damn it! It hurts like hell! GAH!” He expressed many other colorful metaphors as he tried vainly to keep the aqueous humor, the eye juice, held back with his fingers. 
 
    “Get out of there!” Mitchum shouted at Martin as he spotted another blob squeezing through the angle, then grabbed him and yanked him out of his restraints. Then he jumped up and banged his head hard against the steel overhead and yelled “OW! MY FOOT! WHAT THE HELL?”  
 
    Doucette unbuckled from the driver’s seat and turned around just in time to see Mitchum lift his boot in distress. The bottom of it was eaten away by the damned thing, and blood seeped out of the hole in the ball of Mitchum’s foot.  
 
    The flattened blob steamed as it tried to eat through the deck, but the bottom of the M1A2, like the tank’s entire shell, was made of a composite material so impenetrable it would absorb a direct strike from a 152mm Howitzer shell. The thing couldn’t ingest inorganic material, apparently, and its acid couldn’t burn through depleted uranium, one of the densest substances on the planet and the main ingredient of the composite. It had nowhere to go. 
 
    Infinitely more disturbing than the blob on the floor, however, was the fact that the bastard now stared at them with the absorbed front half of Martin Storch’s right eyeball. 
 
    Seeing this, Martin vomited to great olfactory effect within the small confines, fingers pressed against his ruined eye, halfway to losing consciousness from the pain and, frankly, terror. He managed to say weakly, “You’ve got to be taking the piss.” 
 
    “Limejello,” Horan Marmalado insisted, regarding either the mass on the floor or the new one coming through the wall, or both. 
 
    Doucette didn’t take his own eyes off the insane sight as he zipped open one of the tank’s first aid kits and removed two syrettes of morphine, a z-folded pack of gauze, and two wound seals. “Get that boot off, Mitch. Martin, keep pressure on that eye.” He stuck Mitchum with the pre-filled syringe, and the patient’s pain-tight muscles began to relax immediately. 
 
    Of COURSE, I’m going to keep the pressure on it, you damnable cretin, Martin thought, but didn’t say out loud. Insubordination and all that. Besides, it was a moot point, since he didn’t think he could take his fingers away if he tried.  
 
    But those thoughts remained at the back of his mind, even as Doucette unloaded the syrette’s payload of morphine into his vein; his attention was focused on the green globule on the floor staring back at him with his eyeball. “Oh, for God’s sake. That’s a bloody shoggoth.” 
 
    “A what?” Doucette said as he efficiently wiped clean the pit eaten out of Mitchum’s foot, stuffed it full of gauze, and applied the blue patch that which would seal and keep the pressure on the wound until the bleeding completely stopped. 
 
    The morphine had rendered Martin extremely relaxed now, even though (a) the inside of the tank would soon fill up with shoggoths; and (b) there were frigging shoggoths in the world now. Was this reality or was he stuck inside the damned Call of Cthulhu RPG? Things certainly didn’t feel very real at the moment. “You’ll remember our dear friend Mister Lovecraft, inventor, or predictor, of our other dear friend, Mister Cthulhu.” 
 
    “I got to say, the man’s been on my mind,” Doucette said, approaching Martin with the wound seal for his horribly raw eye socket. But he stopped and looked at Horan Marmalado, who was once again staring at the angled spot high on the bulkhead. He continued to mutter “limejello” over and over again, but now he alternated the words with biting hard on the pinkies he had once again shoved between the molars on each side of his mouth. It was the worst of both worlds, Doucette thought.  
 
    He didn’t want to turn to see what Horan was freaked out by now, but he turned just in time to watch another one of the creature finish squeezing through the angle and plop onto the seat Martin had just occupied. It sizzled and ate right through the cover and the padding, stopping when it encountered the impenetrable composite material.  
 
    Doucette ignored the shoggoth; he remembered now what a “shoggoth” was from his RPG days, although he’d always thought of them as being big as woolly mammoths, and put up an index finger and said, “Hold that thought, Mister Storch.” He went back and opened another first aid kit, taking out another morphine syrette. 
 
    “I doubt I’ll lose the thread,” Martin replied, using his good eye to look back and forth at the stomped creepy-eyed shoggoth and the new one trying to pull itself out of the smoking hole in Martin’s former seat. Now, he saw, the next squelchy bastard was pushing itself through the angle into the tank. What was next, Night Gaunts? 
 
    Shut up, Storch, he snapped at himself. That’s an order. 
 
    Doucette put his hand on Horan’s shoulder. “I don’t know if you can understand me, Mister Marmalado, but I’m gonna need you to relax. Lemme have your arm.” 
 
    His jaws slowed as he investigated Doucette’s face. He lowered his left hand and extended that arm, “Jesse James?” 
 
    “Jesse James,” Doucette agreed, in the most soothing a voice a tank gunner could muster, then paused as he looked at Horan’s arm. The scrubs were short-sleeved, so the scarring from God knew how many emergency shots of Ativan and Haldol was unmistakable in the crook of his elbow. Medical training for infantry was based on triage in less-than-ideal conditions, so Doucette quickly found a vein despite the scars and sent the shot home. Shooting an uninjured man full of morphine, he was injured, Doucette supposed, but still, it wasn’t something the Army would smile upon in normal circumstances, but he needed to calm his new friend down, or they were all gonna go nuts from jessejames and damn limejello.  
 
    Once Horan sat back in his bucket seat, sedated. Silent, and not chewing on anything, Doucette returned his attention to Martin and pulled the patient’s fingers down, so he could patch up the gaping wound where an eye used to be. “All I remember about shoggoths is you don’t want to run into ’em,” Doucette said. “So, brief me: what do I need to know?” 
 
     “They, um, can travel from their nth dimension through any sharp interior angle into ours,” Martin said sluggishly. “Or no, pardon me … I’m thinking of the Hounds of Tindalos. Hell, the universe hasn’t read its Lovecraft very carefully. Damned sloppy of you, universe! Or multiverse or what have you.” 
 
    “Okay … Mister Storch, stay with me. How are these things getting through 700 millimeters of uranium? That’s more than two feet in American.” 
 
    “Thank you, sergeant.” Martin snarked through his fog. “Since we are apparently just screwing off to go live within the pages of Weird Tales circa 1928, I’d wager that the shoggoths are teleporting from wherever the hell they live to interior angles wherever they detect the presence of humans and our delectable eyeballs; they don’t need to cover the intervening space.” 
 
    “Interior angles,” Doucette repeated, unclear on how that was different from regular angles. 
 
    “I can identify only one sharp angle inside here, Sergeant, good work …” He paused, no longer looking at anything in particular. “Buddha on a bloody bicycle, I haven’t had morphine since Balliol. Good stuff, Sir, I should say.” 
 
    “I need you to hold it together, Storch. Listen: if I put some foam sealant over that corner, that’s kind of rounded, would that work? Get rid of the sharp angle, keep the bastards from getting in?” 
 
    “I say bully for you, old boy.” 
 
    Doucette griped under his breath and retrieved the can of sealant tank crews used in case of failure of the tubing that sealed the hatch. He had to wait for the third little shoggoth to ooze its way out and plop on top of the one sitting inside the seat cushion hole. The new one used the first for leverage and pushed itself onto an undamaged part of the seat cover, which didn’t remain undamaged: within seconds, the new shoggoth sank into its little smoking hole. 
 
    He didn’t give it another chance. He applied the foam, which quickly puffed out and hardened. Boom, no more angle. He did it with the two other “interior angles” (at least, he thought they were, sealing them up just in case). Next, he covered the hole in the seat cushion with a Kevlar flack jacket. And then looking around the deck of the tank he spotted Martin’s eye perched on a green blob peering up at him. It is backed into the rounded floor corner, he realized. Need something round to trap it. Quick thinking on the Sergeant’s part had him snatch one of the Advanced Combat Helmets (ACH), the Army's current combat helmet from the overhead and plop it over the one-eyed shoggoth. The inside is cocave, that should do the trick, he told himself. 
 
    He let out a breath he wasn’t aware he’d been holding and surveyed the rear of the tank: Mitchum, Horan, and Martin were each in their private la-la-lands. If he recalled his first aid training correctly, they’d be out of commission for about three hours. He could try to catch a catnap himself before the next two days of constant travel, but then he realized that when Horan Marmalado woke up, he’d probably start singing the ballad of Jell-O James again and not stop for a good while. If he stayed awake and drove now, however, he could enjoy three extra hours of not having to listen to whatever the hell had happened to his favorite escaped mental patient. 
 
    All right, he would stay awake, but not sober. Too dangerous. He took a couple of epic swigs from the plastic jug of Jack Daniel’s they had liberated from a package store back at the beginning. They’d run out soon, they could’ve taken more, but there wasn’t room inside the tank, but there were a million liquor stores between Washington and North Dakota. 
 
    Even freshly intoxicated, Doucette could slip into the driver’s seat, back the Abrams out of the Interstate’s median, and get moving toward Minot AFB in his sleep; and, as occupied as his mind was at that moment, that’s what he did. He found himself snapping out of his thoughts only when he was forced to veer sharply to avoid slamming into the back of an 18-wheeler fuel tanker. Veering was no problem since the tank wouldn’t be damaged by running over a few lanes of vehicles full of the dead. But crashing into a fully loaded tanker truck full of gasoline? That would really be …  
 
    He barked a laugh out loud. Hey, that wouldn’t do any damage, either! Slam away! He drove on, staying to the shoulder whenever possible at the tank’s maximum speed. 
 
    The scare startled him from his train of thought, and his Jack Daniel’s-sodden mind was unable to get it back. It was a mercy. 
 
    Doucette had been thinking about the change in Horan Marmalado: how he suddenly lost the ability to form coherent sentences, how, seized by fear and anxiety so strong he damn near chewed off his fingers. He didn’t think something had made the man go schizo all of a sudden; after all, Martin pretty much told them that Horan had to be an escaped mental patient. Rather, it seemed to Doucette like something was missing from Horan Marmalado, not just missing but taken away, something that had been present inside him until the nukes hit Washington.  
 
    But it wasn’t just that. And it wasn’t just Horan. 
 
    Doucette had noticed that he no longer felt the soul-crushing pain and panic since the bombs fell, of the kind he and Mitchum had experienced before they discovered the magical effects of booze. The kind that the tank’s loader, Corporal Ward, and official driver, PFC Pius, experienced before Ward smashed his head to bits inside the tank and Pius took his sidearm and shot himself through the heart. It was after they refused to drink on duty, especially during a national emergency. 
 
    Not only the feeling of imminent self-harm was gone; even the unease during what Martin Storch had called “the troughs of psionic waves” no longer buzzed inside Doucette’s brain. He noticed this only once the effects of their moderate, but constant alcohol consumption wore off a bit. Over the previous two days, rising panic and pain had always alerted him to get some more numbing alcohol into his system.  
 
    But since they had received the order to get their asses to Minot, North Dakota, as literally in the middle of nowhere Doucette could imagine, he forgot to do it until he’d knocked out his tankmates and started driving. However, he was still under the influence, so maybe there was still enough in his system. So, he still drank up, because there was no reason to take any chances, not to mention that he might end up physically or mentally unable to dose himself with whiskey if a new psionic attack caught him unawares and sober.  
 
    It felt good, not having that doom every second inside his mind. Maybe it was over. Maybe Minot had done something, and it was over. 
 
    But no matter how good it might be for himself, Doucette recognized, something bad had happened to poor Horan, their oversharing “prophet of Cthulhu.” Doucette was as normal religious as the next guy, but he believed he knew what was going on. 
 
    For some reason, he couldn’t begin to guess, why Horan’s God, Cthulhu, had withdrawn his holy grace. And how do I get rid of the shoggoths beneath my seat? 
 
      
 
    Raven Rock Mountain Complex 
 
    39.73°N 77.42° W, 2054 km from Point Bombadil 
 
    Rising + 7 hours 
 
      
 
    The sun was up when United States President Judith Hampton, NSA chief and retired Marine Major General Jack Patterson, Marine Major Kevin Berry, three NSA aides in black suits and sunglasses, and Marine One pilot Alan Fisk took off from Monongahela National Forest. At the SH-3 Sea King helicopter’s maximum speed, it took them a mere two hours to reach their destination just north of the Maryland-Pennsylvania line. 
 
    The trip didn’t take long in the advanced helicopter, but it might as well have been a lifetime to the occupants of the Sea King because their destination, the Raven Rock Mountain Complex, was buried within and under a mountain seventy-five miles north of Washington, D.C., forcing them to pass within sight of the nation’s capital. This flight path provided a panoramic bird’s-eye view of the devastation wrought by the Russian and Chinese ICBMs. There was no White House anymore, no Capitol; there was nothing at all remaining of the buildings housing the federal government. Black smoke heavy with radiation intermittently blocked the sight. Marine One was well-protected from radiation and poisonous air, with safeguards much like those on the M1A2 Abrams tank; but the heat forced Fisk to fly higher. From this vantage point, the scene looked even worse: concentric rings of blackened earth that still burned. The two missiles could have been carrying as many as twenty warheads. The closest intact buildings … 
 
    There were no intact buildings they could see anywhere inside the Beltway. 
 
    The rest of the time aboard the helicopter was spent in silence. 
 
    Patterson thought about his family, every member incinerated. His wife and two teenage boys were guaranteed a place with him in the bunkers far below the White House, where the momentary, self-appointed president, Algernon Steele, and other essential personnel had retreated, but just about every road in the entire country was impassable unless you were driving a damn tank. Witnessing the hellscape that had been, just twelve hours earlier, the heart and mind of the free world, Patterson knew that even if his loved ones had been able to make it underground with Steele and the rest, that White House bunker was nothing but a slag heap now. Everyone and everything there was buried in molten metal that would be too radioactive to touch for the next ten thousand years. He would cry later if he got a later. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fisk kept his mind as much as possible on doing the job of four dedicated Nighthawks, the HMX-1 officers entrusted with keeping the fifteen presidential Sea Hawk helicopters in operation. The job was made easier, despite the lack of air traffic control, by there being no other aircraft in the sky. Also, the chances of any terrorists or other assassins remaining alive and in place to attack Marine One was minuscule. It allowed him to take in the end of the world and try to come to terms with the fact that he was the only Nighthawk left from “Whiteside,” the HMX-1 Executive Flight Detachment. The rest were almost certainly dead; there was nothing left of the alert facility Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling except smoking rubble. His family lived in Ohio. They had died the day before. He had already done his crying. He hoped he’d live to do more. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Berry wished he had never heard of Howard Phillips Lovecraft, never joined the Marines, never impressed his bosses and gotten assigned to the outrageously prestigious job of White House Situation Room Audio-Visual Specialist. He also wished he had never met the president, never shot up from an E-3 to an O-4 in less than two days … that he had never been in a position to say one word about Cthulhu. If none of that had happened, he would probably be happily dead like just about everybody else in the world. Dead somewhere in the Southwest, in Arizona probably, his home state. As it was, he had to assume all of his family and all of his friends were dead. Even if the phone lines everywhere in the country hadn’t been overloaded and inaccessible since the Event, he had been too busy, too embroiled with crazy President Hampton, to call anyone. He didn’t know what he would’ve said to them, anyway: Enjoy the apocalypse? Hope you were right about the afterlife? Good-bye? Berry had cried much of the night, trying to be quiet. He wept more on the trip to Raven Rock, as loudly as he wanted. The general, the president, the pilot, the NSA aides with their dark sunglasses they wore even at night, Berry was certain the eyewear incorporated heads-up displays; why else would they wear them 24/7? He didn’t notice, didn’t care, or just didn’t say anything. They were a group, but, looking out at where Washington used to be, each of them felt utterly alone in the world. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    However, this feeling of isolation, of desolation, was something located much deeper within Judith Hampton’s psyche, much more profound than anything the childless widow president consciously felt about the loss of her family, her friends and colleagues, or the vast majority of the citizens she served. Something more fundamental was absent. 
 
    For the rest of them, the loss of signal was a good thing. The herald form was only a projection, barely a facsimile much less potent than the corporeal Cthulhu sent to clear this matter point for the Race’s galaxy-spanning bridge. To achieve this, the herald’s acute “waves” of malign influence had turned the Earth into a global slaughterhouse; but its presence also brought about a subtler, more chronic effect. Inside every human being had been constant feelings of illness, of dread, of scrabbling desperation that remained even when unusual brain chemistry had blocked the psionic peaks of madness and violence, intoxication, or Black Ops mind-mastery techniques. From the Event until the moment the herald form vanished, this soul-deadening nausea persisted every second in every person.  
 
    Almost. 
 
    For Hampton and other worshipers of the Old One, this effect was anything but deleterious. The president felt connection, understanding, and insight from the herald’s psionic broadcast, something that enhanced her understanding of the Truth of the Old One as conveyed by his scribe. Just looking at, not even necessarily reading it, the gospel of H.P. Lovecraft inspired her with a faith she had never known, not as a child attending church, not as a schoolteacher accommodating all religious traditions in the classroom, and not as President of the United States, entrusted with the protection of all believers of any stripe within her dominion. Cthulhu’s gospel had brought her communion. 
 
    That feeling of being blessed had utterly vanished. 
 
    After the nuclear strikes that had almost knocked Marine One out of the sky the night before, Hampton found herself suffering from this intangible loss, even once they landed at Monongahela and were safe, as safe as anyone could be under nuclear attack. Of course, a nuclear attack that destroys everything important in one’s life does tend to bring one down; but her ache, her feeling of loss, sat atop her grief over the destruction of the capital of the nation she was supposed to lead. It was personal, fundamental, metaphysical. It felt like Great Cthulhu had vacated her soul.  
 
    She lay within sleeping gear kept for the president only on Marine One, different layers and intensities of grief and desperation filling her mind until her consciousness could take no more, and she fell asleep. When she woke, nothing in her mind had changed. But, now that she was rested, it came to her almost immediately what she needed to do. 
 
    While the others were lost inside their heads, Hampton spent her time in Marine One reading something she had downloaded onto her custom iPad right after consuming the printout of “The Call of Cthulhu” provided to her and all White House security-cleared staff by then-Lieutenant Kevin Berry: The Complete Works of H.P. Lovecraft, (a 99 cent Kindle). Cheap at a hundred times the price, she decided. Over the previous two days, ever since the Truth had inhabited her from the first story, she read it whenever a spare moment came, or she was enduring something not related to the proselytization of Himself. In the same way, one didn’t have to read the Christian Bible from beginning to end to feel the Truth of that supposed deity, Hampton skipped around Lovecraft’s gospel, from “The Shadow Over Innsmouth” to “The Statement of Randolph Carter” to the minor allegories and poetry. But she always circled back to the most important, “The Call of Cthulhu,” which portrayed the glorious return of her Lord and Master. In the story, Cthulhu didn’t fully rise as he now had in real life, but all prophetic scribes had to veil their truths from those fearful haters who would never be able to understand and would persecute those who did. 
 
    However, unlike before, she could no longer feel the Truth within the texts. The inspiration and communion she had experienced were absent. A bit early for a crisis of faith, isn’t it? She scolded herself, but there it was. She believed, oh, how she believed, with all her heart and soul, but she no could longer feel His eldritch presence. 
 
    Before she was quite manifestly a prophet of Cthulhu, not His scribe but spreading His Word to a world suffering because they didn’t understand His power. He wasn’t a kindly God who was fond of his creations; neither was He an Allah, deciding what happened to each of his creations based on his preferences and will; and He wasn’t even a Yahweh, angrily crushing all those not following. 
 
    No, Cthulhu was like none of these so-called supreme beings, she decided. First of all, from what Hampton could glean from Lovecraft’s holy texts, Cthulhu wasn’t a creator God, in fact, the scribe, H.P. Lovecraft, believed that the very idea of a universe-creating deity was ridiculous. The scientific and logical arguments against some Prime Mover who could perform creatio ex nihilo were significant, Hampton had to admit. After the extremely short tenure of the writer Martin Storch as her aide-de-camp, she found online some of his arguments regarding the “Problem of Evil” written long before Cthulhu came to town. He maintained that a creator God was assumed by those trying to attract adherents to whatever monotheistic faith they were pitching, an absolutely powerful, completely good, and infinitely wise being, it did sell well in the metaphysical marketplace. There was more spin by monotheists than there was from politicians: what we think is “evil” is really God’s way of showing us to the “good,” the ways of the Lord were mysterious, blah blah blah. Bullocks, is what Storch had written, finishing his essay. Hampton had to assume that Martin Storch was dead along with the other ninety-nine percent of the world, and that was too bad. If he excluded Cthulhu from his atheism, he would have made a fine bishop in the new Church, she unwaveringly decided. 
 
    The somewhat rattled President Hampton determined that opposed to the untenable superbeings of Middle Eastern lore; Lord Cthulhu was logically the perfect one. In a moment of sudden revelation, she muttered to herself, “After all, Lovecraft never said Cthulhu was a creator god or a god at all in the sense of being a literal deity. He was, plainly, an alien, but one so powerful that he filled the same role to humans as a traditional God.” That may have been a bit of semantic wordplay by Lovecraft to keep himself off the heretic’s pyre, she concluded, but it was on the mark: an alien with the powers of a god appearing on Earth counted for more than any literal deity who, for all its alleged power, never showed up. 
 
    But the biggest reason that Cthulhu’s rightful place was as god-master of Earth, to the President, was that he suffered from no existence-nullifying paradoxes regarding theodicy. Evil was not a problem for Cthulhu, so far as she could understand from the text. He wasn’t all good either, that much was obvious.  
 
    Cthulhu was almost certainly not “all-knowing.” He didn’t profess to be all things or that all things were him. And, since Cthulhu originated somewhere far away and came to Earth (kind of like an evil Superman, now that she thought of it), he was located in space and time. In a bajillion dimensions, probably, but not everywhere at once. An all-knowing being would have to be everywhere at once; since Cthulhu came to Earth, he wasn’t here before and thus was not in all places at all times. 
 
    It also meant, to Judith Hampton, that Cthulhu could be powerful in ways the human mind couldn’t begin to comprehend, but he couldn’t exercise influence everywhere in the universe instantly, which was pretty much the monotheist’s very definition of “all-powerful.” He had to obey the laws of time and space, even if he found them much less constricting than did puny humans. 
 
    Finally, like an Abrahamic God, Cthulhu was to be worshiped, feared, and, for the lucky few like herself, President of only a few, loved. But, unlike the monotheist’s conception, Cthulhu didn’t care what you did or didn’t do, she was certain He didn’t even notice it. There would be no moral judgment from this lord and master: His hell was a place right here on Earth. 
 
    Which was good, considering Judith Hampton had murdered a man the night before. 
 
    It was done in the throes of zealous ecstasy and in the middle of Armageddon, true, but it was murder. Even a president of the United States wasn’t allowed to kill people. If there had still been a Congress, they would have impeached her ass. 
 
    Of course, this wasn’t a problem, since everyone in Congress, along with the vast majority of the public, were dead.  
 
    As Fisk lowered the helicopter onto the Raven Rock Mountain Complex helipad, Hampton used a technique she had long mastered between periods as a teacher in the public schools: she wrapped up her thoughts and came to a tentative conclusion quickly before any new demands came to her attention.  
 
    The conclusion was that, for whatever reason, she no longer subsumed within religious ecstasy, and she missed it. Cthulhu was still within her heart and mind, but she would hesitate to kill for Him again. She would probably still do it if she had to, but it would be far from automatic. To her at the moment, the texts were just stories, parables about the Old One; but not His own words as shared with his holy scribe.  
 
    She smirked despite herself as Marine One landed on the helipad. No crewmen, no one at all, was present on the ground. At a facility created for the federal government, not one Army private awaited the arrival of the President of the United States. Of all the sudden changes in the world, Judith Hampton found this one especially unnerving. 
 
    They all unbuckled and exited the Sea King. Fisk stayed behind to inspect the enormous helicopter, something his full flight crew and destination ground crew would have finished in fifteen minutes but would probably take the lone surviving Nighthawk more than an hour.  
 
    The three NSA aides, wearing superspy sunglasses that she knew displayed a smorgasbord of data to the wearer, didn’t look as weird as they had the night before when the two male aides and one female aide slept with them still on their faces. That’s how she found herself thinking of them: two male NSA aides and a female NSA aide. At this realization, Hampton smirked again, this time about how she had disobeyed her own Teacher’s First Commandment, something that had also come in handy in politics: learn and use everybody’s names. 
 
    She approached the aides, who, even though they had slept within ten feet of her all night and had sat next to her on a helicopter for the last two hours, straightened respectfully as she approached them on the landing pad. “Guys, I can’t keep thinking of you as ‘the NSA aides.’ You know who I am, call me ‘Madam President’ or ‘Judith’ or ‘Judy,’” she told them with her old unshakeable candidate’s smile. “But not just ‘Hampton,’ okay? ‘Hey, Hampton!’ I hate that, I’m not a soldier in the Army or a character in a science fiction novel. Now, what are your names?” 
 
    They smiled at her instructions, but the male aide with the shaved head spoke in a practiced monotone: “Huey.” 
 
    The prematurely graying male aide said, “Dewey.” 
 
    The severe-looking female aide said, “Jennifer.” 
 
    “Of course,” Hampton said with a sigh. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Raven Rock Mountain Complex was the ne plus ultra of Department of Defense doomsday mineshaft installations: a subterranean Pentagon impervious to nuclear, chemical, biological, or (being far underground) psionic attacks. It was home to Continuity of Government headquarters; emergency operations centers for the Army, Navy, and Air Force; the Defense Threat Reduction Agency; FEMA’s command center as well as its Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center. It was an executive branch complex, fully staffed at all times so the president could get right down to work; the Defense Systems Information Agency, which managed thirty-eight different communications systems for the Defense Department and the executive branch; and the 114th Signal Battalion. It handled all official emergency communications with the outside world, such as transmitting EBS messages to the public or, say, instructions to all military personnel to report immediately to the Air Force base in Minot, North Dakota. 
 
    They entered a curved-top tunnel with a Vegas-like welcome sign; Hampton appreciated this bit of whimsy on the part of an apocalyptic bunker complex. Computer apparatuses had automatically detected the beacon from Marine One and pinged by automatic communications responders, but everyone breathed a serious sigh of relief when an actual human being got on the line and acknowledged their approach.  
 
    Those inside the complex knew the president was coming, and they would open the doors for her and her group momentarily. They had been sealed shut at the same time as those at NORAD, and, as at NORAD, could be unsealed only by direct order of the president. 
 
    Luckily, the president was standing right outside the door. 
 
    In the middle of their tromping down the steep grade of the entrance, Patterson put out a hand for everyone to stop. He had unofficially, but unmistakably, assumed the role of Secret Service detachment chief and deputized his aides as special agents. The president and everyone else stopped after a few additional steps on the downward incline. 
 
    “What’s the trouble, Ja—Sweet Lord Cthulhu, what in the hell is that?” Hampton cried at the sight on the concrete in front of them. 
 
    “No idea, Madam President,” Patterson replied in Secret Service mode. Inside the ten-foot-wide tunnel, between them and the door, were five mammoth green blobs with ingested alien eyeballs staring out at the group of humans. As soon as the things saw them, they started moving toward them. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Kevin Berry said. “Shoggoths? Really?” 
 
    “Is that what shoggoths look like? They’re straight from ‘At the Mountains of Madness’ by the Lord’s scribe!”  
 
    “That’s basically the concept of them now, green blobs full of the eyeballs of creatures they’ve eaten. Technically, in the story, they can assume any ...”  
 
    “Shut up, Major,” General Patterson snapped, “unless you or Judy—I mean the president, knows how you kill … shoggoths.” The whole damn thing was stupid it would have been funny if they weren’t about to join the rest of humanity in grisly death. 
 
    Despite their predicament, Hampton laughed. “Jack, the incredibly powerful Elder Things couldn’t kill them. I don’t think we can do what an advanced alien race couldn’t.” 
 
    “All due respect, Madam President, but you are completely off your rocker.” 
 
    “We are often misunderstood in our own time,” she replied, which didn’t help. 
 
    Patterson refocused: “Berry, let’s go. What do we do? We need to get to that door when the appropriate staff members open it for us. Are these things going to attack?”  
 
    Berry watched the nauseous green super blobs slowly work to narrow the distance between themselves and the humans, leaving a sizzling trail of slime on the concrete behind them. “Looks like it, sir.” 
 
    “Well, damn, son! What are we ...”? 
 
    Patterson was interrupted by the loud crrrank of something metal, and huge, grinding into motion behind the innocuous-looking double doors twenty feet beyond the cluster of shoggoths, which didn’t seem to notice. After a few seconds, the grinding stopped with a resounding clack, like the tumblers of a lock falling into place. 
 
    Exactly like that, in fact: less than a second after the clack, the double doors banged open and no fewer than six figures powered through, each armed with a flared, blunderbuss-type weapon. They wore NFPA Level A chemical-protective encapsulated inner bodysuits made out of acid-proof Dupont™ Tychem® TK. Housed within this layer is a reflective, silvery, acid-proof, aluminized fiberglass outer suit complete with a 220-degree-wide expanded face shield fashioned from three layers of advanced transparent laminate: 40 mil of polyvinyl chloride, five mil of DuPont™ Teflon®, then another 20 mil of PVC. 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Huey muttered, unaware he was speaking out loud. 
 
    One of the protection-suit figures said through a Stormtrooper-like comm, “Please stand aside, Madam President. Everybody.” 
 
    They moved to the right wall and flattened themselves against it as much as possible. The shoggoths now seemed to realize there were humans behind them as well, some of the eyeballs shifted over to that side, so now the things didn’t have a particular front or back and stopped moving toward the president and her entourage. Then, the shoggoths let out a high-pitched wind piping, Eeeeeeee! Wawk! Tekeli-li! Eeeeeeee! Wawk! Tekeli-li! and launched themselves at the armed figures. The things still couldn’t be fast, but it was unsettling how quickly they would close the twenty-foot gap. 
 
    BOOM! In unison, the blunderbusses blasted barrages of white granules that kept on shooting out; thick hoses attached the guns to hard-plastic 55-gallon drums visible just behind the doors the silver-clad personnel burst through the opening. The white crystals were pumped fast out of the guns and slammed into all five shoggoths. 
 
    The monsters let out sanity-cracking shrieks and squealed like trapped hogs as the substance ate through them, literally burning away and reducing to blackened shreds anything it touched on their gelatinous bodies. The creatures contracted as they screamed, trying to protect themselves, but the fusillade was unrelenting; inside of thirty seconds, all that was left of the enormous blobs was a grouping of dark stains on the concrete floor of the tunnel. The shrieks and squeals continued to ring in everyone’s ears (although not those of the protection-suited personnel, equipped with 3M™ PELTOR™ TEP-200 tactical earplugs), but the shoggoths weren’t just dead; they were erased. 
 
    The group let out a whoop of celebration. 
 
    “Your name?” Hampton asked the leader of the crew. 
 
    “Lieutenant Derek Koch, Madam President.” He pronounced it cook.  
 
    She went to shake his hand, but he held back his possibly biohazard-covered gloves. (Of course, these weren’t just gloves. Even rugged Army-issue gear would have been recklessly inadequate for fighting advanced biological threats like shoggoths: covering Koch’s hands was a glove system comprised of three layers. The innermost was Ansell® Barrier® gloves providing protection against a broad range of hazardous chemicals; worn on top of that were gloves [developed by DuPont™] molded from Neoprene®, a flexible synthetic rubber made of polymerized chloroprene; and, finally were outermost gloves knit from Kevlar® to resist abrasion and violation of the protective envelope.) 
 
    Hampton gave a little bow. “Thanks for your caution. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mister Koch.” 
 
    “Likewise, ma’am. Now, this way, please.” He set down his blunderbuss next to its salt barrel and started down the tunnel with Hampton and Patterson. The other five silver-colored team members parted and stood at attention with their backs to the tunnel walls. After a few steps, Koch turned and said, “The rest of you, too.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Gee, thanks, Berry thought, then realized “the rest of them” could have just as easily been refused entry to the complex and had to fend for themselves outside, like Fisk. Fisk! Berry stopped and called, “Wait, what about the pilot?” 
 
    Koch stopped and turned. “HMX-1 personnel stay with the president’s aircraft. It’s their job,” he said. “Major Fisk knew that when he landed. You can join him if you wish, Major Berry. But hurry the doors are about to close.” 
 
    The president and General Patterson impatiently eyed Berry, who appeared creeped out that this person knew his name. He said, as casually as possible, “No, thank you. I’m with the group.” 
 
    The figure turned back and resumed his march down the grade to the elevators that would send them a thousand feet underground. The other shoggoth-fighters brought up the rear of the group. The tunnel was rounded at the top, but its concrete walls met the concrete floor at ninety-degree angles. Hampton noticed stains just like the ones outside the double doors everywhere on the floor. Little desiccated shreds of organic matter stuck to the floor within some of the stains. 
 
    “There must have been quite the battle here,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Koch said. “Lucky for us, they don’t seem to be able to appear underground, not as far as the depths the elevators can reach. And it took us a little while to assess the exact nature of the threat ...” 
 
    “They’re shoggoths.” 
 
    “Understood, ma’am, thank you,” he said, and continued, “So, about an hour ago, one member of my response team said, ‘These look like giant slugs. Maybe we should try pouring salt on them.’ We laughed, but we tried it. Worked like a charm.” 
 
    The group laughed in amazement. Berry thought about what this implied: if salt worked as a fatal desiccant on shoggoths the same way it worked on slugs and snails, then the monsters had to be water-based, just like life-forms on Earth. They may have been from another star system and could teleport and were a billion years old or whatever, but they were alive. That meant as the group had just seen, they could be killed. 
 
    He wondered: Did this mean that Cthulhu could be killed? In the Lovecraft story, the crew of the Emma tries to ram its sharp prow through Cthulhu in the South Pacific, but the Old One can rearrange his atoms somehow, and the ship passes right through him. That sounded pretty invincible to Berry, but now he understood the concept of a “herald form,” which, as the president had somehow (literally) divined, was some version of Cthulhu that appeared for whatever reason in advance of the corporeal Cthulhu. In the original story, the stars weren’t aligned quite “right” to allow him to rise for good, and so the bodily Cthulhu wasn’t able to follow his herald form and rise. 
 
    Did that mean Cthulhu would arrive soon, in the flesh? Was he already on Earth? (Berry no longer felt that buzzing in his mind that seemed to emanate from the herald form, but he had no idea what that might portend.) Maybe the bastard could be killed. Berry glanced at President Hampton as they walked. 
 
    But would his prophet allow it? 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Several hundred yards inside the complex, the steep grade eased into flatness. As they walked on the new level, but still concrete, they passed through a circular opening twelve feet high, on which an open vault door three feet thick hung on enormous hinges. The president and NSA people must have seen nuclear blast doors on tours of various doomsday facilities, but Berry hadn’t. To the newly minted major, the slow swinging shut of this giant door behind them, much louder than the lock they heard opening behind the double doors, was his final confirmation that the excrement had truly hit the fan. 
 
    “Wait, please,” Koch said, and they all halted. The rest of the protection-clad people joined him at a regular-looking door off to the side of the main walkway. He raised a hand to indicate the Army officer in camos walking briskly toward them. Koch turned the blunderbuss duty over to the man in camo. “Madam President, we are now entering Site R. I will be your liaison from now on.” 
 
    A “candidate’s smile” formed immediately on Hampton’s face. She nodded and said, “Thank you, Lieutenant.” A politician through and through, Berry surmised. She’ll remember his face and name as long as he served a useful purpose and then toss it away, like so much refuse, when no longer needed. Is that what is in store for me, Major Berry?  
 
    “Please, call me Derek.” 
 
    “Thank God, one less rank I’ll have to keep in mind” she said, and everybody laughed. 
 
    “Shall we get downstairs?” Derek said amiably, and they all followed him toward the tremendous elevators. The rescue crew, now in command of the man in camo, stayed behind; their job done until the next Lovecraftian monster attack, Berry imagined. Maybe Night Gaunts. 
 
     “Where are you from, Derek?” the president asked. “Your diction is excellent.” 
 
    “Portland, Oregon. I’m an all-American boy. In my previous life, before the military, I was in broadcasting; radio.” He entered a code into the keypad, placed his hand against a flat reader, and bent to get his retina scanned. After a moment, the doors to both elevators opened at the same time, and he waved the group inside.  
 
    “Madam President, we’ve met before, when you came to visit the facility a few months after you took office,” Lieutenant Koch said affably. “So, you know how deep down we’re going to be. General Patterson as well, of course.” 
 
    “I do remember now, Derek, both meeting you and coming through six miles of tunnels from Camp David to get here. That was interesting. A reason I prayed there wouldn’t be a national emergency.”  
 
    Her use of prayed gave Berry a chill. Who would she be praying to if it came down to her country, her planet, versus her actual living God?  
 
    “Will anyone require a dose of anti-anxiety medication for claustrophobia?” Derek asked as the elevator car plunged lower and lower into the bowels of the mountain. No one took him up on his offer, although Berry was certain that every single one of them, including Hampton and Patterson, would have loved a fistful of Valium as they watched with irrepressible alarm on their kissers as a mile of excavated rock, visible through the elevator’s small windows, swept rapidly up and out of sight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 4: 
The Underground Pentagon 
 
      
 
    The Raven Rock bunker is the emergency operations centers for the United States Army, Navy, and Air Force. Along with the Cheyenne Mountain Complex in Colorado, it formed the core bunker complexes for the continuity and protection of the U.S. Government, what there was left to protect. Considering it was a mile underground, the room reserved exclusively for meetings including the Chief Executive, looked almost identical to those found inside the White House: an immaculate Seal of the President of the United States on the door; a magnificent rosewood meeting table and chairs that had, literally, never been used; and a state-of-the-art presentation system. The only sign that you were down as deep as an anthracite mine was the twelve-foot-high ceiling of sheared granite. Hampton wondered how long it would take to be able to sit in that room and not be utterly distracted by the fact that there was a million tons of rock right above your head. 
 
    She knew very well that she might find out for herself since all of them might end up spending the rest of their lives down there. She was in the early days of a second term; would she finish out her presidency in this bunker? Would there still be an election, one with more than fifty voters, anyway, in November next year, or would she remain, president, until humanity recovered? (If humanity will recover.) Or would they agree to ‘suspend’ the Twenty-second Amendment and allow her to serve out the entire upcoming war, FDR-style? 
 
    Wait a minute, Judy. Hampton hoped no one noticed her sudden alarm as she took the seat in the middle on the table, facing the biggest of the room’s four vast video screens. Now you want to go to war with Cthulhu, to defeat your GOD? Why? Just because you’re the elected official of the most powerful country in the world? Or because he isn’t stroking your ‘prophet President’ ego for a whole five minutes? 
 
    No, of course not, she answered herself, watching the Site R staff busily getting ready for whatever the hell they were going to tell her and Patterson. Berry and the aides were there too, of course; all four of them kept glancing at the ceiling. But I’m not just “an” elected official. I’m the President of the United States. Ever heard of the separation of church and state? 
 
    Her mind’s response to itself screamed Ever heard of you are full of crap? 
 
    Hampton stared at her iPad, which Dewey the NSA aide was holding for her. Even while family, friends, and every member of the federal government not present inside Site R were all dead or dying horribly, she never let the iPad out of her sight. It was like the Presidential Emergency Satchel, the forty-five–pound Zero Halliburton briefcase known as the “nuclear football,” had been during her tenure before nutty Algernon Steele took over and got himself buried in molten metal and rock.  
 
    Her iPad contained the entire gospel of H.P. Lovecraft. She had purchased the Complete Works of H.P. Lovecraft for 99 cents. That had to count for something; she hadn’t lost her faith. Communion or no, she still itched to open it, fire up the Kindle app, and luxuriate in the Truth.  
 
    But this was, manifestly, not the time.  
 
    Lieutenant Derek Koch, who had not yet entered the room, now came in with a smaller man also in camo uniform and a woman who was stouter than Hampton but almost identically dressed, in a white blouse and navy skirt and jacket. She even wore the same style of American flag pin on her left lapel. They stood with Derek near the lectern at the front of the room.  
 
    He indicated the bespectacled, dark-skinned officer. “Madam President, this is Lieutenant Colonel Aadesh Shankaracharya,” he said, pronouncing the horrifying mishmash of phonemes like it was no big deal. He heads up the 114th Signal Battalion and will brief you on our present communications status.” 
 
    Hampton stood and extended her hand to step over and shake. “Good to meet you, Colonel Shankaracharya, Is that East Indian?” 
 
    “Thank you, my pleasure as well,” he said in a slight accent. “And yes, my mother was U.S. Army, but my father is from Mumbai. If you would be comfortable, everybody calls me ‘Desh.’” 
 
    “Thank you, Desh,” she said, candidate’s smile once again plastered on her face. 
 
    “And this,”Derek said, motioning to the female official, “is the executive Chief of our Emergency Actions Operation Center, Doctor Orfhlaith Ó’Súilleabháin.” 
 
    Good lord already, Hampton thought, but shook her hand and said, “I like your sartorial style, Doctor Ó’Súilleabháin.” She muddled through this Irish name and felt relief that the official was, like the others, going to share her preferred nickname. 
 
    The official smiled and said, “Same to you, Madam President. And, please, call me Orfhlaith.” 
 
    “Great,” Hampton said. She would have used the name, but its exact pronunciation had already flown from her mind. “Great, great … so, okay! Shall we get down to business?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Madam President,” Colonel Shankaracharya said and took the lectern. An A/V tech, Berry sighed at the Marine PFC operating it, wishing he could tell her Don’t say a freaking word, activated a projector that showed the images on all four screens: the one across from Hampton was a map of the continental United States, most of which was awash with red. The one behind the colonel was a map of the entire Earth, also mostly red, although its predominance lessened the further on the globe it was from The Event. The other two screens showed Russia and China, which were less red but still pretty damn red. 
 
    “As we all know, a black swan event two days ago resulted in massive fatalities around the globe. More than a billion killed immediately; another half a billion dying in traffic accidents caused by driver impairment during the initial psionic signal; and at least four billion lives lost during subsequent periods of intense psionic energy over the past two days. I trust everyone present is familiar with this term, ‘psionic’?” 
 
    “Yes.” This was uttered simultaneously by the president, Patterson, Berry, Huey, Dewey, and Jennifer. The A/V tech nodded. Berry saw it and was this close to giving her the “ixnay” gesture. 
 
    Derek Koch was happily surprised. “That saves time! At present, the exact nature of the signals’ source is undetermined. We know where it was, and we’re hoping our inability to detect it within the nuclear cloud over the South Pole means that the threat has been eliminated. Volunteers have tested the environment outside our facility for psionic influence and, since the attempted destruction of the source of the signal last night, have reported it to be absent.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Hampton nodded. It agreed with what she experienced all morning. It appeared that she wouldn’t have to choose between Cthulhu and humanity, because Cthulhu was dead. The herald form, the corporeal form; neither was ‘transmitting’ anymore, she felt so empty; she thought she might just put her head down on the burnished table and cry. 
 
    “We understand the effect of what the entity, that you Madam President, have called ‘Cthulhu’; we were able to track it and, in concert with other nuclearized nations, attack it, maybe even destroy it. But we have no intel on exactly what this entity is or was, where it came from, or how it suddenly appeared. We also don’t know, and we may never know, why this entity attacked Earth.” 
 
    The president and Berry exchanged a glance. They certainly knew, but Major Berry sat on his hands. She, by now, recognized his body language, and he was going to keep his trap shut. 
 
    However, Hampton said with confidence, “We do know what this ‘entity’ is, Derek,” she interrupted a bit condescendingly to the ears of those in the room. “Kevin, please say a few words regarding what we have learned from studying,” she wanted so bad to say the gospels, “the texts.” 
 
    Derek’s eyebrows went up, and all looked at Berry. 
 
    In a move that would’ve made General Patterson proud if he knew how much this Marine didn’t want to do it, Berry made himself rise and say, “What the president is, um, referring to is the Cthulhu Mythos of the writer H.P. Lovecraft. Really, it should be called ‘the Lovecraft Mythos,’ but …” He trailed off, the many sets of eyes trained on him making him almost wish for the gaze of a shoggoth. “Um, anyway, the stories written by Lovecraft in the 1920’s and ’30’s seem to predict, you know, freakishly accurately what has really happened to the world in the past couple days. The drone images from near R’lyeh, I mean, Point Nemo, are of something that looks exactly like Cthulhu. Like, exactly like Cthulhu.” 
 
    “And what is Cthulhu, Major Berry?” Hampton asked in exactly the tone and cadence she used to prompt hesitant students in the classroom. 
 
    Berry was very uncomfortable and looked like he wanted to leave the room but steeled himself. “Cthulhu is a powerful alien, so powerful that, to us humans, he’s essentially a god. He isn’t evil, necessarily, but he isn’t concerned with human affairs.” 
 
    “He isn’t evil at all,” Hampton interjected. 
 
    “Of course, Ju—Madam President. He’s just other. Lovecraft now seems to have been a kind of psychic prophet ...”  
 
    “All right,” Derek Koch said, cutting Berry off in a measured tone, even though Berry out ranked him, he could not have looked more relieved about as he retook his seat. “I believe President Hampton made that viewpoint clear in her addresses to the nation.” 
 
    Hampton immediately scanned the faces of everyone at the table and standing near the lectern. They watched her murder that man the night before. They had to have seen her manic ‘address’ during which she called for blood sacrifices and then, always the teacher, shown what it meant by example. Her face reddened: she looked like a complete loon, which hadn’t bothered her when she felt full of Cthulhu’s grace. Now, however, she wished she could crawl under the table. 
 
    “I believe everyone here saw the president’s address via the Army webcam last night. I know everyone did. If I may, Madam President,” he said, meeting Hampton’s eyes, “I’d like to use the incident that followed your impromptu speech as an opportunity to discuss the effect of these psionic waves.” 
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    Chapter 5: 
Inadvertent Rendezvous 
 
      
 
    Highway 50 near Kenosha, WI 
 
    42.5847° N, 87.8212° W, 1,429.7 km (via I-94 W) 
from Minot AFB 
 
    Rising + 10 hours 
 
      
 
    Staff Sergeant Doucette chose a circuitous route with the M1A2 Abrams tank. He selected I-70 out of D.C. as a less congested, and hopefully a less traveled way west. Congested was an understatement. The pile-up along Interstate 90 (normally the preferred route) was a wall of devastation. Once north of Chicago, which he ignored like the plague circumnavigating the Windy City, he longed for more pleasant scenery. Before the Rising, Chi-Town was known as the murder capital of the world. After the mayhem and deaths created by the psionic waves, he dared not imagine what that hell hole had become. Mitchum and the rest of his passengers were snoozing the results of drug and alcohol-induced states. A slight but psychologically needed detour along the shores of Lake Michigan was a welcome relief. 
 
    Doucette did not wake his fellow commuters. Their questions and constant bickering would be a pleasurable view spoiler. When reaching Kenosha, he’d take Highway 50 due west joining up with I-94, and head toward Minot. Hopefully, his persons along for the ride would sleep through the deviation. 
 
    Sergeant Doucette brought the Abrams tank to an abrupt stop when entering Highway 50. A stalled car blocked the right lane. It was a black SUV. The hood was up, and steam was billowing skyward. Six forlorn individuals stood gaping at the radiator geyser. Three women and three men. Two wore white lab coats. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Martin Storch was first of the passengers to rise. “Why are we stopping?” he asked, pressing his right hand against his makeshift eyepatch. Doucette threw open the hatch and stood up. “Is it safe to do that? Martin demanded. 
 
    “We were a safe distance from any fallout hours ago,” he answered. “Up ahead, some people have broken down on the highway.” 
 
    “That is their damn problem. We are not the welcome wagon.” He was hungover, and his eye socket hurt like hell. Martin needed a drink. 
 
    Sergeant Doucette ignored the cantankerous Martin Storch, turned off the Honeywell AGT1500 gas turbine engine, and pulled himself topside to stand on the tank’s turret. Storch, close behind, banged the top of his skull on the hatch opening, “Christ,” he grumbled. “Can I get a couple of Purple Hearts for my wound and now this?” 
 
    “Not unless you enlist, Mister Storch.” 
 
    Surprised that the Sergeant had overheard his bellyache, Martin crawled out of the hole and joined the tank commander. “Are you the ones that called AAA?” he sarcastically shouted to the lost souls gathered around their derelict transportation. 
 
    The three men and three women by then gaped at the U.S. Army battle tank. “It’s the hose to the radiator. It ruptured,” one of the lab coats shouted back. 
 
    Staff Sergeant Doucette jumped down from the turret onto the main deck, grabbed the 120mm cannon barrel with both hands and swung to the ground. Martin trailed behind with a slow, deliberate shimmy to road level. After a quick look under the hood of the Chevy Suburban Doucette announced, “Sorry nothing we can do for you. Nothing on board to repair the hose and besides your radiator is bone dry. We only carry potable water for survival purposes.” 
 
    “But we need to get to Minot Air Force Base in North Dakota, it’s urgent,” replied an attractive young lady with short curly brown hair. 
 
    Doucette glared at the lady suspiciously and glanced in Storch’s direction. Martin Storch, with his one good eye, scrutinized the woman up and down. She was about five-foot-two, thin, around thirty years of age, an opened lab coat displayed a tight-fitting t-shirt displaying a tentacled mollusk and the words, “Cthulhu Lives.” Appropriate, he thought. “Why Minot?” he challenged. 
 
    “We tuned into an emergency military broadcast requesting all active personnel to report,” a tall man, also in a lab coat, interrupted. 
 
    “You are Bob Nye,” offered Storch. “I have seen you on the telly.” 
 
    Nye straightened up beaming with pride, but before he could say another word the curly haired brunette piped in, “We are with the Office of Science and Technology... Washington D.C.,” she added when a cloud of confusion overcame Martin Storch’s features. “We may be able to help.” 
 
    “Offer our services,” added an Asian female. 
 
    Martin Storch was having difficulty removing his one good eye from the brunette’s close-fitting t-shirt. He forced himself to consider the six stranded travelers and enquired, “And what might those services be?” 
 
    “Cosmologist,” offered one. 
 
    “I am, of course, a climatologist and a philosopher of science,” beamed Bob Nye. 
 
    Yeah, and the asshole TV guy, Martin was tempted to say but kept his trap shut. 
 
    “Cognitive science and biology,” presented a tall redheaded lady. 
 
    “I am Molly,” she added with a smile, “and this is Li,” pointing to the Asian woman. “We are both theoretical physicists.” 
 
    “And I am impressed,’ proffered the grinning Storch. 
 
    “You are also Martin Storch,” Molly declared. “I saw you on Colbert last year touting your latest book.” 
 
    “Guilty as charged my lady,” he answered bowing. “That tome is now a worthless rag considering the current predicament.” 
 
    “Predicament is an understatement, Mr. Storch.” 
 
    “A poor choice, I must admit, to describe the present disaster,” he re-joined, coming closer. 
 
    “I am sorry—Martin, but your breath is horrible.” 
 
    Storch just smiled. He was well aware of his state of untidiness. An unshaven face, a stubble of salt and pepper, clothes that he had slept in that smelled of puke, blood, and sweat, not to mention a horrendous patch of gauze and adhesive tape over his right eye. He was an absolute Gentlemen’s Quarterly reject. It was a wonder that the cute little thing had recognized him at all. 
 
    “It appears that we share a common goal,” announced Staff Sergeant Doucette. “We are on our way to Minot Air Force Base as well. We may be able to squeeze one or two of you below, however, if you want to share the ride, the rest of you will have to journey topside.” 
 
    “We can take turns riding on top, Sergeant,” volunteered Bob, the TV Guy, Nye. 
 
    “I will be one of the first up top,” Storch offered. “It is high time that I aired out my attire.” 
 
    The very little gear the scientists had brought was easily stowed and secured behind the tank’s hatch. Martin Storch sat up front with his back resting against the gun turret, his left arm casually draped across the cannon barrel. The position afforded him the opportunity to grab hold of the big gun barrel to steady himself in case of any sudden movement generated by the tank driver. 
 
    Molly Gibson had plopped down on the opposite side of the cannon next to Storch. Instead of grasping the barrel, in kind, she secured her right arm around Martin’s waste. The move both startled and pleased the middle-aged atheist. 
 
    Martin removed a pint of vodka from his jacket pocket, held it up to the afternoon light and surveyed the last few remaining swallows in the bottom of the bottle. “Our salvation, my dear. It has kept our gray matter from turning into Jell-O. The psionic waves don’t you know. Vodka is the easiest of all to get plastered. It would be better with grapefruit juice and a pinch of salt, a salty dog.” Contemplating the contents of the bottle once again he declared, “Oh, screw the citrus, we have work to do.” He unscrewed the cap, took a swig, and handed the remainder to Molly. “What did you consume to ward off the evil effects of our soon to be lord and master Cthulhu?” 
 
    “We inhaled mercury vapors,” she sheepishly answered. 
 
    “Ah, the mad hatter disease! Did it have the desired effect?” 
 
    “It kept us from succumbing to the Old One’s influence but not the impetus of neurological disorders which affected our central nervous systems.” 
 
    “I can well imagine. It was the curse of my countrymen. The use of mercury to treat animal fur for the manufacture of felt hats known as 'felting' in 17th-century England. The resulting conditions were extreme behavioral changes that in the Victorian era fostered the popular expression ‘mad as a hatter.’ In America, in the 1940’s, within the hat making industries of Danbury, Connecticut, gave rise to the expression the 'Danbury shakes.’” 
 
    “Our exposure gave rise to delirium,” Molly replied hesitantly. “Hallucinations, even suicidal tendencies, it was a broad range of functional disturbances, mental confusion... It became fatal to one of our members.” 
 
    “I am sorry.” He had no idea why he was so sympathetic. He didn’t even know the fellow. Oh, well he decided, it was good to have an intelligent drinking companion. “Drink up, my dear. No more mercury for you in the future.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she responded and took a swallow. 
 
    By the look on her face, Martin could tell that she was not accustomed to imbibing hard liquor. “Our supply is running low. We will have to locate another liquor store soon.” 
 
    “I will keep an eye open,” she smiled not realizing her single eye double entendre. 
 
     Oblivious to her comment, Martin asked, “One thing I am dying to know, my dear. Why the Cthulhu chemise?” 
 
    “It’s a t-shirt,” she laughed, perceptibly glad that he had changed the subject. “It is from my college days. We were in a hurry to leave D.C., and I threw together the first few things I laid my hands on; I guess I was destined to wear it.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in fate, he answered derisively. “Only random chaos.” 
 
    “How sad.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 6: 
The Deep State 
 
      
 
    Raven Rock Mountain Underground Complex 
 
    Rising + 12 hours 
 
      
 
    “That is crap!” Shouted President Judith Hampton. 
 
    “Not at all, Madame President,” Major-General Jack Patterson shot back, sarcasm dripping from every word. The satellite info is rock solid. Koch!” he shouted. “Tell her damn it, tell her!” 
 
    Derek Koch (Cook) fumbled with an iPad and peered cautiously at the President. “Well Ma’am,” he started to say, cleared his throat then swallowed hard. “It is pure theory, but it does have a strong basis for our assumptions.” 
 
    “Assumptions based on crap!” still shouting. The psionic waves had ceased hours ago but not Judith Hampton’s loyalty to her god and savior, Cthulhu. To her, he was all-powerful, indestructible, and she did not want to hear anything to the contrary. 
 
    “Madame President,” Derek managed to cough out. “We can review the satellite images on my iPad if you like.” 
 
    “Proceed,” she commanded tapping the eraser end of a pencil on the conference table. She was back in school again dealing with an unruly student. 
 
    “It occurred before the first missile struck—or... I mean detonated. The anomaly—Cthulhu—simply disappeared!” 
 
    “How is that possible,” she pretended to challenge but did not think it was impossible. A god can do anything, right? 
 
    “We have clear views from three separate satellites,” Derek continued, summoning up the courage. “When the anoma ...” he stopped mid-word detecting an annoyed look fuming on the President’s face. “When Cthulhu reached the southernmost tip of the Antarctic he … it … vanished.” 
 
    “Where did Cthulhu go?” Major Kevin Berry asked appearing suspicious as to what the answer might be. 
 
    “We don’t know for sure. We suspect that it was some kind of dimensional manipulation or teleportation.” 
 
    “Your theory is that Cthulhu traveled between dimensions or universes crossing over different planes of existence?” Kevin interjected. 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “Madame President,” interrupted Major-General Patterson. “I know this dimensional travel idea is difficult to wrap your head around, but it makes sense in two ways. Both have to do with the entity’s survival. It had to go someplace because nothing in the universe could survive 10,000 megatons of firepower!” 
 
    Judith Hampton leaned back in her chair. They are setting me up for something. What the hell is it? “So where does this lead us, General?” 
 
    “We take a second shot. Catch the damn thing off guard and hopefully hit it where it hurts!” 
 
    “Are you insane!” screamed President Hampton abruptly standing overturning her chair. “The multi-national attack burned a hole in the South Pole ice the size of Texas three-miles deep. It will be a million years before anything alive will be able to set foot down there, and Cthulhu still lives! My God—I mean Cthulhu is indestructible. It is clearly a waste of time and material. I will not permit it!” 
 
    “There is some ice you are treading on Madame President, and it is very thin. I am only going to remind you once that your Vice President is presumed dead along with the Joint Chiefs of Staff and it is highly unlikely that there is a U.S. Senator or a member of the House of Representatives still walking around. That makes me second in charge of what is left of our country. And if you don’t act on my proposal, then you leave me no choice then to enact the 25th Amendment, which provides the procedure for replacing the president in the event of incapacitation.” Major-General Jack Patterson stood tall, folded his hands together and continued, “Need I remind you of the video that went viral of you murdering a man in a psychopathic rage?” 
 
    President Judith Hampton appeared surprisingly calm. She turned from the Major-General and asked Derek Koch, “Derek is there a chaplain in this hole in the ground?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, Pastor Jack Leewood.” 
 
    “Get him, on the double. Tell him to bring a bible.” 
 
    Quizzical expressions abounded in all directions by all in the conference room except, of course, for President Hampton. Derek activated the intercom on an electronic key telephone summoning the Pastor. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Jack Leewood was prompt, looking dumbfounded with a bible in hand. “Stand next to me, Pastor and hold out that book,” ordered President Hampton. She wasn’t about to say, “good book or bible,” to her the only “good book” was The Complete Works of H.P. Lovecraft. “Kevin, come over here and stand to face the Pastor,” she instructed. 
 
    Kevin got up from his chair and did as summoned. 
 
    “Very good, Kevin, now place your left hand on the book, raise your right hand, and repeat after me.” 
 
    “But?” stammered Kevin. 
 
    “Do as you’re told, Kevin,” she coaxed. “Just follow my lead.” 
 
    With his left on the Bible and his right raised Kevin began to shake uncontrollably. He did not know what the President had in store for him. Not another promotion. I’m just an audio-visual guy. His knees began to wobble. Right then he wished that he was in that Cthulhu fourth dimension. 
 
    “Say,” persuaded the President, “I.” 
 
    “I,” repeated Kevin. 
 
    “State your name.” 
 
    “Kevin Berry.” 
 
    “... do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic ...” 
 
    “Forgive me, Madame President but what is this?” 
 
    “The oath of office of the Vice President of the United States.”  
 
      
 
    Louisiana Bayou 
 
    Rising + 14 hours 
 
      
 
    Kristen Frommer entered the cave after washing Howard’s blood from her hands. The sacrifice to Tulu, now Cthulhu, had been carried out by her during the hallucinogen induced ritual. A willing sacrifice, Howard, who smiled in extasy as his life’s blood pumped out of his torso. And as Howard had prophesized she had a vision, the visage of her god Cthulhu. She now knew everything about the dark matter, the shadowy universe. Her newborn knowledge was about everything that mattered, the whole enchilada, all that Howard had understood in its entirety. Kristen had come to the Bayou for her doctoral research and straightaway became these fishy people’s chieftain. Not quite a Professor Frommer realized that she was the chosen one, the anointed one. Anointed with the blood of their former tribal leader.  
 
    The Wolf Cave, as she was told it was called, was free of wildlife. The Tribe of Tulu had driven off the animal occupants, years earlier, when they chose the cavity as their sanctuary. The opening was big, and round and the cavern floor was littered with crushed Busch Light cans and flattened KFC buckets. The assembled tribe filed past her, single file, each extending a bowing gesture. At the end of the line four men each held a corner of a large weather-beaten sheet metal Royal Crown Cola sign at shoulder level. The junkyard jungle bearers supported the body of their former leader on the makeshift stretcher. Howard had become a crude caricature of a mummy. The fish people of the Bayou had wrapped his lifeless form in whatever scraps of cloth they could lay their web fingered hands on. If Howard’s death had not been so traumatic for Kristen the sight would have been laughable. Torn bits of old t-shirts, strips of denim, soiled terrycloth towels and what looked like burlap enveloped the corpse. She waited until the fish-faced pallbearers passed and then followed the procession into the cave. 
 
    Several of the tribesmen in the lead lit torches with Bic lighters and the tunnel filled with pyrotechnic light. At the far end of the cave, carved into the limestone were human-sized shelves that held the remains of other dead Tulu Tribe members. The cave smelled of rotting flesh. The body of Howard, their dead sacrificed tribal chief, was given a place of honor next to the other decaying members. Kristen’s first instinct was to flee and fill her lungs with the fresh night air. But she stopped. She had an epiphany! Because outlined in the light of the many torches was an old school bus. She snatched a torch from one of the fishmen and walked closer to the out-of-date motor coach. The year on the back-license plate was 1991. Kristen came around to the front grill and noted the manufactures name plate above the bumper, “Thomas 71 Passenger,” it read. “Hmm,” she said in a low voice. “This could hold the entire tribe.” After further inspection she observed that the interior was well worn, but serviceable. She kicked the tires, turned to the man she had taken the torch from, and had remained at her side, and asked, “Does this thing run?” 
 
    The scaly looking fellow nodded yes. 
 
    Kristen smiled and forgot all about the carrion stench. The dying words of Howard tickled her memory, “It was my job to await the one who would spread the dark gospel.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Globe, 500 feet beneath Minot Air Force Base 
 
    Rising + 16 hours 
 
      
 
    Colonel Lewis Fielding looked at the three men in the spherical room. They were all that was left of the fifty-five hundred plus personnel that once were stationed at the AFB. All had either gone stark raving mad committing suicide while the few, occupying the high ground, i.e., air traffic control towers, perimeter look-out positions, and those in the mid-rise location of the upper command offices suffered stultifying pain until their heads exploded. The techs said the anomaly caused the deaths. Psionic waves they claimed from a thing they called Cthulhu. Sounded like a bunch of crap to him until he saw it on satellite. It first appeared as a glowing fog atop massive legs lumbering north. When he zoomed into the hi-def image, it revealed a winged three-eyed monstrosity with a bunch of tentacles. The Colonel also viewed the feed from Army Channel One-Zero-Five of President Judith Hampton, after an insane rant, lance some poor soul through with an iron spear. The crazy bitch chanted “IA IA CTHULHU” trailed by a bunch of mumbo-jumbo when the deed was done. 
 
    The whole country went insane, and Fielding was trapped fifty stories below the tarmac with three tech nerds. Well, not actually trapped. The power was still on provided by solar panels topside and geothermal piping beneath. They could take the elevator topside, but he was not going to risk his brain exploding even though the nerds told him that it was, “all clear.” He had been overseeing the work in this round room for over a year. He hated the assignment. He wasn’t claustrophobic, but he was a field commander, and this duty stifled his abilities. He shouldn’t bitch when it came right down to it because he had survived the so-called psionic attack. 
 
    The whole place had been the insane notion of a crazy ass scientist by the name of Crawford Tillinghast. The S.O.B. had somehow been awarded a billion-dollar DoD grant to build the hidey-hole. Tillinghast had connections far above Colonel Fielding’s food chain. At the time he had thought of him as a nut-job; a mad scientist when first briefed about the looney project. A gigantic sphere beneath the earth wrapped in layer upon layer of gold, silver, copper, lead, and multiple sheets of numerous alloys that would be impervious to psychic powers and paranormal phenomena; a control center that could house a hundred men and women, invulnerable to all attempts of psychic invasion. And eventually, when all testing was complete, an impermeable missile control center using our satellites to police the skies of the entire U.S. of A. 
 
    Colonel Fielding peered at the computer screens monitoring the surveillance cameras. His body slumped heavily into the soft folds of his chair. The death of over five thousand men and women on the base became the weight of massive depression triggering inactivity. They were down below putting the final touches on the communications equipment when the “wave” hit. The automatics kicked in, all openings were sealed, and they were safe. No one topside survived. Not even crazy Tillinghast. His body was visible on monitor #7. Tillinghast’s white lab coat flapped outward resembling wings. He was face down. Blood splatters haloed his cranium. His head hadn’t exploded. He had fallen face first onto the tarmac and his nose burst showering the pavement. The mad scientist had been on his way to the elevator, to his “Globe,” when the psionic shit hit. 
 
    Not long after witnessing the death of thousands on his computer screen the Colonel sent an emergency radio transmission signal ordering all surviving military personnel to report to Minot Air Force Base. He knew that it was an act of desperation, but his command choices were limited. And Colonel Lewis Fielding was not about to leave the protection of the Globe until he was certain it was safe. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 7: 
Maisie’s Liquors 
 
      
 
    Fergus Falls, Minnesota 
 
    Dawn the next day 
 
      
 
    Liquor was running low. Exit 15 off I-94 due east to Fergus Falls seemed the likely choice. The neon no longer worked, and the store was dark, but to Martin Storch, it was the motherload. The locked front entry and undamaged windows of Maisie’s Liquors was a sure sign that the inventory was intact. Sergeants Doucette and Lucky Mitchum were the keys to unlock the entrance. Mitchum pulled up the rear limping and wedged the flat end of a crowbar between the aluminum door and frame. With the combined strength of the two, the locking mechanism snapped, offering access to all. The entire entourage minus one rushed in. Horan Marmalado aka Orange Marmalade remained sedated. 
 
    Martin Storch hijacked a shopping cart and navigated the aisles. The others followed his lead. “Manna from heaven,” he proclaimed. Looking over his shoulder, he observed Molly Gibson with her hands on her hips, a sour expression on her face. Probably didn’t like the biblical reference, he smiled. Blasphemy from an old atheist, he surmised. Why the hell did I choose that particular expression? 
 
    In the vodka aisle, he commandeered a few choice bottles and stopped to observe an old cardboard holiday display. A waist-high sign boasted, “Give your SPIRITS a SQUEEZE.” Atop the display were the last two seasonal bottles of Smirnoff vodka. They were in round limited-edition design containers made to look like Christmas tree ornaments. Intrigued he tossed both into his cart. 
 
    While traversing the whiskey corridor, Martin spied a locked glass case at eye level. The contents were 750ml bottles of very expensive Scotch. A small sign adhered to the glass read, ‘Ask attendant for assistance.’ “Screw the attendant!” he declared and grabbed a fifth of Canadian Club off the shelf from the other side of the aisle. Martin gripped the bottle by the neck and with one swift move smashed the glass doors. Giddy as a child on Christmas morning he carefully removed the contents of the cabinet being careful not to cut himself on the shards of glass. Martin Storch judiciously inspected each bottle he confiscated, “Johnnie Walker Blue Label at two-hundred bucks a crack,” he muttered to himself adding the valuable find to his cart. “And Cthulhu be praised, Glenlivet twenty-five-year-old single malt at four-hundred-twenty dollars a pop.” He was cautious about using a “God” reference. It was while handling the bottle of Glenlivet that’s the lights came on. Row upon row of the store’s fluorescent ceiling fixtures came to life momentarily blinding its occupants. Someone must have found the fuse box. 
 
    “Martin,” a sultry voice beckoned. 
 
    Storch turned and observed Molly leaning against the doorjamb indicating a backroom yonder. She had one hand on her hip feigning enticement. A May West pose he mused, except she was skinny, a brunette, and small breasted. All in all, still attractive. “What?” he answered struggling to maintain his composure. 
 
    “Come here, Mister Storch,” she replied now reminding him of Lauren Bacall, but still the wrong figure and hair color. “This way, sir,” she added. 
 
    Martin was facing a dilemma. Ought I leave my valuable cache and pursue, or crack open one of the bottles for old times’ sake. Should I start singing, “We should all meet up again?” With careful consideration Martin opted for a compromise; clutching the handle of his shopping trolley, he followed. 
 
    A stockroom was on the other side of the entry and at the back of it was another opened doorway. A soft yellow incandescent light inside beckoned. Molly led the way that revealed living quarters at the rear of the store. Probably the mom and pop retailer’s one-time dwelling. Cozy, neat as a pin. 
 
    “Let’s get you cleaned up, Mister,” she commanded. 
 
    “I’ll drink to that.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What the hell’s that?” challenged Bob Nye, the science guy. 
 
    “A shoggoth,” answered tank commander Doucette. He had lifted the Army combat helmet that concealed the monstrosity from his passengers until that moment. 
 
    “A what goth?” 
 
    “Shoggoth, it’s what Mister Storch calls em.” 
 
    “Looks more like a slug, a leech with an eyeball,” tested Bob. 
 
    The gelatinous blob scrutinized its observers from the rounded confines of the composite floor material with Martin Storch’s amputated eye. To Doucette, it appeared to cower. Fearful of its onlookers? He quickly replaced the helmet over the shoggoth. “There’s two more over here,” he pointed removing a jacket he had draped over the hole in Mitchum’s seat cushion. 
 
    Bob leaned closer. “These two don’t have eyes. How Come?” 
 
    “The one on the floor severed Mr. Storch’s eye before we could contain it.  
 
    “Really,” chuckled Bob Nye. “It appeared to be utilizing the globular organ. I’d swear it was staring at us. Did the ones in the seat bore through cushion?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What stops them from eating into the deck?” 
 
    “The interior of the Abrams is comprised of an impregnable composite material. The shoggoths entered by way of two right angles in the structure. Mr. Storch says that they may be able to traverse dimensions through sharp interior angles. I rounded off the only two corners in the tank with foam sealant. It appears to have done the trick.” 
 
    “Trapped in a rounded room,” Bob postulated. “I love it. Nevertheless, they do resemble leeches, and that gives me an idea. I take it that you would like to remove them from your conveyance?” 
 
    “Of course,” the Sergeant replied amused that this science guy referred to his M1A2 Abrams as a “conveyance.” The fella was self-centered, arrogant. “Whatever you do don’t touch any of them. The reaction is that of a powerful acid against human flesh.” 
 
    “Don’t concern yourself, Sergeant, I have no intentions of handling any of these things. I’ll be right back,” he announced. The self-proclaimed scientist, Bob, exited the confines of the tank, slid down its exterior to ground level and ran into Maisie’s Liquors. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Martin Storch was wrapped in a terrycloth robe. The only thing he could find to cover his feet were a pair of lady’s pink angora slippers. He was warm though, and the hot shower had been invigorating. He hadn’t felt this good since the day Percy had brought him his morning Bloody Mary. It seemed like ages ago. He missed his domestic and old friend. Blessed Percy. Closing his one good eye Martin could almost hear his morning greeting, “Your tuh-MAH-toh juice, Sir.” 
 
    Molly was in the next room laying out some close she had appropriated from the bedroom closet. She was humming a tune. What was it? Martin wondered. Amazing Grace? The moment was serene, a peaceful change, almost beautiful. She looked up at him and laughed. 
 
    “What is it?” he challenged. 
 
    “You look funny with pink fuzzy feet,” still guffawing. 
 
    “You know you are not catching me at one of my better moments. There was a time that GQ would have complimented me on my attire.” 
 
    “Definitely not now,” chortling. “You might get an honorable mention from Victoria's Secret.” 
 
    Here we are laughing like school kids, Martin pondered, while over half the world’s population lay dead and rotting on the sidewalks of humanity. Oh well, enjoy the moment, he decided. Why the hell not! 
 
    Bob, the science guy, ran into the room disrupting the mood and into the adjoining kitchenette. A sink, a microwave, a Keurig, and a small fridge completed the furnishings. “Excuse me,” he offered and grabbed a salt shaker off the counter. Bob started to return the way he came when he stopped noticing something in Martin’s shopping cart. “I’m going to need this,” he exclaimed and plucked one of the round holiday bottles of Smirnoff vodka from the cart. 
 
    “Hey!” hollered Martin. “Leave that be ...” But Bob, the science guy, ran quickly from the backroom either not taking notice of Martin Storch’s complaint or not caring to reply. “Cretin!” added Martin and grumbled something that sounded like, “asshole.” 
 
    “It’s obvious that you don’t care for him,” Molly avowed. 
 
    “An understatement. The guy is not a scientist. He has a TV show where he tells little five and six-year-olds why water is wet.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bob peered at the two little shoggoths burrowed beneath the folds of the seat cushion. “If a sudden high concentration of salt comes in contact with the skin of a leech, the salt drags the water out through the cells lining. It causes dehydration, and the result is that the leech will be no more.” 
 
    Staff Sergeant Doucette was bored with the lecture. He listened pretending to be attentive to Bob Nye, the climatologist, and philosopher of science, until now. “Proceed,” he directed. “We haven’t got all day, Professor.” 
 
    Bob Nye appearing to have his ego pumped by the Sergeant’s professorial salutation unscrewed the top off the salt shaker with the exaggerated gesture of one handling a dangerous substance. He slowly poured the contents over the two small shoggoths. The reaction was instantaneous. The two jelly-like lifeforms wriggled and writhed trying to escape the salty attack. Both shriveled and imploded simultaneously. Due to osmosis the salt dragged the moisture from the two alien slugs and finally the mucus, that shoggoths use to propel themselves, dissolved and straightaway dried to a powdery residue. All that was left of Cthulhu’s progenies were two greenish brown stains. They were dead, if shoggoths were ever living things, to begin within the sense that we consider life. 
 
    “Good show Mr. Nye,” Doucette congratulated. “You are out of salt, and you’ll have to get more to take care of the eyeballed one on the floor.” 
 
    “I have something else in store for that little fellow. It was your idea actually, or maybe it was Storch’s.” Unscrewing the cap from the Smirnoff bottle, Bob Nye carefully poured the vodka contents into an empty scotch bottle. “Martin will probably consider this blasphemous, but we are going to need a round container if my idea is to work.” He handed the perforated salt shaker top to the Sergeant and instructed, “You will notice that the underside of that cap is encrusted with table salt.” 
 
    “Yes,” answered Doucette turning it over in his hand and inspecting cap. 
 
    “I want you to quickly remove the Army helmet covering the little sucker while sprinkling the remainder of the salt behind it. At the same time, I’m going to shove the round bottle in front of the thing.” 
 
    “And?” questioned Doucette appearing a bit uneasy. “You know that it could jump on one of us and after what I saw what they did to Mr. Storch and Lucky Mitchum I don’t think this is such a good idea.” 
 
    “You’ve got the least to worry about Sergeant. You’re the one with the salt. I’ll be the one in its path.” 
 
    Reluctantly Doucette rubbed the remaining salt loose from the shaker top and poured it into the palm of his hand. With a deep sigh, he volunteered, “Ready when you are, Bob.” 
 
    Their movements choreographed well. The eyeballed shoggoth was sequestered behind the helmet against the rounded corner and the curved bottom where the bulkhead wall met the floor. Staff Sergeant Doucette deftly removed the Army helmet with his left simultaneously showering salt behind the jellied creature with his right. Bob Nye was equally quick shoving the holiday Smirnoff bottle toward the fleeting mini shoggoth. Swifter than returning a genie to its bottle the gelatin in possession of an eye slurped into the round glass container. Nye hurriedly screwed the bottle cap in place. 
 
    Holding the Smirnoff bottle at eye level, they surveyed their captive. It sloshed around in a clear liquid. “There was a small amount of vodka left in that bottle,” observed the Sergeant. “Do you think it will have any effect on the thing?” 
 
    “Considering that a portion of the creature is from Martin Storch. It will probably feel right at home.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Molly dressed the wound on the back of his head and removed the gauze covering Martin’s right eye. “Ooo! That’s a nasty wound,” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Better to see you with,” he winced. 
 
    “I can improve the looks of that,” she declared. 
 
    Molly pulled the bottom of her t-shirt loose from her jeans and snaked both of her hands up her back. The shirt rose up slightly with the movement exposing her bare belly. Her stomach was flat, she probably works out, thought Martin, a waste of time. She was fiddling with something behind her. What the hell, he realized what she was doing. Molly brought her arms down, and she was holding a black laced brazier. The impression of her nipples was visible against the tight tee. Martin became aroused. It had been a while for him, alcohol doth numb the senses. Maybe he needed a couple more drinks. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I’ve laid some clothes out for you. While you get dressed, I’m going to make a snazzy eye patch for you out of this.” 
 
    “I’m glad you weren’t wearing a shoulder holster.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 8: 
The Wheels on the Bus 
 
      
 
    Interstate 10, East of Lafayette, Louisiana 
 
    One hour later 
 
      
 
    If they didn’t stop singing, she was going to go crazy. Kristen Frommer had torn strips of cotton from her blouse and stuffed them in her ear canals, but the improvised earplugs did little to assuage the hideous malformed mouthings of a children’s song. It was her fault, she realized. She taught them the damn ditty. Kristen did it to stop them from jabbering at her with their frog-shaped maws. She also couldn’t put up with their continually fawning all over her. “Master, Master,” they would hiss. Some spit on her when they talked. Their breaths were disgusting. Besides that, their combined voices had the tonal annoyance of a thousand fingernails scraping on a chalkboard. They were also incapable or just too damn ignorant to pronounce the words correctly let alone understand there simple meaning. 
 
    Kristen (almost a professor) Frommer, the new leader of the Tulu/Cthulhu Cult became additionally mortified by sight of their feeding. Everything they ate was raw or rather alive; their main food source when out of Kentucky Fried Chicken and Bud Light. Stinky squirming fish. A lot of the flopping sushi looked like catfish or carp, but the most disgusting entities they consumed were tentacled things. Octopi or squid, Kristen was not sure. The mouths of the Tulu people from the Bayou were dark orifices, usually toothless that they stuffed small bodies with cephalopod limbs. Several of the Tulu tribe smiled at her with bulging cheeks sucking in the writhing tentacles like thick strands of spaghetti. Kristen had pilfered a supply of breakfast burritos, protein bars and Bud Lights at an abandoned convenience store while journeying, but her stomach churned with revulsion leaving her without an appetite. Thus, teach them something to divert them from their repellant eating habits and their constant pestering. 
 
    The choir practice on the old bus began with their stop at the store’s gas pumps. Fortunately, the power was still on and she was able to top off the bus’s tank. After the Tulu tribe consumed several Buds, the music lesson went something like this; “Okay, my children I am going to teach you a hymn to our great God Cthulhu. Are we ready?” 
 
    The reaction was overwhelming, and it took Kristen Frommer several minutes to get them to quiet down and settle in their seats. Waving her arms to an imaginary orchestra she proceeded:  
 
      
 
    “The wheels on the bus go round and round, 
 
    Round and round, 
 
    Round and round. 
 
    The wheels on the bus go round and round, 
 
    All through the town. 
 
     (Then rolling her hands around each other) 
 
      
 
    The wipers on the bus go swish, swish, swish; 
 
    Swish, swish, swish; 
 
    Swish, swish, swish. 
 
    The wipers on the bus go swish, swish, swish, 
 
    All through the town.” 
 
     (Swishing hands in front of her like windshield wipers) 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, their pantomime was somewhat dissimilar; 
 
      
 
    “The meals on the bus go down and down, 
 
    Down and down, 
 
    Down and down. 
 
    The meals on the bus go down and down, 
 
    All true da town.” 
 
     (The rolling of hands became difficult as the webbed fingers  
 
    kept interlocking.) 
 
      
 
    The divers on the bus go fish, fish, fish; 
 
    Fish, fish, fish; 
 
    Fish, fish, fish. 
 
    The divers on the bus go fish, fish, fish, 
 
    All Tulus drowns.” 
 
     (They didn’t even try to swish their hands.) 
 
      
 
    Kristen gave up and returned to the driver’s seat. She would concentrate on her plan and try to take her mind off the tribal chant. They headed toward Louisiana State University. Her original thoughts were to journey to Washing D.C., but she was uncertain if the old bus could make it there, moreover, if the news reports she just heard on the bus’s radio were true, then the nation’s capital had been reduced to a radioactive slag heap. One report she heard about a few bigwigs that survived the psionic waves, while vacationing and partying in Florida, were attempting to set up a provisional government in Tallahassee. They were a bunch of ignorant politicians. They would never succeed. The world would soon learn the power of the Great Old One if they hadn’t already. And she, Kristen Frommer, would be the consort. The second in charge. All she needed now was to get out the word; say the words that would not only beckon their Lord and Master Cthulhu but also open that dimensional gate once more to R'lyeh, summoning his brethren. First, the minions shall come; the Deep Ones, Yibb-Tsill and the Gaunts of Dark Night, Yig and its serpent children of Valusia, and all the others. Then shall follow the rest of the Old Ones: Azathoth, a powerful Ancient One who blasphemes at the core of infinity, Yog-Sothoth, the all-in-one and conqueror of space and time; Shub-Niggurth, the black goat of the woods with a thousand young; Hastur, the unspeakable; and Ithaqua, the wind walker. They shall all come again to regain their foothold on Earth! All of it came crashing in on her moments after the sacrifice when she stabbed Howard, and as he predicted she had a vision, the visage of her god Cthulhu. Cthulhu imbued her with a purpose. The first real purpose she had in her life. Not that petty twaddle she had previously embraced called academia. A purposefulness driven by her devotion to her one true God! And with that single-mindedness came the words. Words that were set down by the ancients that she would utter in the new world. Only this was something that must not be heard by only a select few. Oh no! Not for a small number of worshipers in a temple. No, these ancient phrases must be bellowed out to the multitude. All or as many as possible must hear the sermon for it to be totally successful. That is why they were traveling to the University. She had her army of Tulu worshipers with her, and it should be a simple matter to take over the entire campus. Most were probably dead or fleeing for their lives. Louisiana State University had an excellent state of the art communications center with an awesome satellite link up. It will be there that she will broadcast. 
 
    Kristen had also sensed something else. Her Cult did too. Cthulhu was heading north. The time of his coming was ripe. 
 
    Kristen took a deep breath and relaxed. Louisiana State University’s campus is one of the most beautiful in the country. It is known for having such notable alumni as Shaquille O'Neal and James Carville, she smiled. Behind her, the Tulu choir rose in volume. Shaking her head, she contemplated their sing-song once again and wondered if she should have taught them, “Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer” instead. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 9: 
The Northern Route 
 
      
 
    The Globe, 500 feet beneath Minot Air Force Base 
 
    Minutes later 
 
      
 
    Long after the numerous mushroom clouds dissipated the anomaly, now in its physical form, headed due north. By orders of Colonel Lewis Fielding, they were no longer allowed to refer to it as, “Cthulhu,” at least when he was within earshot. 
 
    “Status Mr. Romero,” ordered the Colonel. This waiting game was getting the best of him. The damn thing had been traveling for quite a while, now that it had reached land, and it was picking up speed. No longer skimming across the icy waters then, in due course, the warmer seas of South Africa, its massive legs lumbered northward. His emergency radio transmission signal ordering all surviving military personnel to report to Minot Air Force Base, so far, was not mustering any troopers. Security cameras gave the Colonel multiple views on flat-screen monitors of the military base. The many dead left the gates to the base unguarded. Massive green blobs with flowing eyes and mouths had oozed through and over the entrance barricades. They were now slithering over the tarmac as if in search of something. Was it a feeding frenzy? The things didn’t appear interested in the numerous cadavers littering the area. He was damn sure that he was staying put with them topside. Maybe they’d give up the hunt and eventually leave. They should be safe in the Globe. Wait and see. 
 
    “Still going north, Sir. Straight as an arrow,” said Romero in reply to Colonel Fielding’s query. “Captain Hambling was alerted to the—anomaly’s location. He had the GPS coordinates.” 
 
    The U.S. military has no bases in South Africa that the American public is aware of currently. Yet there is a Niger operation that, in many ways, typifies U.S. military missions underway in roughly twenty African countries. The missions tend to be small, they are carried out largely below the radar and are focused on a specific aim; rolling back Islamist extremism. 
 
    Fielding detected Romero, and the other two tech nerds surprised expressions when they learned about our presence in the region. Anticipating their inquiries, he offered, “In most of the missions, our boys are there to advise, assist and train African militaries and not to take part in combat. Still, those supporting roles can often take U.S. forces into the field with their African partners, as is the case in Niger.” Captain Hambling was a blood and guts platoon commander. Fielding admired his fortitude. The ones that served under him called him, “Ammo Hambling.” From what he knew of the soldier, his men were dedicated and would follow him into the bowels of hell, and that was where they headed. 
 
    A first lieutenant and two Staff Sergeants assisted Captain Hambling. The principal subdivision of the platoon consisted of fifty men organized into two squads, led by the noncommissioned officers. They had been hunkered down on the southern Niger border training African new recruits in the use of the high tech, bomb proof bunker built by our armed forces engineers when the psionic waves hit. They had been called to arms when Cthulhu made landfall. Ammo Hambling set up a front on the southern boundary. It was a “V” shaped front, “a reverse wedge maneuver,” they called it. When Cthulhu entered it, it would come face to face with Hambling’s platoon as well as flanked on both sides. The ground forces were backed up by four M777 Light Towed Howitzer 155 mm field artillery with air support from two F/A-18 Hornet fighter-bombers. Hambling would have preferred more, but that was all that was at his command let alone all that was available after the Cthulhu crisis. Even with his limited resources, Ammo Hambling was determined to blast the anomaly to hell! The battle, or rather the slaughter, took place at Oh Six Hundred hours. 
 
    “Sir, Captain Hambling is on Satcom, the scrambled com-link.” 
 
    Colonel Fielding picked up the red phone putting it on speaker. What the hell, most everyone was either dead, dying or living in the dark ages. The nerds deserved to hear what had happened. “Go ahead, Captain.” 
 
    Ammo’s voice was unnervingly panicked, he sounded out of breath. “I'd say our effective losses were nearly sixty percent men, ninety percent material. The jets went in, but not one of them came out. I watched them drop everything they carried ... They were knocked out of the sky, and their bombs did nothing. Nothing was effective against it. It was flanked by these giant ameba things. They absorbed over half of my men. Our artillery was useless in stopping them. They just kept advancing, rolling over us!” 
 
    “Where are you now, Captain?” 
 
    “The few of us that are left have fallen back to the bunker. We are going to regroup, take another whack at the thing. There is something else though! I think it’s what took out our pilots. There is this pain. Must get into the bunker. Oh my God, my head feels like ...” 
 
    “Romero!” Fielding shouted. “The line is dead. Did we lose the com-link?” 
 
    “No Sir. The link is still connected. I am afraid we have lost Captain Hambling.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 10: 
 
     TV Time at Maisie’s 
 
      
 
    Fergus Falls, Minnesota 
 
    Still morning 
 
      
 
    Martin Storch leaned back into the comfort of the sofa. He refilled his glass from a bottle painted with flowers. He was nursing a very nice buzz. Molly looked comfortable as well sitting next to him. The black eyepatch she made utilizing the elastic from her bra fit snuggly over his right eye. Molly had procured a pair of tan slacks and a red and yellow Madras shirt from a closet in the living quarters behind the liquor store. The previous owner was not a snappy dresser, but they were a good fit. He had to laugh though. He reminded himself of an old magazine ad for Hathaway shirts. 
 
    Dish Network serviced the TV in the little living room where they sat. Molly and Martin surfed through the 190 channels that the provider at one time boasted having furnished only to discover six that were still broadcasting. “I am surprised that there were any still on the air,” Martin observed leaning in Molly’s direction while watching the H.U.N. logo rotate on the screen above the words, “Breaking News.” A man with a full pate of pure white hair wearing a dark suit appeared wandering the abandoned streets of a large city. 
 
    “Carl Pursell, Heads Up News reporting.” 
 
    This was the second time the jerk came on the air telling us the same thing over and over, Martin brooded. “The newsholes are calling it ‘The Event.’” He liked to mock the talking-heads for sport. Although H.P. Lovecraft was his favorite fictionist and he loved his unnatural gift for the macabre, he had to admit that the eerie atmosphere graphically depicting the dead metropolis on the telly was even more unsettling. You think it will always be here, he fretted; people, cars, and concrete. Nothing lasts forever. 
 
    Bob Nye entered the room and stood behind the sofa. “What the hell!” he proclaimed in a raised voice. “I didn’t think that after ‘The Event’ anyone would still be broadcasting.” 
 
    “It’s magic. Now shut up, I’m trying to concentrate.” 
 
    “Jessica Esterhazy and I are handling this remote alone,” continued Carl Pursell. “Very little personnel surviving to operate our network and others. And soon there will be none. When that occurs, all television and radio transmissions will be dead. Which means that these recordings we are making are for the sake of future history ... if any. 
 
    As if foreshadowing the outcome, the screen went snowy white followed by the electronic hiss of a lost connection. Martin pointed the remote at the TV and fingered the “Power” button. A new image appeared halting him from pressing the button. A woman, thirty-something, stood behind an altar in an amphitheater, it looked to Martin like a lecture hall. The altar appeared cobbled together out of several wooden desks. The woman wore a floor-length robe, one vertical half black the other white. Behind her stood several men and women, barely clothed, with bizarre antediluvian features. “Greetings, my subjects” she announced staring steadfastly into the camera. “We have interrupted this broadcast so that the world can witness the coming. You have already witnessed the rise of our great god Cthulhu, and now you will behold the opening of the sacred portal. The unlocking of the gateway to R'lyeh, welcoming the Horde of Cthulhu and his minions, his brethren. Yibb-Tsill, the Gaunts, Yig, Azathoth, Yog-Sothoth, Shub-Niggurth, Hastur, Ithaqua, the banished servants and all the serpent children. I hold the power, the geometry, and the words of the Elders.” 
 
    Martin was still pointing the remote at the TV, frozen in absolute disbelief. Who the hell is that? Had her brain been fried by the psionic waves and who are the fish faces behind her? He couldn’t help referencing the Innsmouth look. Was this truly a Lovecraftian episode? Or an affair of madness? 
 
    “I feel the power building. I can hear the calling.” A small urn rested on the makeshift altar. Kristen Frommer lit its contents with a Bic lighter. It burned with orange fingers. Kristen raised her arms above her head. “I am forming the nine angles with my hands. Kraken ... Poseidon ... Sabazios ... Typon ... Dagon ... Setheh ... Xicarph ... Yath-Notep ... Cthulhu!” She turned from the camera and fell to her knees. Looking ceilingward she screamed, “Kiah ... Kiah ... Rignum Hastur ... 
 
    The living room went black, and so did the TV screen. A harmonic resonance, more like a tune than a simple vibration resonated in Martin Storch's brain. There was a stabbing pain over his right eye or where his right eye should have been. Like before, during the presence of Cthulhu's psionic wave. He opened his eyes and focused, fighting the fugue in his mind. The alcohol had safeguarded his sanity once again. He was reasonably certain that everyone else in their group was imbibing on a regular basis and should survive another wave. Bob Nye activated the Flashlight App on his iPhone. Molly was cradling her head in her hands then looked up with a sigh of relief. It to had passed for her. “That was a doozy,” she professed. 
 
    “Yeah,” answered Martin. “Thank your stars for Perrier-Jouet.” 
 
    “Who turned out the lights?” asked Bob Nye. 
 
    “Probably a power failure. Most likely nationwide. The grid can’t keep running without people to maintain it.” 
 
    “Was that woman for real?” Molly asked Martin. 
 
    “I hope not.” 
 
    “Was she able to open that portal?” 
 
    “I don’t know. If she is not a raving lunatic and she did accomplish it, then what’s left of humanity will be running around like pigs from a gun.” 
 
    Molly looked astonished by his declaration. 
 
    “A fab four metaphor,” he smiled, a feeble attempt at lightening the mood. 
 
    “God help us,” she moaned. 
 
    Martin Storch didn’t believe in God any more than he believed in hobbits and elves. But then again there was Cthulhu, shoggoths and a possible horde of minions. Food for thought. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Louisiana State University 
 
    Precisely the same time 
 
      
 
    It first started when Kristen Frommer smashed the urn against the wall. It was a major league pitch. The flaming vessel caught the mahogany paneling on fire. The fire would have spread if it had not been for one of the Tulu clan. The fish face fellow shook his Bud Light can. The dissolved carbon dioxide inside the container, no longer forced to be a liquid, turned back into a gas, and the tribesman extinguished the flames with a beer can spray. 
 
    At the feet of Kristen Frommer lay the lifeless form of Josephine Schmeckpeper, one-time head of LSU’s Department of Communication. She became the victim of Ms. Frommer’s rage. In a fit of anger, she plunged a knife (the same one she stabbed Howard with) into Josephine’s left eye jamming it deep into her skull. The power failure had rendered Kristen’s gateway attempt mute. The power of the geometry and the words of the Elders were useless without the world witnessing the coming. 
 
    Kristen and her Tulu troopers swooped down upon the University with very little resistance. The few that were still in residence were easily swept aside. And the scarce numbers that opposed them were either strangled or beaten to death by her followers. Kristen didn’t give a rat’s rear end about the remainder of the campus, only the Communication Department. Over the entrance to the building, engraved on a bronze plaque, were the words, “We encourage the study of communication, the art of persuasion, community-building, and journalistic reporting that support the Greek ideal of the ‘agora’ as the center of a democratic, diverse society.” She ripped the inscription from the wall dropping it to the pavement. “To hell with that! There is a weary journey ahead without an end.” 
 
    Josephine Schmeckpeper was persuaded at knifepoint to hack into a satellite uplink overriding H.U.N.’s broadcast. However, with the power failure came an end to the “end” and without electricity in the building, so be it the failure of the coup d’état. With finality came outrage; hostility, and aggressive outbursts. “The bitch was no longer of use!” thundered Kristen glaring down at the stilled remains. There was another electrical system that was affected; it was the electrical system of the heart. The emotions of anger and hostility ramped up Kristen's “fight or flight” response. Stress hormones, adrenaline and cortisol, sped up her heart rate and breathing. There was a burst of energy. Kristen Frommer’s blood vessels tightened, hypertension ensued, and her skin perspired. She was suddenly overcome by dizziness staggering backward, grasping the edge of the altar to steady herself. Abruptly the Cthulhu psionic wave leaked through the void and clawed at the inside of her skull. 
 
    “I am immune!” screamed Kristen Frommer as she fell to her knees crying. 
 
    The Tulu tribespeople watched on as their fallen leader writhed in agonizing pain. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Fergus Falls Fire Station 
 
    Next to Maisie’s Liquors 
 
    10 minutes later 
 
      
 
    Staff Sergeant Doucette had a helluva idea. Li Clarke and Norm Tyson flanked him. Betty Baker and Len Sibbald stood behind. Before them stood the equipment yard of the Fergus Falls Fire Co. Doucette pointed at one of the trucks, “Ain’t she a beaut? We’re bringing her with us.” 
 
    “You want a hook and ladder truck?” asked the dumbfounded Li. 
 
    “Not that. Over there, the tender truck.” A shiny red tanker truck parked on the asphalt reflected the morning sun. A specialized fire appliance for transporting water to areas where municipal water supplies, fire hydrants, are not available. “It is a weapon of opportunity.” 
 
    “What on earth for?” asked Betty Baker equally confounded. 
 
    Doucette turned and smiled at her. “For killing shoggoths, ma’am.” 
 
    “But I thought you and Bob Nye took care of the ones in your tank?” added Li Clarke. 
 
    “We did, but we will probably run into more of them on the way to North Dakota.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Norm Tyson asked. 
 
    “Just a short while ago I picked up another emergency radio transmission from Minot Air Force Base. Several of the things have infiltrated the base, and they’re big ones.” 
 
    Li Clarke walked over to the truck. She started reading the specifications on the tank and pump. “It says here that the tender is capable of holding up to 7,600 liters,” shouting over her shoulder. 
 
    “What’s that in gallons?” asked Doucette. 
 
    “2,000 gallons. The pump has a flow rate of 200 gpms. What do you plan on doing, hosing the buggers out of the way?” 
 
    “Nope, we are going to hose them with a saline solution.” 
 
    “You've got my attention,” answered Li grinning from ear to ear her long hair waving in the afternoon breeze. 
 
    Doucette pointed away from the fire station. “Across the street is a hardware store.” 
 
    A sign hung on the building that read, “True Value Hardware - Your Local Home Improvement Experts.” 
 
    “Five will get you ten that we’ll find bulk bags of rock salt in there.” 
 
    “To dissolve the suckers,” added Li completing Doucette’s picture. “I can drive this baby too. Put myself through college driving semi-trucks. I have a CDL, a Commercial Driver's License. This will be a piece of cake.” In her country it was not unheard of for women to drive trucks or to work construction alongside the menfolk. Li walked around the fire engine pumper truck. A 6-inch diameter hard line perched horizontally atop the vehicle resembled a giant gun. she opened the driver’s side door an inspected the interior. There was a joystick protruding from the main console that operated the water cannon. This is going to be fun, Li thought. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Maisie’s Liquors 
 
    Fergus Falls, Minnesota 
 
    A short while later 
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment Martin sat in the darkness, the only light in the room had been the TV. Molly opened the Venetian blinds covering the living room window letting in the morning sun. He kept staring at the black television. When it came down to it, Martin realized he wasn’t as brave as he liked to pretend. 
 
    “Well that was one hell of a show,” remarked Martin still rubbernecking the blank flat screen. “Makes one wonder what happens to your local sorcerer when the lights go out?” 
 
    “She scared me,” added Molly. “I hope she was nothing more than some poor unfortunate soul off her rocker.” 
 
    “Lovecraft once wrote, ‘Almost nobody dances sober unless they happen to be insane.’” 
 
    “I don’t think that applies here,” she retorted visually irritated by Martin’s sarcasm. 
 
    “Well, I think it is the perfect appellation.” 
 
    “All aboard who’s going aboard,” shouted Sergeant Doucette while entering carrying a LED lantern dispelling the gloom and startling everyone. 
 
    “You don’t have to ask me twice,” avowed Bob Nye. 
 
    “Time to leave folks. Time’s a wastin.’” 
 
    Martin Storch rose from his comfy seat on the sofa while taking Molly Gibson by the arm and proclaimed, “Come, my dear, we mustn’t forget the shopping trolley.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Interior M1A2 Abrams Heavy Battle Tank 
 
    Outside Maisie’s Liquors 
 
    Prior to departure 
 
      
 
    Orange Marmalade aka Horan Marmalado eyes began to open slowly. He gazed beyond comprehension at the tank’s curved ceiling. He was also not aware of the Sergeant rolling up his shirt sleeve. Doucette spurted the air out a syringe, found a vein below the bicep, and injected the morphine. The escaped lunatic’s eyes became glassy once more before nodding off in a sitting position. “Off to lullaby land, Pal. Sorry to do this to you, but we need to keep you sedated until we can get you some medical attention.” 
 
    Orange Marmalade’s unconscious form began to slide sideways. Not wanting him to fall over and bang his head on the deck, Doucette grabbed him by both shoulders and eased him into a rounded corner. Something crinkled? The sound of paper crumpled? Was there something concealed in Horan Marmalado’s shirt? Sergeant Doucette reckoned. He undid a few top buttons exposing a manila envelope. Printed on its surface were the words, “Manhattan Psychiatric Center.” Doucette removed the envelope and examined the contents. There was a plastic wrist band like hospital patients wear except cut in half. Numbers on it read, “Inpatient 02-05-9691-B." 
 
    There were several legal documents inside, patient commitment forms, he presumed. The feel of a bulky item through the paper packet next attracted his attention. It was a wallet. A big expensive looking pigskin one, a pocket secretary, the type corporate executives might carry in the breast pocket of their suits. Staff Sergeant Francis Doucette didn’t like being a snoop. It made him feel uncomfortable. 
 
    Nevertheless, for the safety of his mission and his passengers, it deserved a look see. There was a driver’s license, a corporate ID card, and another license, of the sort. Doucette was both amazed and amused. He leaned against the adjacent wall and laughed. “I’ll be damned.” Deep in the folds of his jacket, he produced a pint of Jim Beam. Doucette unscrewed the cap and took a swig, “Whaddaya know, the nutcase was tellin’ the truth all along.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 11: 
Death Comes to POTUS 
 
      
 
    Raven Rock Mountain Underground Complex 
 
    Same time, different time zone 
 
      
 
    “Where the hell is Judith Hampton?” Major General Jack Patterson shouted at the rock ceiling. 
 
    “I don’t know, General. The President became upset and left the room when you attempted to inform her of the capabilities of an F-35,” answered the V.P. 
 
    “Damn it, Mr. Vice President, I need her here to complete the briefing, and the mission, unless you would care to take charge?” 
 
    Kevin Berry could read Jack Patterson easily. He could tell it was uncomfortable for the Major General to call him, “Vice President.” Kevin was getting used to the title, though. It gave him self-confidence. Something that he lacked all his life. However, Judith Hampton was still in charge even if she was against the “Cthulhu Shoot-and-Scoot.” The operation was simple but could be filled with multiple flaws if the General was overly optimistic. An F-35 Lightning flying above 50,000 feet traveling at Mach 1.6, according to General Patterson, can carry a 15,000-pound payload. Except all that he needed for this mission was one 50 megaton nuclear cruise missile. A flying smart bomb, laser-guided. Patterson had said, “The F-35’s unparalleled stealth capabilities will enable it to deliver the package without ever being seen.” That was when President Judith Hampton stomped out in a huff. 
 
    Could Cthulhu be killed? The Vice President of the United States doubted. It was no longer on Earth in his “heralded form,” rather the Old One had risen and was now the bodily Cthulhu, the physical form. Maybe it was in a vulnerable state, but Profit Hampton was not about to find out. And Kevin was not about to go over his boss’s head. Turning to Derek Koch, he asked, “Mr. Koch would you be so kind as to locate President Hampton and ask her to join us?” 
 
    Derek saluted, “I will do my best, Mr. Vice President.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Judith Hampton was on the upper level of the Raven Rock Mountain Complex. She was still fuming when overcome by the psionic wave. Cthulhu's psychic phenomena, although diminished considerably by the double steel entry doors of the Raven Rock Mountain complex, still had influence. The command center had been immune, a mile below the Earth’s surface but not ground level. President Hampton fell to her knees in tears and prayed, “Oh, my lord and savior I thought you had forsaken me! Please give me the guidance during these troubled times.” The President’s childhood years of catechism became a confused conglomerate when offering devotion to her deity. Her supplication wasn’t enough. She needed to feel the full force of her Lord’s favor. 
 
    Madness soon replaced sanity. The President knew that she had the key. She knew of many keys. Keys to unlock the gateway, keys to open the portal to R'lyeh. All these entranceways lay before her, but she must free herself first of the physical bonds of this prison. Standing, Judith Hampton approached the security doors. The President had all the keys. Even the “Go” keys to start a nuclear war; the Football. She laughed out loud, “The puny bastards can’t shoot at my God without my handprint on the Football’s tablet. Must leave now before they get wise.” 
 
    The President of the United States placed her right hand on the biometric palm print reader marked, “Authorized Personnel Only.” Facial recognition software kicked in, and the first door slid to one side. An alarm blared. The second door stood a few feet away. Hampton walked toward it and reached for the next reader. Behind her, down the hall, the elevator’s doors opened. Lieutenant Derek Koch emerged visibly shaken when he observed the President attempting to leave the Complex. “Madam President don’t!” he shouted. “It’s not safe,” was all he could think to say while running after her. 
 
    A second alarm made a racket followed by the “clack” of tumblers falling into place. The next set of doors unlocked, slid open, and the afternoon sun greeted Judith Hampton. She squinted against the bright light. It felt warm, reassuring against her face. She could feel Cthulhu now in all his glory. And she knew that he was heading north. She could taste it. She would commandeer Marine One and order them to fly her to her god and savior. 
 
    Judith Hampton felt something warm on the back of her neck. Then it was hot, no acid! She screamed as the shoggoth slowly mounted, covered and began absorbing her body. The crew of Marine One heard the blood-curdling screams and came running but stopped dead in their tracks when witnessing the horror. 
 
    Derek halted his pace as well and turned to fetch one of the blunderbuss-weapons. With weapon in hand and running as fast as he had ever run in his life, he let loose with a volley of white salt granules. The President’s shrieks were muffled by the shoggoth’s Eeeeeeee! Wawk! Tekeli-li! Eeeeeeee! Wawk! Tekeli-li! A multitude of eyes and mouths terminated their forming and un-forming revolutions and then motionless. It ceased devouring Judith Hampton. The enormous gelatinous blob burned to grimy slivers of goo. Briefly, a darkened stain on the concrete walkway shimmered and became still. 
 
    Alas, Lieutenant Derek Koch’s response had not been quick enough to save the President. Because next to the dark puddle of glop was the severed hand of Judith Hampton. The only part of her that escaped digestion. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 12: 
On the Road to Minot 
 
      
 
    Via I-94 W 
 
    ETA 5 hours 26 minutes 
 
      
 
    “ETA five hours and twenty-six minutes Lucky Mitchem shouted down through the tank’s hatch. Doucette was more than happy to have him back in the pilot seat. Doctor Betty Baker had tended to the shoggoth wound on the bottom of Mitchem’s foot, and in no time, he was rough and ready for duty. Sergeant Doucette sat with his back against a rounded bulkhead. Across from him was Betty Baker. He smiled at her, and she smiled back. She’s a good lookin’ woman, he decided. Doucette had a fondness for redheads. “You did a great job on Mitchem’s foot, Doc. Thanks a lot.” 
 
    “Cognitive science and biology are my fields. I am not a medical doctor. That little blob had cauterized Mitchem's wound, and eventually, the nerve endings around it became numb. All I did was change the dressing.” 
 
    “Well, thanks all the same.” Doucette offered his pint of Jim Beam. “Can I interest you in a Happy Hour?” 
 
    “Most certainly. I’m running low on fuel for the brain. My anti-Cthulhu tonic.” 
 
    Doucette slid on his backside to the other side of the tank arriving next to Betty. Both appearing to enjoy the cozy moment shared the pint. 
 
    Martin and Molly shimmied down through the opening and joined the pair along with the comatose Horan Marmalado. 
 
    “Martin, I think you might find it interesting what I found on the personage of Mr. Marmalado.” 
 
    Martin requested earlier that Doucette refer to him by his first name from now on, after all, they are presently living in close quarters and became bosom drinking buddies. “I am all ears, Sir,” he replied. 
 
    “The nutcase had this stuffed in his shirt,” added Doucette while handing him the manila envelope. 
 
    Martin opened it and burst out laughing while examining the contents. “So, the crazy was telling us the truth all along. Except for his moniker. I would never have guessed.” 
 
    Martin held in his hand a driver’s license and a Southwest Airlines corporate ID card. Both displayed photos of their drugged traveling companion. Below each picture was the name, “Orville Marston.” Also, the corporate card rated him as a 757 pilot. 
 
      
 
    On the Road in the Tanker Truck 
 
    Via I-94 W 
 
    ETA 5 hours 16 minutes 
 
      
 
    Li Clarke was having the time of her life. Every kid wanted to be a fireman when they grew up, and she was living her childhood fantasy. She had just completed testing the Motorola military grade walkie-talkie Sergeant Doucette had entrusted to her for the the tanker truck to tank communication. She set it down gently on the truck's console. Len Sibbald and Norm Tyson sat next to Li enjoying the scenery. They followed behind the M1A2 Abrams. Li kept fiddling with the joystick that manipulated the water cannon. “Why do you keep twiddling that stick?” asked an annoyed Norm. 
 
    “I intend to twiddle until I can operate this thing in my sleep, Mr. Cosmologist. You can bide your time studying your ‘Big Bang’ if you like, but I’m practicing being a crack shot.” It was transparent that Norm Tyson was intimidated by a woman driving a large truck. It probably offended his male ego, concluded Li. When it came right down to it neither he or Len were capable of driving the big rig. Li was well within her comfort zone. Back home, the two were barely able to drive their Tinker Toy cars. 
 
    “Do you really think we’ll run into those creatures?” asked Len noticeably concerned. 
 
    “The Sergeant seems to think so,” replied Li still fiddling. “He learned about it from an emergency radio transmission from Minot. He said that they were as big as a house.” 
 
      
 
    The Globe, beneath Minot Air Force Base 
 
    3 hours later 
 
      
 
    “Colonel,” announced Romero. “I’m in constant touch with small pockets of humanity in other nations and the USA. Apparently these shoggoth things are coming down all over; South America; Santiago has hundreds of them. They’re outside London. They’re in Naples. We’ve got them between here and Fresno, outside Sacramento, two on Long Island. 
 
    Surprised Colonel Fielding asked, “They’re just coming down at random?” 
 
    “No, Sir. According to information from foreign sources, they’re working to some kind of a plan. What it may be isn’t clear yet. Simply because once they begin to move, no more news comes out of that area.” 
 
    Damn it all to hell; a voice raged in the Colonel’s skull. I’m cooped up in this damn ball, and there is nothing I can do. The security monitors revealed over a dozen of the slimy beasts still crawling over the tarmac. “Cthu ...” he stopped and corrected himself from almost saying the forbidden word. “The anomaly, Romero, rose up out the tundra like the Fortress of Solitude and conquered the planet in less time it took the Nazis to topple Paris.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with that analogy, Sir,” offered Romero. 
 
    Of course, thought Fielding, the kid couldn’t be more than twenty-five years old. He did appear to like my Fortress of Solitude comparison. Probably thought the old fart never read a comic book. “The joint operation of the leader nations hit it with everything they had. There was enough force exerted to rock our planet off its axis, and it did not affect the thing!” 
 
    “There is a theory, Sir, which is being bandied about.” 
 
    “From where?” 
 
    “Mostly on shortwave, chit chats; they’re using a term “his herald form.” 
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “It’s a thing that precedes or comes before. In this case, it would be almost like a holographic image; a projection of something forthcoming. That was when all that mind roasting started all over the place, Sir. The reason, maybe, it was invulnerable. I think what we are witnessing now is Cthulhu’s physical shape.” Romero slapped a hand over his mouth. He had committed a Freudian slip and uttered the forbidden word. Only the Colonel didn’t seem to notice. “He or it has risen.” 
 
    “Is it still advancing?” 
 
    “Still heading north, Sir, straight as an arrow!” 
 
    Fielding turned and watched the marauding shoggoths once more on the security monitors. Where are my reinforcements? 
 
      
 
    The road to Minot 
 
    US-52 W 
 
    142.1 miles to destination 
 
      
 
    Martin Storch lifted his plastic cup of vodka in Molly’s direction. “I should have had enough foresight to nab some vermouth and olives before leaving on our trek. Even though gin is the accepted booze as the main ingredient for a martini I, for one, prefer vodka in the makings. Back home I use to make one helluva vodka martini. Grey Goose poured over crushed ice in a shaker and then quickly drained off. Next, I would pass my glass under a painting of Antonio Carpano.” 
 
    “Who is that?” asked Molly giggling, sipping vodka from her cup. 
 
    “Why the inventor of dry vermouth, my dear.” 
 
    Molly laughed, some of her drink spilled onto the tank’s deck. 
 
    Doucette and Baker, overhearing the conversation could not help from laughing as well. 
 
    “It’s an old joke. I picked it up from a Congressman I once knew, Neville Stream. Never liked the S.O.B. but he did tell some whoppers. Martin had stocked up on a few more things besides liquor for their trip. He knew that supply lines were going to be running short and essential’s such as food would soon become scarce. The MREs (Meals, Ready-to-Eat) that Mitchum and Doucette had stashed away would not be enough to feed their hapless companions. Martin and Molly had raided the shelves of Maisie’s Liquors (but forgot the olives, damn it) and an abandoned Walmart Supercenter. They took only canned goods, but the hoard was plentiful and would be enough for all. Martin was proud of their accomplishment and tipped his glass, actually a plastic drinking cup, in the direction of the new twosome, Francis Doucette and Betty Baker. The cozy couple returned the gesture. 
 
    That was when they heard the horrifying shriek. It came from above. The tank lurched to the right and came to a crashing halt. Martin bashed his sore head against the tank’s interior but managed to snag Molly before she could slam into the wall. Doucette and Baker followed, and the four of them piled up together. Martin rubbed his sore noodle and exclaimed, “Damn, not again!” 
 
    Lucky Mitchum was not lucky this time. He had been standing in the tank’s open hatch driving the war machine along route US-52W when it happened. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Li Clarke couldn’t believe her eyes. The thing was truly as big as a house. As rapid as lightning strikes the earth the shoggoth had plucked Mitchum from the M1A2 Abrams Heavy Battle Tank. Driverless, the M1 careened off the highway crashing through the guardrail striking the opposing bank of a drainage ditch. Nose down and the engine still running the treads of the war machine threw clumps of sod and dirt into the air as if the tank was attempting to bury itself in the ground. Li was quick to respond though, however, not as quickly as the shoggoth. Mitchum was already enveloped in the acidic goo when she triggered the water cannon. The saline solution had the desired effect. The high-pressured salt water peeled back the active mucus driving the creature to the asphalt while dissolving it to gunk. Another shoggoth came from Li’s left and assaulted the firetruck. The windows were rolled up and by then the tanker truck had been covered in a salt water backwash. The shoggoth repelled from the touch of the brackish residue. In a heartbeat Li Clarke swiveled the water cannon into place and “let the thing have it.” It too was gone and turned into scum on the pavement. 
 
    The tank’s motor ceased running. Someone must have switched it off from the inside, Li guessed. It became very still in the firetruck, quiet. Norm Tyson and Len Sibbald were speechless and just stared at the remnants of the short-lived battle. Li could hear the water dripping off the cab of the truck. From her position, she observed someone exiting the tank. It was Sergeant Doucette pulling himself up and through the opened hatch. The Sergeant climbed onto the rear of the M1 where their luggage had been stowed looking forlorn and surveyed the area. 
 
    Li exited the tanker truck cab while her two traveling companions chose to stay put. Doucette joined up with the young Asian scientist. In the middle of the roadway was the corpse of Lucky Mitchum. His epidermis and the deeper subcutaneous tissue had been peeled away leaving a crimson parody of the soldier. Muscle, organs, and bones were all that was left. 
 
    Sergeant Francis Doucette wept. “I’ll get a shovel,” he sobbed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 13:  
 
    The Battle of Minot 
 
      
 
    US-52 W 
 
    Night 
 
      
 
    The way was clear. The Shoggoths were dead or dissolved or whatever the hell they were when you killed them. Li helped Doucette bury the remains of Lucky Mitchum alongside the freeway. Molly and Betty fashioned a marker out of pieces of the busted guardrail. “A kind of, sort of cross,” Martin had critiqued. After that, he remained quiet for a while. He wasn’t crazy about the hateful stares the Sergeant gave everyone in their group. Martin wasn’t sure if it was anger at them or the alien creature that had killed Doucette’s best bud. Nevertheless, he gave Staff Sergeant Francis Doucette a wide berth, as wide as one could in the confines of an M1A2 Abrams Tank. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Doucette kept his eyes glued to the forward and aft camera monitors as he drove the battle tank. “We are keeping the hatch and gun portal secured from now on,” he declared in a somber tone. “Operation and movement control will be handled through the forward and aft monitors.” 
 
    The air vents had been sealed off as well. The slime driven things might find their way in through them. The tank was equipped with a high-tech air quality control protection system to safeguard the interior of the Abrams from poisonous gases and other toxins. An advanced closed-circuit rebreather apparatus that absorbs the carbon dioxide from exhaled breathing to permit the recycling of unused oxygen with filtered oxygen from outside added to replenish the amount metabolized by the users. 
 
    Li Clarke offered to hose down the Abrams with saline solution as a protective barrier against future shoggoth attacks, but the idea was nixed by the Sergeant knowing that his precautions had made the tank impregnable and he wanted to preserve as much of their saltwater ammunition as possible. 
 
    The directional cameras were also equipped with infrared, and the Sergeant was determined to drive all night to reach their destination. Backing the M1A2 Abrams out of the drainage ditch was a “piece of cake.” All he had to do was restart the engine and put it into “reverse.” An hour and a half after the internment they were back on the road. Betty Baker stood behind Doucette, her arm around his waist attempting to lend comfort. They were traveling north, northwest on US-52 W when it started to rain. 
 
    Doucette appreciated Betty’s support, but he was a soldier and knew that sometimes that meant taking an ass-kicking. However, the loss of Lucky Mitchum was more than he could take at the moment. The hole it left and the pain that filled it. He wanted to lash out at everyone. Blame anyone for Lucky’s death but himself. Then again command rested squarely on his shoulders. That was where the buck stopped. Maybe if they hadn’t been ordered to Minot Air Force Base Mitch would still be alive. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
     Bob Nye sat cross-legged on the deck of the M1A2 Abrams sipping from a can of Mike’s Lemonade. Nothing more than hard soda for a girl to drink to get a quick buzz before she goes out. He might as well be drinking a Fuzzy Navel or Sex on the Beach, the twerp, Martin wanted to say but kept his trap shut. 
 
    Bob’s eyes were glassy and red from too many lemonades. His words were slurred, “With Mitchum gone leaves more room for us down here.” 
 
    “If I were you, I would be careful about what you say,” challenged Martin Storch.  
 
    “Why?” he said rocking with the tank’s movements. “Freedom of speech you moron; First Amendment of the US Constitution.” 
 
    “Yes, but with that freedom can come consequences.” 
 
    “Like what,” he hiccupped. 
 
    “Like the Sergeant driving this armor-plated limo ripping off your arms and legs and beating you over the head with them,” Martin shot back. 
 
    “Screw you asshole!” 
 
    Martin turned to Molly Gibson. “Ad hominem,” he professed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It has been my experience that when one fails to compete in the arena of ideas, they invariably resort to personal attacks.” 
 
      
 
    5,280 feet below Raven Rock Mountain 
 
    Office of the Vice President 
 
    Midnight 
 
      
 
    Kevin Berry sat behind his desk, face down, with his head buried in his hands. He was horrified and grieved over the loss of Judith Hampton. Even though, after the ‘Event,’ she didn’t have all her oars in the water he highly respected her. He missed the President’s motherly attention toward him. 
 
    The men and women of the Underground Complex had thrown together a makeshift office for Berry. Somehow, they came up with a Vice-Presidential Seal, and it hung on the wall behind him. He was startled when Lieutenant Derek Koch entered the room and removed the symbol from the wall. Close on his heals were Colonel Aadesh (Desh) Shankaracharya and Doctor Ó’Súilleabháin carrying its replacement; the Seal of the President of the United States. Kevin watched them hang it up. When done, Derek left the office taking the V.P. Seal with him and the other two followed without saying a word. 
 
    Kevin Berry turned to observe the three of them depart and came face to face with General Jack Patterson and the Chaplain, Lieutenant Jack Leewood. The Pastor stood at attention with a bible in hand. Kevin shook his head and raised his hand into the oath-taking position. 
 
      
 
    Minot Air Force Base 
 
    Dawn 
 
      
 
    The evening rain had died down shortly after sunrise, leaving dew over the entrance to the Air Force Base. There was a refreshing light fog in the chilly spring air. It would have been the kind of day that parents rose early, getting themselves ready for work before rousing the children and preparing them for school. Only normalcy fell out of the world, and a war was facing the crew of the M1A2 Abrams. 
 
    The security gates to the Minot AFB were unattended. A slimy residue glistened covering the guard shack and barricades. “Nobody home,” observed Betty Baker peering over Sergeant Doucette’s shoulder at the forward monitor. “The defense barriers are in place. What should we do?” she asked. 
 
    “Screw them,” answered Doucette and quickly accelerated. The barricades gave way to the sixty-eight-ton force of the M1A2 Abrams tearing them to pieces like so much tissue paper. The fire engine tanker truck was close behind. Doucette drove at a steady forty miles per hour. If that was a call to action, they had received then where the hell is everybody? He and Betty kept consulting all the monitors; forward, aft, port, and starboard. There was not a sign of human life. The base was deserted. It was about then that they observed the decaying corpses of Minot Air Force’s personnel. There were bodies everywhere. Many appeared to have been heading for shelter in one of the buildings when they were struck down. Then the shoggoths struck. 
 
    It was a concerted effort. The shoggoths struck all at once as if it was a planned assault. Doucette was caught off guard, unable to see because the jelly bulk of several creatures obscured the viewing cameras. The screens displayed a bubbling translucence, mostly green with small bits of something floating in the mass. Doucette increased the magnification on the monitors and revulsion set in on all because by then every one of the tank’s occupants was peering over the Sergeant’s shoulder. Body parts were circulating in the chaos. Some were human parts others were probably parts of animals. Teeth and at one-time dentures floated into view. The clawed paw of what could have once belonged to a squirrel was suspended in the gel. Others appeared to be organs, a heart, a liver, part of an esophagus all in various degrees of dissolution. 
 
    If shoggoths could display any degree of intelligence, it occurred right then, because they quickly retreated from the tank’s surface after discovering that there was no way to breach its outer shell. Doucette regained visual and watched “the slimeballs” rapidly slither toward the firetruck. The Abrams' highly mobile design enabled Doucette to turn it on a dime firing its 120mm cannon without hesitation. The tank is equipped with a ballistic fire-control computer that uses system-supplied data from a laser rangefinder, crosswind sensor, and a pendulum static cant sensor. The fire-control system combines the data to compute a firing solution in microseconds for the gunner. The range and objective were calculated when he fired the round. A fiery “crack” ensued, and the warhead located the target. 
 
    A massive shoggoth, two hundred yards distance burst into a billion pieces. Dr. Betty Baker proved to be a quick learner and, as instructed, loaded another whopping cannon shell into the breach. Seconds later Doucette fired the main armament again. A 120mm warhead rocketed from the smoothbore gun striking a cluster of slime creatures. A third shot from the main gun waylaid the last of them. Or so they thought. Doucette saw something in the distance that disturbed him. He zoomed in on the area that was once occupied by his first target. Some parts of the shoggoth he shot at must have been destroyed; disintegrated by the blast but not all. What he saw made his stomach churn. Bits of shoggoth rolled like marbles along the ground toward a common spot and rejoined. “The damn things can reassemble themselves,” his voice cracked. Doucette grabbed the walkie-talkie and pressed the “Talk” button, “Li did you see that?” 
 
    “Sure did, Sarge,” came a static filled reply. “I’m on it!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Bonsai!” hollered Li Clarke as she stomped on the gas pedal. 
 
    “You’re not Japanese,” corrected Norm Tyson, “You’re from China.” 
 
    “I know that, but they don’t.” The truck accelerated toward the re-forming shoggoths. It had an automatic transmission, so it was a simple matter for Li to keep her left hand on the steering wheel and her right poised over the water cannon’s joystick. 
 
    A semi-translucent blob rose up from the earth to meet a high-pressure blast of saline solution. “Gotcha you bastard,” an ecstatic Li Clarke bellowed. Her merriment was premature. Instead of completely dissolving the shoggoth rolled backward only losing about half of its substance. 
 
    “The damn thing is retreating!” Li exclaimed in genuine amazement. 
 
    “They never did that before,” added Norm. 
 
    A second blob rolled into view, and Li wasted no time blasting it with a torrent of salt water. This one ducked. It flattened out as the salty water streamed overhead. Li Clarke keyed the mic on the walkie-talkie. “They appear to be displaying a community mind, shared experience.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What the hell does she mean?” asked Doucette. 
 
    “A collective consciousness, a hive mind or group mentality,” offered Martin Storch. “What one thing experiences the others learn.” 
 
    “Good Lord,” exclaimed the Sergeant. “Get out of there!” he screamed into the two-way radio. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is it doing?” questioned Li leaning forward and straining for a better look through the truck’s windshield. The flattened shoggoth remained flattened sprouting short tentacles resembling oversized cilia. The tendrils became footlets causing currents in the surrounding alien bodily fluid providing propulsion. An immense shoggoth disc skimmed in the direction of the firetruck. 
 
    Li was unable to direct the water cannon at an angle downward enough to soak the oncoming monstrosity. The cannon was designed to extinguish burning buildings and not much lower. Li, Norm, and Len watched astonished as the gigantic pancake shaped protozoan organism slipped under their truck. “Oh shit!” cried Li realizing what happened. She shifted to “Reverse” and attempted to back away. The firetruck would not budge. Li pressed the pedal to the metal, but it would still not move. “Something has wrapped around the driveshaft.” Then she shrieked. It was coming out of the heat and air-conditioning vents. Before they could unlatch the truck’s doors the cab filled with the burning acid of shoggoth tissue. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The crew of the M1A2 Abrams looked on helplessly at the situation. On the forward monitor, they observed the doors to the firetruck fly open, and Li Clarke, Norm Tyson, and Len Sibbald stagger out covered in alien slime. Their actions resembled individuals doused in flaming gasoline twitching and convulsing, unable to extinguish their impending death. Before long they fell to the ground and stopped moving. The remaining shoggoths surrounded their downed prey. 
 
    “You know there is only one thing left to do?” Martin urged Sergeant Doucette. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied in a gloomy resonance that no man should have to utter. Doucette activated the laser fire-control targeting system. The barrel of the 120mm cannon rotated slightly and aimed directly at the firetruck. In less than a second, the big gun fired, and the truck’s tank erupted into a ball of fire and water. When the air cleared, all the shoggoths had been eliminated. 
 
    Molly and Betty broke down crying. They had worked with the three scientists for several years. Knew their families, spent Christmases together. Their beloved Office of Science and Technology was all but gone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sergeant Doucette exited the tank and closed the hatch behind him. He ventured out alone to make sure it was “all clear,” safe. He surveyed the area meticulously with a pair of binoculars. As the cameras had revealed, there wasn’t a living shoggoth in sight. Perched on the tarmac, off in the distance was a Boeing 757. He was taken back by the markings on the plane. The tail section sported the American flag with the numbers, “80002” below. On the fuselage were the words, “UNITED STATES OF AMERICA.” Doucette was suddenly distracted when he heard someone shout, “Welcome to Minot Airforce Base.” 
 
    A man in a Colonel’s uniform stood in an opened doorway. His collar unbuttoned, a necktie hung loosely, and he had 5 o’clock shadow. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 14:  
 
    The Plan 
 
      
 
    The Globe, Minot AFB 
 
      
 
    The elevator was egg shaped. There was room for all. Before Martin left the tank, he filled two plastic shopping bags with his liquor stash. The trip down was slow. It made him thirsty. 
 
    When the lift’s doors slid open, they stared into an immense room. Shiny copper alloy clad the walls. Steampunk first came to Martin’s mind. A long-curved wall displayed an array of computer consoles and flat screen monitors. Three men in white lab coats monitored the equipment. “This is our control center,” directed Colonel Lewis Fielding with the wave of a hand. “I used to refer to it as our ‘Command Center,’ but my command is reduced to my three technicians here.” 
 
    Doucette saluted and volunteered, “Consider us part of your command from now on, Colonel.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sergeant. You are the only military man in your group I see. The rest of you are civilians.” 
 
    “Dr. Baker, Bob Nye, and I are all that is left of Washington’s Office of Science and Technology. And this is Martin Storch, world’s foremost authority on H.P. Lovecraft and Cthulhu,” Molly added pointing to Martin. 
 
    “It is a pleasure, Colonel,” said Martin with an extended hand. 
 
    “I only wish our meeting could be under more pleasurable circumstances,” replied Fielding taking the offered hand. 
 
    Martin Storch surveyed their surroundings with added scrutiny. The room was a half-circle. A loop with a curved ceiling bisected down the middle by a partition. The dividing wall had three doors in it. 
 
    Bob Nye looking a bit pale stepped forward. Colonel Fielding recognizing Bob with a nod asked, “And you are Mr. Nye?” 
 
    “Where do those doors lead?” he slurred. 
 
    “The other half of our spherical abode. The one on the left is to the galley and mess hall. We call this installation ‘The Globe.’ Stocked and provisioned originally to house one-hundred personnel for two-years. Enough of a surplus now to supply the few of us for a decade I suppose,” he digressed with a disheartened grimace. 
 
    “And the other two doors?” Bob questioned appearing queasy. 
 
    “The one on the right is to living quarters, and the middle one is to the restrooms and showers.” 
 
    Bob Nye covered his mouth with an opened palm and charged through the middle doorway. The door hanging on double acting hinges swung both ways rapidly, in out, in out, opened closed, opened closed. Each swift partings of the door away from the jamb hurled a staccato of retching as Bob Nye upchucked into a porcelain receptacle. 
 
    “Too much lemonade,” remarked Martin Storch turning to the Colonel. “A science experiment.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Three of the monitors displayed multiple views of Cthulhu’s movements. “There is a ten-second delay on our images of the anomaly,” explained the Colonel. “Taped delayed,” he smiled. “I’m old school. My techs are continually reminding me that the term is ‘digitally delayed.’” Fielding’s smile altered to a scowl. “We discovered too soon, unfortunately, that when the creature viewed on live feed it insanity befalls the observer followed by suicide. There was a fourth technician down here at first. A nice young man, dedicated, a hard worker. He was the first to spot it on the satellite feed. It drove him crazy. Hanged himself in the shower. He’s in a body bag in the next room.” Long faced he added, “One cannot behold the face of the Gorgon and live!” 
 
    “And Cthulhu has been moving for quite a while?” inquired Martin. 
 
    Fielding frowned at the mention of the demon’s name and then shrugged his shoulders in surrender and answered, “Yes, and from what we can always tell on a straight line, never faltering.” 
 
    “Two hours ago, it landed east of Toulon on the coast of France,” Tech Romero added. 
 
    “From the South Pole to France,” pondered Martin Storch tugging at his eyepatch. “Why?” 
 
    “Could it be just random?” Molly speculated. 
 
    “Not likely, ma’am. It doesn’t seem to matter what gets in its way; mountains, large bodies of water, even deep ravines, it never wavers. Always due north in a straight line.” 
 
    “So, it is determined to get somewhere,” speculated Martin. “If it keeps this course Cthulhu would eventually reach the northern polar ice caps and continuing it would circumnavigate the planet going from south to north. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Maybe it is a way for it to spread its psionic waves worldwide,” Betty Baker interjected. 
 
    “Doubtful,” countered Martin. “It seems to fry the brains of everyone on the planet wherever it resides.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not the Energizer Bunny, going on forever. It has to be going somewhere?” alleged Bob Nye looking a little worse for wear, his face damp from a brief wash-up in the lavatory. 
 
    “I concur,” declared Martin, for the first time since we have met, he deemed. “Mr. Romero, can you calculate all probabilities of Cthulhu’s points of terminus based on any and all beneficial likelihoods for a dimensional creature using the current trajectory?” 
 
    Romero facial features wrinkled and furrowed pondering the request. Then nodding with a smile answered, “I can run a problem-solving algorithm. It’s going to take a while.” 
 
    “Break time can become a happy hour,” Martin announced. “Speaking of fried brains, we need to lube the libido,” pouring himself a cup of vodka from his stash. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary down here, Mr. Storch. The Globe is well insulated against psionic waves.” 
 
    “Then a toast to the Globe.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The double-whammy the apocalyptic world now called Cthulhu moved unrelenting across the French countryside. Massive, half a mile wide, its height was practically unimaginable to the few that were left alive to view it on the landmass. And to those that were not stoned, intoxicated, or mad to begin with it, it was death to look upon it or to suffer its brain eating ripples. The survivor of the remote period did not perceive the living things that lay in its path as obstacles. They were less than bacteria to it; stomping through a petri dish of cultured cells. A hundred million years had elapsed since the Old One had walked the Earth; no longer imprisoned in an anomalous loop, the fourth-dimension. R’lyeh was not at the bottom of the sea as legend had placed it. It was Cthulhu’s fourth-dimensional prison where it slept and dreamt. The spatial coil had finally been broken, and now it had one more task to perform. Journey to the stopping point. The one place it needed to destroy, that once crushed underfoot, would assure the Old One’s permanent dominance over the planet; where it would propagate and feed on the lifeforms that lived there until it grew in power, enabling it to traverse the solar system, then the stars and eventually the entire universe with supremacy. 
 
    The pulpy, tentacled head surmounting a grotesque scaly body marched north. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Martin had only a couple snorts. He did not want to get tipsy or silly. He needed to focus. Romero had loaned him an iPad and using IMAPS he plotted the known course of Cthulhu from Antarctica to France while occupying one of the one-hundred plus bunks in the Globe. Molly was alongside of him. Her hand on his thigh. It was great to have her there as well as the placement of her hand, but he had to concentrate. “A straight line, why a damn straight line,” he brooded out load attempting to keep his mind on the tablet and off the sexy babe. 
 
    “You know the Colonel said that we could live down here comfortably for ten years,” she volunteered rubbing the inside of his leg. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’d like to enjoy the daylight from time to time,” Martin replied brushing her hand aside. 
 
    “I thought you liked me, Martin.” 
 
    “Yeah, too much, but this is not the time. We need to talk ... about us ... but not now.” 
 
    “You’re no fun,” Molly pouted and grabbed the iPad. “You’re fixated on this straight line of yours,” she ran a finger up the tablet’s screen display. “It could be going anywhere. Europe is a big place. Why as the crow flies the length of the trek even crosses Switzerland. I like Switzerland. I was in Geneva last year for an international physics conference. It is a beautiful city.” 
 
    “That’s it!” Martin cried out sitting up quickly hitting his head on the underside of the top bunk. “Ouch!” he yelped. 
 
    Molly took hold of his noggin and caressed the top of his skull. “You didn’t open up that wound, did you?” Then she kissed him hard on the mouth. 
 
    Martin gasping for air broke free and yelled, “Don’t you see, it’s CERN!” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “CERN?” questioned Romano. 
 
    “It’s the obvious choice,” challenged Martin Storch. “Did you run a probability equation on Geneva?” 
 
    “It is a problem-solving algorithm.” 
 
    “Whatever, did you?” 
 
    “Yes, and it had a probability factor of eighty-seven-point six percent. Which I must admit is the highest factor using my Bernard algorithm so far.” 
 
    “Bernard?” Martin queried. “Did you name your program after a relative, your father?” 
 
    “No, Bernard Quatermass.” 
 
    Oh, brother, this guy is truly a nerd, thought Martin, better go lightly. “Then it stands to reason that Cthulhu would want to destroy CERN’s new 100 km-long particle collider that might breach the dark matter of the universe, the fourth dimension. Why else would it travel from the South Pole, 9,000 miles to Geneva?” 
 
    “Nine-thousand-four-hundred-thirteen point seventy-three miles,” Romano corrected. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Spock.” 
 
    The physicist in Molly Gibson kicked in. “Oh my God, Martin, you could be right! There’re tons of questions that experiments with the collider will spark, that scientists are trying to find the answers. The main one is why the universe is made up of matter instead of anti-matter? Dark matter comprises around twenty-five percent of the universe, but what kind of particle is it? How does gravity play with other forces? We don’t have a clue at the moment, but the opening of the fourth dimension may be the answer. In the particle physics game, size does matter. We don’t, yet, possess the particle-physicist level of scientific understanding. However, it could be simplified down to Albert Einstein’s formula: E=mc².” 
 
    “Do you happen to know if the CERN Particle Collider is currently functioning?” Martin asked Molly. 
 
    “Initial testing was supposed to begin around the time that the ‘Event’ occurred. It stands to reason that it may be up and running, if only in part, otherwise what would the attraction be to Cthulhu? If I remember my stats correctly, CERN had around 2,500 scientific, technical, and administrative staff members hosting the collider. If some of them are still living, even just a handful, we might be able to open that dark space and ...” 
 
    “And suck the bastard back to where it belongs,” said Martin completing her thought. “Create a four-space black hole like the one that trapped him so long ago.” 
 
    “Only one problem with your idea,” said Romero jumping into the conversation. “Geneva Switzerland is four-thousand-five-hundred-seventy-eight miles from here. 
 
    “I don't know anything about Einstein’s E=mc², but I'm pretty sure I can get us there,” offered Staff Sergeant Francis Doucette. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Colonel, if I’m not mistaken that is Airforce Two sitting out there on the tarmac, the Vice President’s plane?” questioned the Sergeant. 
 
    “Yes, Algernon Steele was here touring the facilities before the ‘Event.’ His 757 was under procedural maintenance inspection when called back to D.C. He left in one of the escort jets before the maintenance could be completed. The psionic waves hadn’t reached this far north at that time, thank God, or we would have lost him as well.” 
 
    The Colonel did not conceal his depression well, Doucette observed. He wondered if he was aware that Vice President Steele eventually met his end in Washington D.C.? “Was the maintenance eventually completed, Colonel?” Doucette again questioned. 
 
    “Yes and fueled too. Only there is no one left to fly it. The pilots and crew are laying out on the airstrip with the rest of my people.” 
 
    Doucette thought the Colonel would break down crying any second. It must have been tough on the Colonel, watching his men die, unable to help. “I am sorry for all the questions, Sir but I believe I have a pilot to fly that thing.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dr. Betty Baker was attempting to arouse Orville Marston aka Horan Marmalado from his morphine slumber when the Satcom call alarm beeped. 
 
    “Satcom on the line,” announced Romero. “We’ve got visual too. It’s from the Raven Rock Mountain Complex.” 
 
    Colonel Fielding stepped to the largest of the ten monitors and ordered, “Put it on the big screen, Mr. Romero.” 
 
    The image of General Patterson appeared. “All rise please, the President of the United States of America will address your staff. The camera panned right, and to everyone’s amazement, Kevin Berry materialized on the screen. “Hello, my fellow Americans.” 
 
    “Hey,” whispered Bob Nye leaning in Martin Storch’s direction. “Isn’t that the A/V tech we saw in the White House Situation Room?” 
 
    Nye’s breath smelled of vomit. Martin put a hand over his nose and replied, “Bet your sweet ass. He was also very knowledgeable about Lovecraft. Will wonders never cease.” 
 
    “How does a nerd like that become President?” still whispering. 
 
    “Very simple, first you have to read up on your Cthulhu.” 
 
    “Due to some very unusual and unsettling set of circumstances, President Judith Hampton swore me in as Vice President of these United States. Unfortunately, we lost Ms. Hampton yesterday in a freak accident, and that has put me in charge ... of what is left of our great nation. General Patterson and I concur that another strike against Cthulhu is a warranted gamble. It appears that the Old One is now on this planet in its corporeal self, not a projection, rather its physical form. We believe that a nuclear strike against it, this time, will have the desired effect. We will be striking it with one of our F-35s in stealth mode from a very high altitude. It will release a 50-megaton nuclear warhead to detonate above the target and hopefully vaporize it once and for all. The range of an F-35 is limited to nine-hundred miles. We have located one with cruise missile capabilities along with a pilot rated to fly the fighter-bomber at Ramstein Air Base in Miesenbach, Germany. Prep time for the aircraft is eight-and-one-half hours. By then we estimate that the target will be arriving at Geneva, Switzerland a mere Three-hundred-forty-four miles for the high-speed jet. It is with a heavy heart and our total regrets that we will have to detonate the device over what might be a highly populated area. We see no other alternative. God bless America.” 
 
    “Can he hear and see us as well,” asked Martin. 
 
    The Colonel nodded. 
 
    “Wait, ah Mr. President. We have an alternative. Hear us out!” 
 
    Kevin Berry looked confused as if he had just been taken off script. He stammered and said, “I ... a, what ...” Then the screen went black. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Five hundred twenty-eight stories beneath the earth President Kevin Jefferson Berry’s skin crawled. He stared at the improvised cue cards written with felt marker perched on an easel. Next to the “Football” in a Ziploc bag rested the severed hand of Judith Hampton. The key to the nuclear missile codes. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 15: 
Land and Sea 
 
      
 
    A race against time. 
 
    45,100 feet (13,750 m) @ 600 mph (965 km/h) 
 
      
 
    Air Force Two may be able to land itself and stop itself on full autopilot if necessary, but someone still needed to get it into the air. The airliner roared across the continental United States. Orville Marston/ Horan Marmalado/Orange Marmalade had leveled the 757 off at 45,000 plus feet maintaining an airspeed close to the speed of sound. At this rate, according to the flight management system (FMS), they should reach Geneva, Switzerland in under 7.63 hours. Orville was back in the pilot’s seat, mentally returning to the days when he flew ‘the friendly skies’ but he was nonetheless crazy as a jaybird, a bird that had escaped its cage. A place where they incarcerate insane killers. 
 
    Horan transformed into Orville (almost) when Dr. Betty Baker brought him around with smelling salts, black coffee, and Red Bull, then converted (partially) when Sergeant Doucette told him that, “Cthulhu was calling, and his master was heading to Switzerland.” It wasn’t easy to convince “the looney” as Bob Nye wanted to call him but held his tongue afraid of reprisal. It took several satellite viewing minutes on the monitors and GPS tracking to persuade the coming out of Orville that his Lord and Master was no longer in the south. After that, it was relatively easy. Providing all that wanted to board Airforce Two swore allegiance to the Old One and recognized their pilot as the true profit. Orville/Horan/Orange was disappointed that he wasn’t assigned Airforce One for the ultimate godly mission instead of Two. However, he did acquiesce when Doucette lied, telling him that the President’s plane had been destroyed. Doucette, of course, didn’t have a clue where that plane was. 
 
    Orville Marston was wearing military camo, a gift from Colonel Fielding. Captain Marston (he insisted on the title while in the air) had been unconscious so long that he had soiled himself several times. Showering, shaving, and in his new attire, he almost looked normal except for an occasional nervous tick and wild-eyed amusement at his flock. 
 
    Betty Baker and Francis Doucette kept Orville company on the flight deck. Orville, of course, warranted watching. The 757 was on autopilot, but there was no telling when the nutjob might go off the deep end and endanger everyone on board. They also wanted to make sure that the ‘Captain’ did not leave the pilot’s seat and venture back to where the rest of the passengers resided. Naturally, they kept their true purpose for traveling to Geneva from Marston. Martin Storch, Molly Gibson, Bob Nye along with Romero, who had been allowed to join their quest, occupied The Vice President’s office located behind the plane’s Executive Suite. Betty and Francis did not want Captain Marston within earshot of them while they were formulating their plan. The two did not mind being nursemaids. Dr. Betty Baker was primarily a biologist with very limited knowledge of physics let alone H.P. Lovecraft, and Doucette was clueless when it came to the branch of science concerned with the nature and properties of matter and energy. Both were content to let the people in the know decide their fate. After all, this was probably a suicide mission. They all recognized the probable consequences of the outcome. Time was a short pursuit which meant life was going to be short too; the stimulus behind Francis’ and Betty’s hand holding. Each kept an eye on their crazy Captain. However, most of their time was occupied gazing into each other’s eyes. “Maybe,” cooed Betty, “when they are done with their meeting, they could relieve us, and we could share some private time in the Vice President’s Suite.” She didn’t wait for Doucette’s reply and planted a big one on his lips. Imminent death motivates some couples to procreation; an attempt to leave a legacy behind. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Martin was glad that the nerdy tech, Romero received permission to tag along. Even though his OCD was a pain in the ass, the kid was as smart as a whip. They were going to need all the help they could get. Colonel Fielding and the other two techs had opted to stay behind in the Globe to monitor their progress. Which of us were going to go down with the ship, he wondered? 
 
    Romero had fired up the desk top computer when they relocated to the VP’s conference and dining room. The rest eyeballed the 72-inch flat screen monitor built into the airliner’s wall. “The new LHC (Large Hadron Collider), is one of the most complex machines ever created. The LHC is the world's largest particle accelerator, buried 328 feet (100 meters) under the French and Swiss countryside with a 62.1371-mile (100 km) circumference. CERN’S reference database is designed to store all data pertaining to the collider, its components, its layout, as a large unified tool. The management of this data and its release is handled in this section,” Romero began pointing to a detailed circular diagram on the screen. He encircled an area marked “Atlas” with the mouse cursor. “From everything I can glean online, this is where we want to be.” 
 
    “Atlas is where we start?” asked Molly. 
 
    “Most definitely. That is where we fire up this baby. The LHC is not a perfect circle,” he continued. “It is made of eight arcs and eight insertions; Atlas or Octant 1, the starting point,” acknowledging Molly Gibson nodding in her direction. “Followed clockwise by ‘Alice, Cleaning, RF Cavities, Totem, Dump, again Cleaning, then LHCb or Octants 2 through 7. They consist of long arcs and eight straight sections. The arcs contain bending magnets at each end creating transition regions. Thus, generating the high-speed orbiting function of the collider.” 
 
    “Then to reach the dark matter would occur at its highest speed?” proposed Molly. 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “Then if this dark matter is truly the gateway to the fourth dimension how do we open it?” confronted Bob Nye. 
 
    “By triggering the accelerator to overload; derailing the particles at their greatest velocity of injection. At the point of return; Atlas.” 
 
    “When they come full circle,” Molly intervened. 
 
    “And how do you propose to do that!” defied the ‘science guy.’ 
 
    “A detonation device activated at the precise moment would more than likely do the trick. Of course, this is in theory only.” 
 
    “A bomb! Of course, this could get us all killed as well, in theory,” the smartass shot back. 
 
    “Where can we get a bomb of sufficient force on such short notice,” Molly queried the ceiling. 
 
    Martin had been ogling a narrow counter with a cabinet above at the far end of the conference room. He rose from his seat and opened the cupboard. There were several bottles of expensive liquor inside. He was so glad that Algernon Steele had not been a teetotaler. “There’s a Sergeant on board who can probably handle your bomb-making request.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Martin lined up the liquor bottles on top of the conference table. After sorting through several mixers, he produced a glass jar with murky contents. “Ah!” he proclaimed. “Anchovy olives, my favorite.” 
 
    “Yuk!” Exclaimed Molly. 
 
    “You haven’t lived my dear until you have had a vodka martini with anchovy olives marinating in your glass. Let’s make a toast to our quest. All crusades are foolish until they bring results. Let us bring this one to a close so that death isn’t equally as foolish.” 
 
    “You’re the fools,” sneered Bob Nye. “You are planning to blow up the world’s largest particle collider with all of us inside. You have no idea if this scheme of yours will work.” 
 
    “Empirical data bolsters the anecdotal.” 
 
    “It’s a shot in the dark. Count me out!” 
 
    “Maybe you should have stayed behind in the Globe where it is safe and cozy,” Martin taunted. “Then we could all drink to your health.” 
 
    “Assholes! Drink to this!” Bob, the science guy, unzipped a carry-on bag, removed the round Smirnoff holiday bottle, and slammed it on the tabletop. 
 
    Martin stared its innards, a gloomy green gel supporting an eyeball sloshed within the glass orb. 
 
    “Here’s looking at you Martin and all of you sad sons of bitches,” Bob Nye replied gnashing his teeth. “You have no idea what you are up against. Mammoth cousins of this little monster and lord knows what else.” Bob picked up the bottle again and holding it at chest level unscrewed its cap. “You might as well drink this!” 
 
    “Bob! No!” Was all Martin had time to say. Whether it was hunger or the opportunity for escape was something that they would all speculate after the horror became a distant memory, because the little shoggoth shot out the neck of the bottle landing smack dab on Bob the Science Guy’s kisser. He screamed with a little girl’s voice. Bob Fell over thumping his back and head against the carpeted deck of the 757. Face up he flopped spasmodically as the ravenous shoggoth ate into his brain. 
 
    Martin removed the lid from the jar of anchovy olives and dumped them over the revolting creature. The shoggoth sizzled like a fried egg on a hot skillet; then it was still. The face of Bob Nye was gone only a blood red skull remained. 
 
    “What did you just do?” asked Molly a sickening expression on her face. 
 
    “Anchovies and olives are salty.” Martin’s dead eye glared up at him from the fallen Bob Nye. 
 
    “I’m going to be sick,” exclaimed Romero running from the conference room. 
 
    “Dear God, how horrible,” cried Molly. Martin held her close, and they backed away from the mutilated remains. 
 
    “I feel terrible,” said Molly turning her head away from the sight. 
 
    “Don’t we all,” said Martin. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. Of all the people I worked with at the Office of Science and Technology, he was my least favorite person. Just now, for a brief moment, I was relieved that I didn’t have to work with him anymore. I am ashamed of myself.” 
 
    “Don’t be. It’s no secret that I didn’t like the guy either. I felt like saying, ‘good riddance to bad rubbish,’ but deep down I’d never wish physical harm to any man.” 
 
    “I need forgiveness for what I was thinking.” 
 
    Martin realized that she needed comforting, right then and there, more than anything else. He reached down within himself for the courage to placate her sorrow. Oh, what the hell it can’t hurt, for long, to say it, “ask your God for forgiveness, for guidance,” he proposed with a painful scowl. 
 
    “I have prayed for guidance and blush when I get it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 16: 
Geneva 
 
      
 
    46.2044° N, 6.1432° E 
 
    Nearing Judgement Day 
 
      
 
    Captain Marston had set Airforce Two down gently on the runway at Cointrin International Airport. His incarceration stretch away from flying commercial had not impeded his skills. 
 
    Sergeant Doucette had little trouble procuring ground transportation for their group. The airport lacked the living. Corpses in varying degrees of decomposition littered the taxiways, boarding facilities, and terminal. Parked next to a VIP lounge was a brand new seven-passenger LR4 Range Rover. A uniformed driver was spread-eagle on the pavement. The SUV’s key fob laid on the center console. Its proximity allowed him to start the vehicle without an ignition key. Doucette was glad that the Swiss drove on the right side of the road. 
 
    “Once the F-35 becomes airborne how long will it take to reach Geneva?” asked Molly from the center row of seats. 
 
    “At Mach 1.6 which is 1227.63 miles per hour it will take a little more than fifteen minutes,” replied OCD Romero. 
 
    “Then we better hustle,” declared Doucette slamming the accelerator pedal to the floor. The 3.0L 340 horsepower supercharged V6 hummed in response as they left the second most populous city in Switzerland. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The European Organization for Nuclear Research, known as CERN, is in the region between the Geneva international airport and the nearby Jura mountains. Most of its mighty underground length is on the French side of the border. In an hour and twenty-six minutes, the searchers faced Espl. des Particules 1, 1217 Meyrin, Switzerland; CERN’s address. They entered the five-story circular office building that normally hosted offices for scientists from all over the world. Numerous experiments had been constructed at CERN through international collaborations. Like the airport, there was not a living soul in the place. 
 
    The main site comprised a large computing facility primarily used to store and analyze data from experiments and simulation events. The researchers needed remote access to the facilities, so the lab became a major wide area network hub. CERN was also famous as the birthplace of the World Wide Web. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Cthulhu never faltered. Sustenance to fuel its trek was easily had. All living things in its path became fodder. The actual body and mind of the Old One, a cephalopod head bent forward with facial feelers writhing in the afternoon breeze moved on. Its gelatinous companions followed, slaves of its will. The sinister horror dripped green ooze crafting more shoggoths. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Stephen "Stevie" Diggs zipped up his anti-g suit. "How much longer, fellas?" he asked his single person flight crew and one and only mechanic. 
 
    "Not long, Major," replied the overweight technician. Diggs knew him well. He was an out and out drunk but one helluva Aircraft Maintenance Mechanic. The only reason he had not received a dishonorable discharge was that his uncle was a General. Stevie Diggs didn't care because Pete, the mechanic, made a damn good drinking companion. It was the reason; he had been told, why they didn't die from that horrible brain disease when the shit hit the fan. Stevie and Pete had been hitting the local beerhalls hard that evening. The Creepiest part of his orders was that they had to stave off sobriety until at least their mission was completed. Not falling down drunk he was ordered just tipsy enough to protect the old gray cells. “Ya gotta be half snockered to drop an A-bomb,” he told Pete. At least he'd be doing it from 50,000 feet. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The five of them took the elevator beneath the earth to the collider. The sixth, Captain Orville Marston was left in his duty station; hog-tied by Sergeant Doucette and locked in the VP’s boudoir aboard Airforce Two. Over the past few days, Martin Storch became very respectful of the Staff Sergeant’s contributions to their safety and endeavors. The latest he carried in a brown leather duffel. Doucette had broken into the abandoned Federal Office of Police (FEDPOL) at the airport, the Swiss equivalent of our TSA. Once inside he had seized their cache of ammunition and several hand tools. While descending Doucette sat on the floor of the lift ripping open dozens of shotgun shells and 9mm shell casings with a pair of pliers dumping their contents into galvanized plumbing pipes. 
 
    “What on earth are you doing?” asked Martin. 
 
    “Making the world’s largest pipe bomb.” 
 
    “Where’d you get the pipes?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t use the bathrooms on the main floor.” 
 
    When the doors slid open, they were greeted by a massive collider tunnel. Cylindrical, except for the flat floor, the twenty-foot wide channel stretched on to what seemed infinity. Almost every inch of wall space was lined with pipes and conduits of all diameters. Fluorescent lights along the ceiling brightly lit its progress. 
 
    Seven experiments were located along the collider; each of them studied particle collisions from a different aspect, and with different technologies. Construction for the experiments necessitated an extraordinary engineering effort. A giant crane had been imported from Belgium to lower pieces of the CMS detector into its underground cavern. Each piece weighed nearly 2,000 tons. Approximately 10,000 magnets were lowered down a special shaft during the construction. 
 
    “I took a tour of this facility last year,” announced Molly Gibson. “The CMS, Compact Muon Solenoid, is a general-purpose detector at the Large Hadron Collider. Its broad physics program is to search for extra dimensions and particles that could make up dark matter. If my memory serves me the control center is this way.” 
 
    Seen from above, the CERN Control Center resembled the shape of a quadrupole magnet. Computer consoles were distributed in four circular islands dedicated to the collider. The complex and the technical infrastructure allowed the AI controlled islands to be constantly in touch with one another, thus ensuring the best performance of the machine. 
 
    “This appears to be the main control?” asked Romero stepping up to a large computer console. 
 
    “I believe you are right,” Molly responded. “And through that window is Atlas, Octant 1.” 
 
    “Then that’s where I plant the bomb,” confirmed Doucette. 
 
    “Yes, but how are you going to set it off? We’ll need split-second timing.” 
 
    “I’ve hooked up a detonator with two cell phones. Just say the word, and I’ll make the call. Hit the speed dial and BOOM! 
 
    “Now all we’ll have to do is figure out how to operate this thing?” replied Romero looking overwhelmed. 
 
    “Que faites-vous aujourd’hui?” 
 
    The six turned in unison to observe an older unshaven man in a white lab coat. He started to say something else, and Molly interrupted, “He’s speaking French. French and English are the two excepted languages at the CERN. He asked, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Find out if he speaks English?” asked Martin. 
 
    Molly followed up with, “Parlez-vous Anglais?” 
 
    “Oui, what are you doing here?” answering the question with a heavy accent. 
 
    “We need to activate the collider,” informed Molly. 
 
    “No, no you are not authorized.” 
 
    “Please, we need your help.” 
 
    “No, you must go!” 
 
    “I will try to reason with him... explain the situation.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” declared Doucette. The Staff sergeant drew his sidearm from his holster and fired a shot into the floor next to the Frenchman’s foot. The stranger jumped back, and Doucette placed the gun barrel next to the man’s temple. “Fire this thing up, or it’s all over, Pal.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 17:  
 
    The Front 
 
      
 
    Outside CERN 
 
      
 
    Martin Storch walked away from the five-story circular office building that encompassed the offices for the CERN. It took some convincing of his fellow companions to allow him to be the one to face Cthulhu. None of them were certain of the extent or the range of the black hole they were attempting to create. They all agreed that having the Old One as close as possible to the collider, before detonation, was the best bet. The compound’s surveillance cameras presented a limited view; and a sacrificial lamb with the cellphone triggering device in hand, would be the most advantageous. Truly a suicide mission, he told himself. 
 
    Molly didn’t want him to go. Sergeant Doucette, at first, had volunteered to be the one, but Martin persevered. Doucette, he insisted, needed to stay in the control room with Romero to make sure that his IED would work. If it failed to detonate, then he would have to restore it to working condition and then face the demon again. There would probably not be enough time for a second shot, Martin recognized, but no one challenged his supposition. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Your improvised explosive device will have to explode at the top quark,” explained Romero to Doucette. 
 
    Doucette looked at him with an uncomprehending blank vacantness. 
 
    Romero recognizing the Sergeant’s perplexed expression attempted to explain further, “The collider will boost protons and accelerate them to a speed close to that of light. They will collide with other protons producing massive particles, the Higgs boson, i.e. the top quark, and that is when your bomb should go off.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” he smiled only understanding as much as needed. “Not to worry tech, the Samsung Galaxy Note9 I’ve wired to the detonator will go through one ring generation from Martin’s call before ignition. When it rings is when you hit ‘Enter’ on your keyboard. If your protons are as fast as you say the timing should be perfect.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Major Stephan Diggs’ nav-system displayed the target on its 3-D display. The F-35 was at 60,000 feet. He was only minutes from his objective. He smiled into his oxygen mask, at that ceiling, no other jet in the world can perform tactical maneuvers at that level. Stevie Diggs activated the cruise missile’s laser guidance system. He waited to receive the “GO” code. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    DEAD GENEVA. It was a sight Martin Storch would never get used to. There was a park up ahead, swings and a play frame, he walked toward it. Not a soul in sight. A place peopled by laughing children and whispering lovers now a graveyard. Next, to the curb, he picked up a little Snoopy pull toy which some child had left behind. “You’ll pay the Fisher-Price Cthulhu,” he smiled at his play on words. “I hope I’m right.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After everything was decided, Martin stood at the elevator doors waiting for it to take him to ground level. Molly ran up, tears in her eyes, and begged him not to go. 
 
    Martin took her into his arms. “Remember when I said that we must talk about our relationship?” 
 
    She nodded sobbing. 
 
    “Well, what I wanted to tell you was that a while back, before all of this Cthulhu crap happened, I was diagnosed with throat cancer. It wasn’t such a big deal at the time because the Doc’s caught it in its early stages and they were very confident that with treatment they would be able to put it into remission. Well, that was then, and this is now. With less than ten percent of the people walking around on the planet, it is highly unlikely that there are Cancer Specialists alive to care for me or a treatment facility still operating. It is just a matter of time before the cancerous symptoms will rear their ugly head and it will become horribly painful to drink even a glass of water. So, you see there is no one better qualified than me to go out among the dead skulls full of mush to face hell.” 
 
    “Hell is only the absence of God,” Molly sniveled. 
 
    “Thank you for the biblical reference,” he answered with a straight face. 
 
    “Are you sure it is on the way?” 
 
    “Definitely. Cthulhu is a four-dimensional being. He can probably see the CERN collider in its future.” 
 
    “No one is certain what the effect will be once the wormhole is opened,” she stated attempting to wipe away her tears. 
 
    “Neither do I. Maybe nothing. Maybe it will collapse our world around us. Maybe the gravitational field of the stars will be influenced. Or it could trap Cthulhu and reset time to before He rose. Whole new paradoxes could develop. Maybe He will sleep again for a hundred million years or so. I haven't got a clue, my dear. But I do know that we've got to do it. It’s our only choice, not dropping another A-bomb on it.” 
 
    Molly nodded still wiping at the waterworks, produced a hipflask full of vodka and offered it to Martin. “Here, you may need this.” 
 
    “No thanks. I’m going to face this bastard with a clear head.” Wiping the tears away with a handkerchief he reassured her, “You go now and help with that particle collider. Once you don’t believe in Matter anymore it can’t hamper you,” he smiled and put false bravado behind his words. “I never had any doubts about your abilities.” 
 
    He left Molly behind watching her cry her eyes out. “You are an orchid in a bed of wildflowers,” he bid goodbye as the elevator doors closed. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Martin stretched and took a deep breath. “Time to get on with it,” he told himself. It was up to him to confront the Hollow Man; hold him to account. But he couldn’t. His breath became labored, sweat showed on the back of his hand that held the iPhone, the triggering device. The anxiety was too much. “I’m sorry,” he muttered, knowing full well that no one alive could hear him. He just stood there, out in the open, his back to the town and his head tilted to one side, much like a dog listening for something just below man’s ability to hear. 
 
    The faint sound of an automobile approaching became apparent. It was a Range Rover. It came to a screeching halt at the park’s entrance, and Molly Gibson exited the vehicle leaving the driver’s side door wide open and the engine running. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” he shouted as she threw her arms around him. 
 
    “I’m not letting you do this alone,” she hollered back. “I’m staying by your side.” 
 
    “Get out of here while there is still time. Get back in that car and drive away from here as fast as you can.” 
 
    “Not on your life you crazy bastard!” 
 
    Martin could tell that it was no use arguing with her and so he fell into his brevity habit, “You could at least turn off the car’s engine. You are increasing your carbon footprint. Global warming you know,” 
 
    “Shut up and kiss me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Kevin Berry’s arm shivered with revulsion. He wore disposable latex gloves while opening the Ziploc bag. The President of the United States trembled placing the severed had of Judith Hampton on the Football’s touch screen. He spread the fingers and thumb out to line up with the handprint pattern outlined on the screen. A ready light winked, and a “Go” icon appeared on the display. The President touched the symbol with his index finger. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Major Stephan Diggs received the green light. The target had been acquired. He flipped the plastic protection cover away from the release switch. After throwing the switch, an activation alert light blinked in his Heads-up display. 
 
    The cruise missile dropped from the belly of the F-35. Its rocket motor went into ignition mode, and it roared toward its objective. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Martin Storch, the world’s most influential atheist who spoke the truth to the brainwashed and frightened about reality and the impossibilities in the universe confronted a horrendous impossibility. Molly buried her face in his shoulder not wanting to view the approaching horror. They heard the faint sound of a jet overhead. It was overcast, a low ceiling as the weathercasters might describe it, he decided. The leviathan poked its head down from the clouds. Martin suddenly felt insignificant. The creature existed solid and perceptible in his vision. Its tendrils slid across the surface of Martin’s mind. There were three distinct eyes in its head, two facing forward and one high up near the crown. Tentacles flowed from where the nose and mouth should be. It is looking at me, he thought and then his speculation tuned into the reality that Cthulhu was peering past him toward the CERN. It advanced quicker now on legs the size of elephants. Legs covered in massive polyps. Oh, good God, he caught himself thinking, he recognized the polyps as shoggoths clinging to their master. Along for the ride? 
 
    A severe pain knocked and clawed at Martin’s skull. He wished that he had taken Molly’s offer of the vodka. In two monstrous strides, one of Cthulhu’s enormous feet crushed the swing set. 
 
    Martin raised the iPhone in his right hand. Shouting to the rooftops or the advancing demon he proclaimed, “It stands to reason that this old one-eyed bastard would be your downfall.” He touched the “Call” icon with his thumb. 
 
    There was a sucking sound and for the atheist, Martin Storch, everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 18: 
Eventless 
 
      
 
    1300 UTC (or 1 pm Greenwich Mean Time) 
23 March 
 
    Algonquin Hotel 
 
    59 West 44th Street 
 
    New York City 
 
      
 
    Just shy of 1 p.m. Percy (staying in the other half of the suite) opened the connecting door and shook Martin awake. He balanced two glasses on the tray one-handed. “Your tuh-MAH-toh juice, Sir.” 
 
    Martin Storch fluffed his pillow behind him and sat up in bed. He looked lean and healthy. Martin was in that trippy state between wakefulness and sleep. He almost felt surprised to see Percy, but that did not make sense. Had he dreamt something about Cthulhu? The specter of images warped, and the mental escapade faded from memory. The sheets rustled next to him and Molly sat up. 
 
    “Good morning, Mum,” Percy greeted. 
 
    “Good morning, Percy,” she replied returning the greeting. 
 
    Martin rubbed the sleep from both his eyes with his hands. “Which one is mine, Perce?” 
 
    “The glass on the left, Sir.” 
 
    “That concoction doesn’t bother your throat anymore?’ asked Molly removing the other glass from the tray and watching Percy return to his quarters. 
 
    “Not a bit, anymore. A dash of Tabasco and a splash of Worcestershire. Tastes and feels like old times.” 
 
    “The Doctor said that you are in full remission. After our spot tonight on Colbert’s show we head for Mount Sinai Hospital and your final chemo treatment. They “clinked” juice glasses and she added, “I love you, Martin Storch.” 
 
    “I love you too, Mrs. Storch,” he rejoined with a big smile. 
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    THE MYTHOS PROJECT SERIES 
 
      
 
    The CRY of CTHULHU 
 
    (Originally published under the title: The Alchemist’s Notebook.)  This novelization of The Cry of Cthulhu film project is about a shell-shocked Vietnam vet, and his wife. They inherit an old country estate in Germany around the time his company transfers him to the same area. The two soon discover that the coincidence is really too good to be true.   
 
      
 
    Their home rests near a timeworn door into the earth that is poised to open, exposing all to a horde of four-dimensional beings. Soon the line between our reality and that other space-time will be blurred forever, leaving mankind to be consumed by shrill, shrieking terror. Only one man has the slimmest chance to save our planet and, even though he has no place to hide, he prefers to run.  [Book One] 
 
      
 
    SHOGGOTH  
 
    An accepted theory exists that millions of years ago a celestial catastrophic occurrence wiped out every living thing on the planet. This theory may be flawed. Fast-forward to the 21st century. A handful of scientists, allied with the military, discover a massive network of tunnels beneath the Mojave Desert. Below, lies an ancient survivor, waiting...and it's hungry!  [Book Two] 
 
      
 
    SHOGGOTH 2:  RISE OF THE ELDERS 
 
    Who creates and controls the shoggoths?  For Professor Thomas Ironwood and his heavily armed team, the answer is crucial.  The fate of the free world hangs in the balance. 
 
      
 
    The solution?   Return to the tunnels beneath the Mojave Desert, locate a gigantic subterranean vault and unlock the secrets it contains.  Deadly primal secrets that lie in wait from a time before human life began! 
 
      
 
    Byron Craft once again takes us below the earth in this SHOGGOTH sequel enveloping us with tentacles, claws, and mucus glop.  A talented fusion of Lovecraftian sci-fi, mystery, fantasy, and horror with a 21st-century twist.  [Book Three] 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    THE ARKHAM DETECTIVE SERIES 
 
      
 
    Cthulhu’s Minions 
 
    A novelette introducing the Arkham Detective.  Cthulhu’s Minions are Pilot Demons; nasty pint-sized legless creatures that crawl on their hands with razor sharp claws and fangs. The diminutive beings must be stopped before they conduct one of Cthulhu's Old Ones to the back alleys and streets of Arkham, likewise the entire planet.   
 
      
 
    The story takes place during the Great Depression, a spot in time where H. P. Lovecraft and Raymond Chandler could have collaborated.  Henceforth the narrative begins, through the eyes of an Arkham Detective. [Book One] 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Innsmouth Look  
 
    The second story in the series that brings the detective back, investigating a murder and the kidnapping of a small child, which leads to Innsmouth by the sea, the frightful creatures that lurk there, and what they plan to call up from the depths.  [Book Two] 
 
      
 
    The Devil Came to Arkham 
 
    Follow the Arkham Detective as he attempts to discover the source of a deadly epidemic. Is it the devil? Is it a Night Gaunt? Or both? Find out when you read about a soul sucking creature that is bent on turning Arkham, Massachusetts into a ghost town.  [Book Three] 
 
      
 
    The Dunwich Dungeon
In this final chapter, a seven-foot tall man in black has caused the Detective's good friend to go missing.  A woman is brutally murdered in a museum, and mysterious artifacts lead us on a trail to inter-dimensional horrors. This time the Arkham Detective is armed to the teeth, and determined to avenge murder with mayhem.  [Book Four] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Keep reading for an excerpt from Byron Craft’s 
 
    “The CRY of CTHULHU” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    The CRY of CTHULHU 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Warning 
 
      
 
          The statute of limitations has run out.  What I stole from Miskatonic University, they still want back.  They want to hide the truth.   
 
         The theft of what the news media called the “Alchemist’s Papers” was made public in January of 1984 but the cover-up that followed, and the failed attempt to retrieve them, left the story only half told.  The truth is about a fold in the soft and otherwise smooth surface of time.  It is a harbinger of an evil so destructive that the current state of the world, plagued with terrorism and economic chaos, would only be a footnote in history by comparison. 
 
         The tabloids had a heyday with the story, claiming apocalyptic doom, while the mainstream media labeled it as another crackpot interpretation of the “Book of Revelations.”  Neither were accurate.  Miskatonic University of Arkham, Massachusetts had done an effective job of discrediting the papers and me, and until now, no one would publish them.  
 
        The one piece of information that they were unable to keep from the public was the existence of a covert organization within the university itself.  We were a group of select scholars that investigated what appeared to be supernatural occurrences all over the world.  It was alleged that during some of these investigations the group had acted like vigilantes, taking the law into their own hands, passing out judgment where they saw fit.  
 
        My name is Thomas Ironwood.  I was a resident professor at Miskatonic and head of the Physics Department.  I was a member of the group, known then, to only a few, as the “Mythos Department.”  My confessions to the press were not out of remorse for any wrong doing, rather as a revolt against my colleagues who were becoming dangerously lax in their retaliatory measures.  
 
        I believed then, and believe even more today, that the individual stories of Faren and Janet Church, and Faren’s great Uncle Heinrich Todesfall, constitute a warning to an already endangered world and should not be suppressed.  The rampant ignorance in the world has left me no alternative but to come out of hiding and go public with the documents.  
 
        The plausibility of our planet being threatened by an ageless horror may automatically arouse suspicion to the authenticity of the following chronicles and possibly create a backlash from the more serious elites in the media.  How Miskatonic acquired the papers may be questioned.  Why hide them if they are only a hoax?   
 
         The chronicles are authentic.  They required some editing to clarify the time lines.  The accounts original forms were as a journal, a diary and a series of tape recordings.  They have been edited into separate narratives subsequently breaking the work down into four parts.  
 
        With the help of my publisher, we have struck out redundancies which often occur in personal journals and eliminated digressions which the elderly Todesfall was guilty of doing when his mind would stray from the story and wander unchecked into the intervening years.  Faren Church’s was the least polished of the narratives, because his was a hasty account left on tape and required more extensive editing.  
 
        For the remainder, we have left well enough alone.  The chronicles accurately tell the whole story without additional enhancement. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PART ONE 
 
    THE SCHLOSS 
 
      
 
    From Janet Church’s Diary 
 
      
 
         I am almost out of Valium, only one more pill left.  The stress is beginning to get the best of me.  The tranquilizer is the only thing that has made life bearable for me these last few days.  I wonder now what will happen next, if they will come for me after the drug runs out, or if I will be allowed to numb my last few minutes.  
 
        They won’t come close to the schloss now.  I have the lights burning in every room.  I even have the oil lamp I found going and every candle I could lay my hands on is lit.  
 
        They won’t come this minute.  They won’t come until the mist hides the stars and the moon.  
 
        Dear God!  I am not even sure who they are! 
  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
        This evening, the mist rolled up from the hollow and engulfed the schloss and beyond.  It moved across the road, lingering in low spots and ditches, until the entire countryside was covered by the milky vapor.  It spreads throughout the thick woods for miles, and on humid nights, such as this, it has often reached as far as Valsbach.   
 
        The countryside surrounding the house, even on the brightest days, is desolate and foreboding.  Now, at dusk, the twilight lends the field behind our house a strangeness that sets it apart from the rest of the area.  It suggests a watchful malevolence to the ancient trees, to the descending marshes with their thousands of chirping insects and the incessant croaking of frogs, to the time worn and vine covered stone walls pressing in upon the perimeter of the old estate, closing in upon our home as if intent upon holding me fast.  
 
        Thick vapors from the hollow swirl and eddy about the schloss and the room in which I sit fills with moisture.  The fog ascends in spirals from beneath the door and its long, wet fingers creep across the carpet with caressing strokes.  
 
        Crowning a grassy summit, whose sides are wooded near its base with gnarled trees of the black forest, stands the old home of my husband’s ancestors.  For centuries, its lofty tiled roofs and tower have looked down upon the rugged countryside.  The exact age of the house is not known.  Its roots, I guess, must go back centuries, before the beginnings of the Church family line.  I know very little about the family lineage not being a Church by blood, only by marriage.  
 
        The villagers say the ancient house has always been here.  They tend to be superstitious and sometimes given to fanciful tales.  One teller of these stories is a homeless old woman who makes her living sifting through the back alleys and dumpsters in town.  Her name is Ilsedore Hulse, and she is probably the oldest living resident of Valsbach. 
 
        Once when I was able to get her alone and ask about my husband’s ancestry, she confided in me that the house had a blackened past and that, “evil still prevailed there as sure as the trees of the Black Forest have leaves and the creatures that dwell there have eyes.”  She summed up our meeting by informing me in a dramatically lowered voice that the old house was there even when her great-great-grandmother was a child.  
 
        Superstition plays an important role with these people and their fears can be justified living in an isolated area far from anywhere you and I would consider mainstream.  I can excuse their actions; their attitude towards us, however, is less than tolerable.  It did not take me long to accept the shunned indifference by the shopkeepers and townspeople.  
 
        What I did consider strange is the lack of visitors to the surrounding area of the schloss.  Travelers seldom enter the woods that border our property and none come within walking distance of the old house.  
 
        I have never seen any wild animals on our property.  The woodland creatures, if there are any, are probably wise, because the overall aspect of the region would give anyone the impression of leering death.  The ancient lightning-scarred trees seem unnaturally large and twisted, and the other vegetation abnormally thick and feverish; while curious mounds and hummocks in the weedy, pitted field behind our house, remind me of snakes and burial plots. 
 
    The strain is critical now, by tonight, I am afraid that if my husband does not return home . . . I will be murdered. 
 
    The woods appear to close in tighter about this lonely house.
  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
         Damn it, where is Faren?  He better get here soon. 
 
        I have to remain calm.  I won’t end up screaming into the night.  I’ll start at the beginning.  The record must be complete.  I’ll tell you about my husband.  I’ll tell you about Boston, Chicago and New York before receiving the telegram, and I’ll tell you about this place.  
 
        I met Faren while still living with my parents in Ipswich, that’s in Essex County, Massachusetts.  At the time, I was in the midst of making what I thought were two very important decisions.  One, should I keep pursuing a major in art history and, two, how to clear up my complexion, when an old Dodge van lumbered down the street and died in front of our house.  “Bring our boys home” and “Impeach Johnson” were painted on its side in day-glow colors.  
 
        The sound of the ancient motor in its final death throes was followed by the slamming of the driver’s door.  A moment later the hood was violently flung up and amidst the fury of clanking tools and sharp cursing, a full head of tightly curled hair shot out.   
 
        “Have you got a piece of wire?” he shouted.  Then he added impatiently, “A bobby pin, a shoelace, anything?  Don’t just stand there, I have to strap this distributor cap down, I’ve got to be in Chicago tomorrow.”  
 
        I wore my hair down and with a headband in those days and although I knew I didn’t look like I had just come from a hardware store, I felt embarrassed that I hadn’t and blurted, “I’m wearing sandals.”  
 
        His blue eyes looked right inside of me, and then he cracked a smile on one side of his face and said, “Hey, what’s your name?”  
 
        I was back in junior high again being asked to go steady for the first time in my life.  The sensation shot through me, I became flushed, I am sure he picked up on it because he relaxed some, and with a broader smile stepped forward, wiping his hands on an oil stained rag.  
 
        “I’m Faren.  Faren Church.  You still haven’t told me yours.”  
 
        It didn’t take us long to get acquainted.  I was able to get the required length of wire from my dad’s garage and in the time it took him to make the repairs on the van, he was off, and I went with him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To continue reading “The CRY of CTHULHU” and other books by Byron Craft, please visit his website:  www.ByronCraftBooks.com or go to Amazon.com 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
 
   
    [1]   A five-dimensional loop in the fabric of reality is impossible for any being existing in four spatial dimensions (four-space) to pinpoint with real precision. Cthulhu could see where but not exactly when one would form. The “when” to Cthulhu in four-space was just as humans’ “when” in three-space, the time dimension of spacetime being n+1 where n stands for the number of spatial dimensions. (Really, time should be considered the “0th dimension,” since spacetime, by definition, includes a time dimension that exists no matter how many or few spatial dimensions are included.) In other words, “when” is implied from changes in the “where,” and the four-space includes even more information to work with than does three-space, since closed spacetime loops are actually visible to a being in four-space. 
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