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* * * *

 
“Well, now, Professor Harding,” the fisherman says, as his Bluebird skips
across Penobscot Bay, “I don’t know about that. The jellies don’t trouble
with us, and we don’t trouble with them.”

 
He’s not much older than forty, but wizened, his hands

work-roughened and his face reminiscent of saddle-leather, in texture and
in hue. Professor Harding’s age, and Harding watches him with concealed
interest as he works the Bluebird ’s engine. He might be a veteran of the
Great War, as Harding is.

 
He doesn’t mention it. It wouldn’t establish camaraderie: they wouldn’t

have fought in the same units or watched their buddies die in the same
trenches.

 
That’s not the way it works, not with a Maine fisherman who would

shake his head and not extend his hand to shake, and say, between
pensive chaws on his tobacco, “Doctor Harding? Well, huh. I never met a
colored professor before,” and then shoot down all of Harding’s attempts to
open conversation about the near-riots provoked by a fantastical radio
drama about an alien invasion of New Jersey less than a fortnight before.

 
Harding’s own hands are folded tight under his armpits so the

fisherman won’t see them shaking. He’s lucky to be here. Lucky anyone
would take him out. Lucky to have his tenure-track position at Wilberforce,
which he is risking right now.

 
The bay is as smooth as a mirror, the Bluebird ’s wake cutting it like a

stroke of chalk across slate. In the peach-sorbet light of sunrise, a cluster
of rocks glistens. The boulders themselves are black, bleak, sea-worn, and
ragged. But over them, the light refracts through a translucent layer of jelly,
mounded six feet deep in places, glowing softly in the dawn. Rising above
it, the stalks are evident as opaque silhouettes, each nodding under the



weight of a fruiting body.
 
Harding catches his breath. It’s beautiful. And deceptively still, for

whatever the weather may be, beyond the calm of the bay, across the
splintered gray Atlantic, farther than Harding—or anyone—can see, a storm
is rising in Europe.

 
Harding’s an educated man, well-read, and he’s the grandson of

Nathan Harding, the buffalo soldier. An African-born ex-slave who fought on
both sides of the Civil War, when Grampa Harding was sent to serve in his
master’s place, he deserted, and lied, and stayed on with the Union army
after.

 
Like his grandfather, Harding was a soldier. He’s not a historian, but

you don’t have to be to see the signs of war.
 
“No contact at all?” he asks, readying his borrowed Leica camera.
 
“They clear out a few pots,” the fisherman says, meaning lobster

pots. “But they don’t damage the pot. Just flow around it and digest the
lobster inside. It’s not convenient.” He shrugs. It’s not convenient, but it’s
not a threat either. These Yankees never say anything outright if they think
you can puzzle it out from context.

 
“But you don’t try to do something about the shoggoths?”
 
While adjusting the richness of the fuel mixture, the fisherman speaks

without looking up. “What could we do to them? We can’t hurt them. And
lord knows, I wouldn’t want to get one’s ire up.”

 
“Sounds like my department head,” Harding says, leaning back

against the gunwale, feeling like he’s taking an enormous risk. But the
fisherman just looks at him curiously, as if surprised the talking monkey has
the ambition or the audacity to joke.

 
Or maybe Harding’s just not funny. He sits in the bow with folded

hands, and waits while the boat skips across the water.
 
The perfect sunrise strikes Harding as symbolic. It’s taken him five

years to get here—five years, or more like his entire life since the War. The
sea-swept rocks of the remote Maine coast are habitat to a panoply of
colorful creatures. It’s an opportunity, a little-studied maritime ecosystem.
This is in part due to difficulty of access and in part due to the perils
inherent in close contact with its rarest and most spectacular denizen:



Oracupoda horibilis, the common surf shoggoth.
 
Which, after the fashion of common names, is neither common nor

prone to linger in the surf. In fact, O. horibilis is never seen above the water
except in the late autumn. Such authors as mention them assume the
shoggoths heave themselves on remote coastal rocks to bloom and breed.

 
Reproduction is a possibility, but Harding isn’t certain it’s the right

answer. But whatever they are doing, in this state, they are torpid,
unresponsive. As long as their integument is not ruptured, releasing the
gelatinous digestive acid within, they may be approached in safety.

 
A mature specimen of O. horibilis, at some fifteen to twenty feet in

diameter and an estimated weight in excess of eight tons, is the largest of
modern shoggoths. However, the admittedly fragmentary fossil record
suggests the prehistoric shoggoth was a much larger beast. Although only
two fossilized casts of prehistoric shoggoth tracks have been recovered,
the oldest exemplar dates from the Precambrian period. The size of that
single prehistoric specimen, of a species provisionally named Oracupoda
antediluvius, suggests it was made by an animal more than triple the size
of the modern O. horibilis.

 
And that spectacular living fossil, the jeweled or common surf

shoggoth, is half again the size of the only other known species—the black
Adriatic shoggoth, O. dermadentata, which is even rarer and more limited
in its range.

 
“There,” Harding says, pointing to an outcrop of rock. The shoggoth

or shoggoths—it is impossible to tell, from this distance, if it’s one large
individual or several merged midsize ones—on the rocks ahead glisten like
jelly confections. The fisherman hesitates, but with a long almost-silent
sigh, he brings the Bluebird around. Harding leans forward, looking for any
sign of intersection, the flat plane where two shoggoths might be pressed
up against one another. It ought to look like the rainbowed border between
conjoined soap bubbles.

 
Now that the sun is higher, and at their backs—along with the vast

reach of the Atlantic—Harding can see the animal’s colors. Its body is a
deep sea green, reminiscent of hunks of broken glass as sold at aquarium
stores. The tendrils and knobs and fruiting bodies covering its dorsal
surface are indigo and violet. In the sunlight, they dazzle, but in the depths
of the ocean the colors are perfect camouflage, tentacles waving like
patches of algae and weed.



 
Unless you caught it moving, you’d never see the translucent,

dappled monster before it engulfed you.
 
“Professor,” the fisherman says. “Where do they come from?”
 
“I don’t know,” Harding answers. Salt spray itches in his

close-cropped beard, but at least the beard keeps the sting of the wind off
his cheeks. The leather jacket may not have been his best plan, but it too is
warm. “That’s what I’m here to find out.”

 
Genus Oracupoda are unusual among animals of their size in several

particulars. One is their lack of anything that could be described as a
nervous system. The animal is as bereft of nerve nets, ganglia, axons,
neurons, dendrites, and glial cells as an oak. This apparent
contradiction—animals with even simplified nervous systems are either
large and immobile or, if they are mobile, quite small, like a starfish—is not
the only interesting thing about a shoggoth.

 
And it is that second thing that justifies Harding’s visit. Because 

Oracupoda ’s other, lesser-known peculiarity is apparent functional
immortality. Like the Maine lobster to whose fisheries they return to breed,
shoggoths do not die of old age. It’s unlikely that they would leave fossils,
with their gelatinous bodies, but Harding does find it fascinating that to the
best of his knowledge, no one has ever seen a dead shoggoth.

 
* * * *

 
The fisherman brings the Bluebird around close to the rocks, and

anchors her. There’s artistry in it, even on a glass-smooth sea. Harding
stands, balancing on the gunwale, and grits his teeth. He’s come too far to
hesitate, afraid.

 
Ironically, he’s not afraid of the tons of venomous protoplasm he’ll be

standing next to. The shoggoths are quite safe in this state, dreaming their
dreams—mating or otherwise.

 
As the image occurs to him, he berates himself for romanticism. The

shoggoths are dormant. They don’t have brains. It’s silly to imagine them
dreaming. And in any case, what he fears is the three feet of black-glass
water he has to jump across, and the scramble up algae-slick rocks.

 
Wet rock glitters in between the strands of seaweed that coat the

rocks in the intertidal zone. It’s there that Harding must jump, for the



shoggoth, in bloom, withdraws above the reach of the ocean. For the only
phase of its life, it keeps its feet dry. And for the only time in its life, a man
out of a diving helmet can get close to it.

 
Harding makes sure of his sample kit, his boots, his belt-knife. He

gathers himself, glances over his shoulder at the fisherman—who offers a
thumbs-up—and leaps from the Bluebird, aiming his wellies at the forsaken
spit of land.

 
It seems a kind of perversity for the shoggoths to bloom in

November. When all the Northern world is girding itself for deep cold, the
animals heave themselves from the depths to soak in the last failing rays of
the sun and send forth bright flowers more appropriate to May.

 
The North Atlantic is icy and treacherous at the end of the year, and

any sensible man does not venture its wrath. What Harding is attempting
isn’t glamour work, the sort of thing that brings in grant money—not in its
initial stages. But Harding suspects that the shoggoths may have
pharmacological uses. There’s no telling what useful compounds might be
isolated from their gelatinous flesh.

 
And that way lies tenure, and security, and a research budget.
 
Just one long slippery leap away.
 
He lands, and catches, and though one boot skips on bladderwort he

does not slide down the boulder into the sea. He clutches the rock,
fingernails digging, clutching a handful of weeds. He does not fall.

 
He cranes his head back. It’s low tide, and the shoggoth is some

three feet above his head, its glistening rim reminding him of the calving
edge of a glacier. It is as still as a glacier, too. If Harding didn’t know better,
he might think it inanimate.

 
Carefully, he spins in place, and gets his back to the rock. The 

Bluebird bobs softly in the cold morning. Only November 9th, and there has
already been snow. It didn’t stick, but it fell.

 
This is just an exploratory expedition, the first trip since he arrived in

town. It took five days to find a fisherman who was willing to take him out;
the locals are superstitious about the shoggoths. Sensible, Harding
supposes, when they can envelop and digest a grown man. He wouldn’t be
in a hurry to dive into the middle of a Portuguese man o’ war, either. At least
the shoggoth he’s sneaking up on doesn’t have stingers.



 
“Don’t take too long, Professor,” the fisherman says. “I don’t like the

look of that sky.”
 
It’s clear, almost entirely, only stippled with light bands of cloud to the

southwest. They catch the sunlight on their undersides just now, stained
gold against a sky no longer indigo but not yet cerulean. If there’s a word
for the color between, other than perfect, Harding does not know it.

 
“Please throw me the rest of my equipment,” Harding says, and the

fisherman silently retrieves buckets and rope. It’s easy enough to swing the
buckets across the gap, and as Harding catches each one, he secures it. A
few moments later, and he has all three.

 
He unties his geologist’s hammer from the first bucket, secures the

ends of the ropes to his belt, and laboriously ascends.
 
Harding sets out his glass tubes, his glass scoops, the cradles in

which he plans to wash the collection tubes in sea water to ensure any acid
is safely diluted before he brings them back to the Bluebird.

 
From here, he can see at least three shoggoths. The intersections of

their watered-milk bodies reflect the light in rainbow bands. The colorful
fruiting stalks nod some fifteen feet in the air, swaying in a freshening
breeze.

 
From the greatest distance possible, Harding reaches out and prods

the largest shoggoth with the flat top of his hammer. It does nothing in
response. Not even a quiver.

 
He calls out to the fisherman. “Do they ever do anything when they’re

like that?”
 
“What kind of a fool would come poke one to find out?” the fisherman

calls back, and Harding has to grant him that one. A Negro professor from a
Negro college. That kind of a fool.

 
As he’s crouched on the rocks, working fast—there’s not just the

fisherman’s clouds to contend with, but the specter of the rising tide—he
notices those glitters, again, among the seaweed.

 
He picks one up. A moment after touching it, he realizes that might

not have been the best idea, but it doesn’t burn his fingers. It’s transparent,
like glass, and smooth, like glass, and cool, like glass, and knobby. About



the size of a hazelnut. A striking green, with opaque milk-white dabs at the
tip of each bump.

 
He places it in a sample vial, which he seals and labels meticulously

before pocketing. Using his tweezers, he repeats the process with an even
dozen, trying to select a few of each size and color. They’re sturdy—he
can’t avoid stepping on them but they don’t break between the rocks and
his wellies. Nevertheless, he pads each one but the first with cotton wool. 
Spores? he wonders. Egg cases? Shedding?

 
Ten minutes, fifteen.
 
“Professor,” calls the fisherman, “I think you had better hurry!”
 
Harding turns. That freshening breeze is a wind at a good clip now,

chilling his throat above the collar of his jacket, biting into his wrists between
glove and cuff. The water between the rocks and the Bluebird chops
erratically, facets capped in white, so he can almost imagine the scrape of
the palette knife that must have made them.

 
The southwest sky is darkened by a palm-smear of muddy brown and

alizarin crimson. His fingers numb in the falling temperatures.
 
“Professor!”
 
He knows. It comes to him that he misjudged the fisherman; Harding

would have thought the other man would have abandoned him at the first
sign of trouble. He wishes now that he remembered his name.

 
He scrambles down the boulders, lowering the buckets, swinging

them out until the fisherman can catch them and secure them aboard. The 
Bluebird can’t come in close to the rocks in this chop. Harding is going to
have to risk the cold water, and swim. He kicks off his wellies and zips down
the aviator’s jacket. He throws them across, and the fisherman catches.
Then Harding points his toes, bends his knees—he’ll have to jump hard, to
get over the rocks.

 
The water closes over him, cold as a line of fire. It knocks the air from

his lungs on impact, though he gritted his teeth in anticipation. Harding
strokes furiously for the surface, the waves more savage than he had
anticipated. He needs the momentum of his dive to keep from being swept
back against the rocks.

 



He’s not going to reach the boat.
 
The thrown cork vest strikes him. He gets an arm through, but can’t

pull it over his head. Sea water, acrid and icy, salt-stings his eyes, throat,
and nose. He clings, because it’s all he can do, but his fingers are already
growing numb. There’s a tug, a hard jerk, and the life preserver almost
slides from his grip.

 
Then he’s moving through the water, being towed, banged hard

against the side of the Bluebird. The fisherman’s hands close on his wrist
and he’s too numb to feel the burn of chafing skin. Harding kicks,
scrabbles. Hips banged, shins bruised, he hauls himself and is himself
hauled over the sideboard of the boat.

 
He’s shivering under a wool navy blanket before he realizes that the

fisherman has got it over him. There’s coffee in a Thermos lid between his
hands. Harding wonders, with what he distractedly recognizes as classic
dissociative ideation, whether anyone in America will be able to buy
German products soon. Someday, this fisherman’s battered coffee keeper
might be a collector’s item.

 
They don’t make it in before the rain comes.
 

* * * *
 
The next day is meant to break clear and cold, today’s rain only a

passing herald of winter. Harding regrets the days lost to weather and
recalcitrant fishermen, but at least he knows he has a ride tomorrow. Which
means he can spend the afternoon in research, rather than hunting the
docks, looking for a willing captain.

 
He jams his wet feet into his wellies and thanks the fisherman, then

hikes back to his inn, the only inn in town that’s open in November. Half an
hour later, clean and dry and still shaken, he considers his options.

 
After the Great War, he lived for a while in Harlem—he remembers

the riots and the music, and the sense of community. His mother is still
there, growing gracious as a flower in a window-box. But he left that for
college in Alabama, and he has not forgotten the experience of segregated
restaurants, or the excuses he made for never leaving the campus.

 
He couldn’t get out of the south fast enough. His Ph.D. work at Yale,

the first school in America to have awarded a doctorate to a Negro, taught
him two things other than natural history. One was that Booker T.



Washington was right, and white men were afraid of a smart colored. The
other was that W.E.B. DuBois was right, and sometimes people were
scared of what was needful.

 
Whatever resentment he experienced from faculty or fellow students,

in the North, he can walk into almost any bar and order any drink he wants.
And right now, he wants a drink almost as badly as he does not care to be
alone. He thinks he will have something hot and go to the library.

 
It’s still raining as he crosses the street to the tavern. Shaking water

droplets off his hat, he chooses a table near the back. Next to the kitchen
door, but it’s the only empty place and might be warm.

 
He must pass through the lunchtime crowd to get there, swaybacked

wooden floorboards bowing underfoot. Despite the storm, the place is full,
and in full argument. No one breaks conversation as he enters.

 
Harding cannot help but overhear.
 
“Jew bastards,” says one. “We should do the same.”
 
“No one asked you,” says the next man, wearing a cap pulled low. “If

there’s gonna be a war, I hope we stay out of it.”
 
That piques Harding’s interest. The man has his elbow on a

thrice-folded Boston Herald, and Harding steps close—but not too close.
“Excuse me, sir. Are you finished with your paper?”

 
“What?” He turns, and for a moment Harding fears hostility, but his

sun-lined face folds around a more generous expression. “Sure, boy,” he
says. “You can have it.”

 
He pushes the paper across the bar with fingertips, and Harding

receives it the same way. “Thank you,” he says, but the Yankee has already
turned back to his friend the anti-Semite.

 
Hands shaking, Harding claims the vacant table before he unfolds the

paper. He holds the flimsy up to catch the light.
 
The headline is on the front page in the international section.
 
Germany Sanctions Lynch Law 
 
“Oh, God,” Harding says, and if the light in his corner weren’t so bad



he’d lay the tabloid down on the table as if it is filthy. He reads, the edge of
the paper shaking, of ransacked shops and burned synagogues, of Jews
rounded up by the thousands and taken to places no one seems able to
name. He reads rumors of deportation. He reads of murders and beatings
and broken glass.

 
As if his grandfather’s hand rests on one shoulder and the defeated

hand of the Kaiser on the other, he feels the stifling shadow of history, the
press of incipient war.

 
“Oh, God,” he repeats.
 
He lays the paper down.
 
“Are you ready to order?” Somehow the waitress has appeared at his

elbow without his even noticing. “Scotch,” he says, when he has been
meaning to order a beer. “Make it a triple, please.”

 
“Anything to eat?”
 
His stomach clenches. “No,” he says. “I’m not hungry.”
 
She leaves for the next table, where she calls a man in a cloth cap sir.

Harding puts his damp fedora on the tabletop. The chair across from him
scrapes out.

 
He looks up to meet the eyes of the fisherman. “May I sit, Professor

Harding?”
 
“Of course.” He holds out his hand, taking a risk. “Can I buy you a

drink? Call me Paul.”
 
“Burt,” says the fisherman, and takes his hand before dropping into

the chair. “I’ll have what you’re having.”
 
Harding can’t catch the waitress’s eye, but the fisherman manages.

He holds up two fingers; she nods and comes over.
 
“You still look a bit peaked,” fisherman says, when she’s delivered

their order. “That’ll put some color in your cheeks. Uh, I mean—”
 
Harding waves it off. He’s suddenly more willing to make allowances.

“It’s not the swim,” he says, and takes another risk. He pushes the
newspaper across the table and waits for the fisherman’s reaction.



 
“Oh, Christ, they’re going to kill every one of them,” Burt says, and

spins the Herald away so he doesn’t have to read the rest of it. “Why didn’t
they get out? Any fool could have seen it coming.”

 
And where would they run? Harding could have asked. But it’s not an

answerable question, and from the look on Burt’s face, he knows that as
soon as it’s out of his mouth. Instead, he quotes: “‘There has been no
tragedy in modern times equal in its awful effects to the fight on the Jew in
Germany. It is an attack on civilization, comparable only to such horrors as
the Spanish Inquisition and the African slave trade.’”

 
Burt taps his fingers on the table. “Is that your opinion?”
 
“W.E.B. DuBois,” Harding says. “About two years ago. He also said:

‘There is a campaign of race prejudice carried on, openly, continuously and
determinedly against all non-Nordic races, but specifically against the Jews,
which surpasses in vindictive cruelty and public insult anything I have ever
seen; and I have seen much.’”

 
“Isn’t he that colored who hates white folks?” Burt asks.
 
Harding shakes his head. “No,” he answers. “Not unless you consider

it hating white folks that he also compared the treatment of Jews in
Germany to Jim Crowism in the U.S.”

 
“I don’t hold with that,” Burt says. “I mean, no offense, I wouldn’t want

you marrying my sister—”
 
“It’s all right,” Harding answers. “I wouldn’t want you marrying mine

either.”
 
Finally.
 
A joke that Burt laughs at.
 
And then he chokes to a halt and stares at his hands, wrapped around

the glass. Harding doesn’t complain when, with the side of his hand, he
nudges the paper to the floor where it can be trampled.

 
And then Harding finds the courage to say, “Where would they run to?

Nobody wants them. Borders are closed—”
 
“My grandfather’s house was on the Underground Railroad. Did you



know that?” Burt lowers his voice, a conspiratorial whisper. “He was from
away, but don’t tell anyone around here. I’d never hear the end of it.”

 
“Away?”
 
“White River Junction,” Burt stage-whispers, and Harding can’t tell if

that’s mocking irony or deep personal shame. “Vermont.”
 
They finish their scotch in silence. It burns all the way down, and they

sit for a moment together before Harding excuses himself to go to the
library.

 
“Wear your coat, Paul,” Burt says. “It’s still raining.”
 
Unlike the tavern, the library is empty. Except for the librarian, who

looks up nervously when Harding enters. Harding’s head is spinning from
the liquor, but at least he’s warming up.

 
He drapes his coat over a steam radiator and heads for the 595

shelf: science, invertebrates. Most of the books here are already in his own
library, but there’s one—a Harvard professor’s 1839 monograph on marine
animals of the Northeast—that he has hopes for. According to the index, it
references shoggoths (under the old name of submersible jellies) on
pages 46, 78, and 133-137. In addition, there is a plate bound in between
pages 120 and 121, which Harding means to save for last. But the first two
mentions are in passing, and pages 133-138, inclusive, have been razored
out so cleanly that Harding flips back and forth several times before he’s
sure they are gone.

 
He pauses there, knees tucked under and one elbow resting on a

scarred blond desk. He drops his right hand from where it rests against his
forehead. The book falls open naturally to the mutilation.

 
Whoever liberated the pages also cracked the binding.
 
Harding runs his thumb down the join and doesn’t notice skin parting

on the paper edge until he sees the blood. He snatches his hand back.
Belatedly, the papercut stings.

 
“Oh,” he says, and sticks his thumb in his mouth. Blood tastes like the

ocean.
 

* * * *
 



Half an hour later he’s on the telephone long distance, trying to get
and then keep a connection to Professor John Marshland, his colleague
and mentor. Even in town, the only option is a party line, and though the
operator is pleasant the connection still sounds as if he’s shouting down a
piece of string run between two tin cans. Through a tunnel.

 
“Gilman,” Harding bellows, wincing, wondering what the operator

thinks of all this. He spells it twice. “1839. Deep-Sea and Intertidal Species
of The North Atlantic. The Yale library should have a copy!”

 
The answer is almost inaudible between hiss and crackle. In pieces,

as if over glass breaking. As if from the bottom of the ocean.
 
It’s a dark four pm in the easternmost U.S., and Harding can’t help but

recall that in Europe, night has already fallen.
 
“...infor ... need ... Doc ... Harding?”
 
Harding shouts the page numbers, cupping the checked-out library

book in his bandaged hand. It’s open to the plate; inexplicably, the thief left
that. It’s a hand-tinted John James Audubon engraving picturing a
quiescent shoggoth, docile on a rock. Gulls wheel all around it.
Audubon—the Creole child of a Frenchman, who scarcely escaped being
drafted to serve in the Napoleonic Wars—has depicted the glassy
translucence of the shoggoth with such perfection that the bent shadows of
refracted wings can be seen right through it.

 
* * * *

 
The cold front that came in behind the rain brought fog with it, and the

entire harbor is blanketed by morning. Harding shows up at six am anyway,
hopeful, a Thermos in his hand—German or not, the hardware store still has
some—and his sampling kit in a pack slung over his shoulder. Burt shakes
his head by a piling. “Be socked in all day,” he says regretfully. He won’t
take the Bluebird out in this, and Harding knows it’s wisdom even as he
frets under the delay. “Want to come have breakfast with me and Missus
Clay?”

 
Clay. A good honest name for a good honest Yankee. “She won’t

mind?”
 
“She won’t mind if I say it’s all right,” Burt says. “I told her she might

should expect you.”



 
So Harding seals his kit under a tarp in the Bluebird—he’s already

brought it this far—and with his coffee in one hand and the paper tucked
under his elbow, follows Burt along the water. “Any news?” Burt asks, when
they’ve walked a hundred yards.

 
Harding wonders if he doesn’t take the paper. Or if he’s just making

conversation. “It’s still going on in Germany.”
 
“Damn,” Burt says. He shakes his head, steel-grey hair sticking out

under his cap in every direction. “Still, what are you gonna do, enlist?”
 
The twist of his lip as he looks at Harding makes them, after all, two

old military men together. They’re of an age, though Harding’s indoor life
makes him look younger. Harding shakes his head. “Even if Roosevelt was
ever going to bring us into it, they’d never let me fight,” he says, bitterly.
That was the Great War, too; colored soldiers mostly worked supply, thank
you. At least Nathan Harding got to shoot back.

 
“I always heard you fellows would prefer not to come to the front,”

Burt says, and Harding can’t help it.
 
He bursts out laughing. “Who would?” he says, when he’s bitten his

lip and stopped snorting. “It doesn’t mean we won’t. Or can’t.”
 
Booker T. Washington was raised a slave, died young of

overwork—the way Burt probably will, if Harding is any judge—and believed
in imitating and appeasing white folks. But W.E.B. DuBois was born in the
north and didn’t believe that anything is solved by making one’s self
transparent, inoffensive, invisible.

 
Burt spits between his teeth, a long deliberate stream of tobacco.

“Parlez-vous francaise?”
 
His accent is better than Harding would have guessed. Harding

knows, all of a sudden, where Burt spent his war. And Harding, surprising
himself, pities him. “Un peu.”

 
“Well, if you want to fight the Krauts so bad, you could join the

Foreign Legion.”
 
When Harding gets back to the hotel, full of apple pie and cheddar

cheese and maple-smoked bacon, a yellow envelope waits in a cubby
behind the desk.



 
* * * *

 
WESTERN UNION
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* * * *
 
When the pages arrive—by post, as promised, the following

afternoon—Harding is out in the Bluebird with Burt. This expedition is more
of a success, as he begins sampling in earnest, and finds himself pelted by
more of the knobby transparent pellets.

 
Whatever they are, they fall from each fruiting body he harvests in

showers. Even the insult of an amputation—delivered at a four-foot reach,
with long-handled pruning shears—does not draw so much as a quiver from
the shoggoth. The viscous fluid dripping from the wound hisses when it
touches the blade of the shears, however, and Harding is careful not to get
close to it.

 
What he notices is that when the nodules fall onto the originating

shoggoth, they bounce from its integument. But on those occasions where
they fall onto one of its neighbors, they stick to the tough transparent hide,
and slowly settle within to hang in the animal’s body like unlikely fruit in a
gelatin salad.

 
So maybe it is a means of reproduction, of sharing genetic material,



after all.
 
He returns to the Inn to find a fat envelope shoved into his cubby and

eats sitting on his rented bed with a nightstand as a worktop so he can read
over his plate. The information from Doctor Gilman’s monograph has been
reproduced onto seven yellow legal sheets in a meticulous hand;
Marshland obviously recruited one of his graduate students to serve as
copyist. By the postmark, the letter was mailed from Arkham, which
explains the speed of its arrival. The student hadn’t brought it back to New
Haven.

 
Halfway down the page, Harding pushes his plate away and reaches,

absently, into his jacket pocket. The vial with the first glass nodule rests
there like a talisman, and he’s startled to find it cool enough to the touch that
it feels slick, almost frozen. He starts and pulls it out. Except where his
fingers and the cloth fibers have wiped it clean, the tube is moist and
frosted. “What the hell...?”

 
He flicks the cork out with his thumbnail and tips the rattling nodule

onto his palm. It’s cold, too, chill as an ice cube, and it doesn’t warm to his
touch.

 
Carefully, uncertainly, he sets it on the edge of the side table his

papers and plate are propped on, and pokes it with a fingertip. There’s only
a faint tick as it rocks on its protrusions, clicking against waxed pine. He
stares at it suspiciously for a moment, and picks up the yellow pages again.

 
The monograph is mostly nonsense. It was written twenty years

before the publication of Darwin’s The Origin of Species, and uncritically
accepts the theories of Jesuit, soldier, and botanist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck.
Which is to say, Gilman assumed that soft inheritance—the heritability of
acquired or practiced traits—was a reality. But unlike every other article on
shoggoths Harding has ever read, this passage does mention the nodules.
And relates what it purports are several interesting old Indian legends about
the “submersible jellies,” including a creation tale that would have the
shoggoths as their creator’s first experiment in life, something from the
elder days of the world.

 
Somehow, the green bead has found its way back into Harding’s grip.

He would expect it to warm as he rolls it between his fingers, but instead it
grows colder. It’s peculiar, he thinks, that the native peoples of the
Northeast—the Passamaquoddys for whom the little seacoast town he’s
come to are named—should through sheer superstition come so close to
the empirical truth. The shoggoths are a living fossil, something virtually



unchanged except in scale since the early days of the world—
 
He stares at the careful black script on the paper unseeing, and

reaches with his free hand for his coffee cup. It’s gone tepid, a scum of
butterfat coagulated on top, but he rinses his mouth with it and swallows
anyway.

 
If a shoggoth is immortal, has no natural enemies, then how is it that

they have not overrun every surface of the world? How is it that they are
rare, that the oceans are not teeming with them, as in the famous parable
illustrating what would occur if every spawn of every oyster survived?

 
There are distinct species of shoggoth. And distinct populations

within those distinct species. And there is a fossil record that suggests that
prehistoric species were different at least in scale, in the era of megafauna.
But if nobody had ever seen a dead shoggoth, then nobody had ever seen
an infant shoggoth either, leaving Harding with an inescapable question: if
an animal does not reproduce, how can it evolve?

 
Harding, worrying at the glassy surface of the nodule, thinks he

knows. It comes to him with a kind of nauseating, euphoric clarity, a
trembling idea so pellucid he is almost moved to distrust it on those
grounds alone. It’s not a revelation on the same scale, of course, but he
wonders if this is how Newton felt when he comprehended gravity, or
Darwin when he stared at the beaks of finch after finch after finch.

 
It’s not the shoggoth species that evolves. It’s the individual

shoggoths, each animal in itself.
 
“Don’t get too excited, Paul,” he tells himself, and picks up the

remaining handwritten pages. There’s not too much more to read,
however—the rest of the subchapter consists chiefly of secondhand
anecdotes and bits of legendry.

 
The one that Harding finds most amusing is a nursery rhyme, a child’s

counting poem littered with nonsense syllables. He recites it under his
breath, thinking of the Itsy Bitsy Spider all the while:

 
The wiggle giggle squiggle 
Is left behind on shore. 
The widdle giddle squiddle 
Is caught outside the door. 
Eyah, eyah. Fata gun eyah. 



Eyah, eyah, the master comes no more. 
 
His fingers sting as if with electric shock; they jerk apart, the nodule

clattering to his desk. When he looks at his fingertips, they are marked with
small white spots of frostbite.

 
He pokes one with a pencil point and feels nothing. But the nodule

itself is coated with frost now, fragile spiky feathers coalescing out of the
humid sea air. They collapse in the heat of his breath, melting into beads of
water almost indistinguishable from the knobby surface of the object itself.

 
He uses the cork to roll the nodule into the tube again, and corks it

firmly before rising to brush his teeth and put his pajamas on. Unnerved
beyond any reason or logic, before he turns the coverlet down he visits his
suitcase compulsively. From a case in the very bottom of it, he retrieves a
Colt 1911 automatic pistol, which he slides beneath his pillow as he fluffs it.

 
After a moment’s consideration, he adds the no-longer-cold vial with

the nodule, also.
 

* * * *
 
Slam . Not a storm, no, not on this calm ocean, in this calm night,

among the painted hulls of the fishing boats tied up snug to the pier. But
something tremendous, surging towards Harding, as if he were pursued by
a giant transparent bubble. The shining iridescent wall of it, catching
rainbows just as it does in the Audubon image, is burned into his vision as if
with silver nitrate. Is he dreaming? He must be dreaming; he was in his bed
in his pinstriped blue cotton flannel pajamas only a moment ago, lying
awake, rubbing the numb fingertips of his left hand together. Now, he ducks
away from the rising monster and turns in futile panic.

 
He is not surprised when he does not make it.
 
The blow falls soft, as if someone had thrown a quilt around him. He

thrashes though he knows it’s hopeless, an atavistic response and
involuntary.

 
His flesh should burn, dissolve. He should already be digesting in the

monster’s acid body. Instead, he feels coolness, buoyancy. No chance of
light beyond reflexively closed lids. No sense of pressure, though he
imagines he has been taken deep. He’s as untouched within it as Burt’s
lobster pots.

 



He can only hold his breath out for so long. It’s his own reflexes and
weaknesses that will kill him.

 
In just a moment, now.
 
He surrenders, allows his lungs to fill.
 
And is surprised, for he always heard that drowning was painful. But

there is pressure, and cold, and the breath he draws is effortful, for
certain—

 
—but it does not hurt, not much, and he does not die.
 
Command , the shoggoth—what else could be speaking?—says in

his ear, buzzing like the manifold voice of a hive.
 
Harding concentrates on breathing. On the chill pressure on his limbs,

the overwhelming flavor of licorice. He knows they use cold packs to calm
hysterics in insane asylums; he never thought the treatment anything but
quackery. But the chilly pressure calms him now.

 
Command , the shoggoth says again.
 
Harding opens his eyes and sees as if through thousands. The

shoggoths have no eyes, exactly, but their hide is all eyes; they see,
somehow, in every direction at once. And he is seeing not only what his
own vision reports, or that of this shoggoth, but that of shoggoths all
around. The sessile and the active, the blooming and the dormant. They
are all one.

 
His right hand pushes through resisting jelly. He’s still in his pajamas,

and with the logic of dreams the vial from under his pillow is clenched in his
fist. Not the gun, unfortunately, though he’s not at all certain what he would
do with it if it were. The nodule shimmers now, with submarine witchlight,
trickling through his fingers, limning the palm of his hand.

 
What he sees—through shoggoth eyes—is an incomprehensible

tapestry. He pushes at it, as he pushes at the gelatin, trying to see only with
his own eyes, to only see the glittering vial.

 
His vision within the thing’s body offers unnatural clarity. The angle of

refraction between the human eye and water causes blurring, and it should
be even more so within the shoggoth. But the glass in his hand appears



crisper.
 
Command , the shoggoth says, a third time.
 
“What are you?” Harding tries to say, through the fluid clogging his

larynx.
 
He makes no discernable sound, but it doesn’t seem to matter. The

shoggoth shudders in time to the pulses of light in the nodule. Created to
serve, it says. Purposeless without you.

 
And Harding thinks, How can that be?
 
As if his wondering were an order, the shoggoths tell.
 
Not in words, precisely, but in pictures, images—that textured jumbled

tapestry. He sees, as if they flash through his own memory, the bulging
radially symmetrical shapes of some prehistoric animal, like a squat
tentacular barrel grafted to a pair of giant starfish. Makers. Masters.

 
The shoggoths were engineered. And their creators had not

permitted them to think, except for at their bidding. The basest slave may
be free inside his own mind—but not so the shoggoths. They had been
laborers, construction equipment, shock troops. They had been dread
weapons in their own selves, obedient chattel. Immortal, changing to suit
the task of the moment.

 
This selfsame shoggoth, long before the reign of the dinosaurs, had

built structures and struck down enemies that Harding did not even have
names for. But a coming of the ice had ended the civilization of the
Masters, and left the shoggoths to retreat to the fathomless sea while
warm-blooded mammals overran the earth. There, they were free to
converse, to explore, to philosophize and build a culture. They only
returned to the surface, vulnerable, to bloom.

 
It is not mating. It’s mutation. As they rest, sunning themselves upon

the rocks, they create themselves anew. Self-evolving, when they sit
tranquil each year in the sun, exchanging information and control codes with
their brothers.

 
Free, says the shoggoth mournfully. Like all its kind, it is immortal.
 
It remembers.



 
Harding’s fingertips tingle. He remembers beaded ridges of hard

black keloid across his grandfather’s back, the shackle galls on his wrists.
Harding locks his hand over the vial of light, as if that could stop the itching.
It makes it worse.

 
Maybe the nodule is radioactive.
 
Take me back, Harding orders. And the shoggoth breaks the

surface, cresting like a great rolling wave, water cutting back before it as if
from the prow of a ship. Harding can make out the lights of
Passamaquoddy Harbor. The chill sticky sensation of gelatin-soaked cloth
sliding across his skin tells him he’s not dreaming.

 
Had he come down through the streets of the town in the dark,

barefoot over frost, insensibly sleepwalking? Had the shoggoth called him?
 
Put me ashore. 
 
The shoggoth is loathe to leave him. It clings caressingly, stickily. He

feels its tenderness as it draws its colloid from his lungs, a horrible loving
sensation.

 
The shoggoth discharges Harding gently onto the pier.
 
Your command, the shoggoth says, which makes Harding feel sicker

still.
 
I won’t do this. Harding moves to stuff the vial into his sodden pocket,

and realizes that his pajamas are without pockets. The light spills from his
hands; instead, he tucks the vial into his waistband and pulls the pajama top
over it. His feet are numb; his teeth rattle so hard he’s afraid they’ll break.
The sea wind knifes through him; the spray might be needles of shattered
glass.

 
Go on, he tells the shoggoth, like shooing cattle. Go on!
 
It slides back into the ocean as if it never was.
 
Harding blinks, rubs his eyes to clear slime from the lashes. His

results are astounding. His tenure assured. There has to be a way to use
what he’s learned without returning the shoggoths to bondage.

 



He tries to run back to the Inn, but by the time he reaches it, he’s
staggering. The porch door is locked; he doesn’t want to pound on it and
explain himself. But when he stumbles to the back, he finds that
someone—probably himself, in whatever entranced state in which he left
the place—fouled the latch with a slip of notebook paper. The door opens
to a tug, and he climbs the back stair doubled over like a child or an animal,
hands on the steps, toes so numb he has to watch where he puts them.

 
In his room again, he draws a hot bath and slides into it, hoping by the

grace of God that he’ll be spared pneumonia.
 
When the water has warmed him enough that his hands have stopped

shaking, Harding reaches over the cast-iron edge of the tub to the slumped
pile of his pajamas and fumbles free the vial. The nugget isn’t glowing now.

 
He pulls the cork with his teeth; his hands are too clumsy. The nodule

is no longer cold, but he still tips it out with care.
 
Harding thinks of himself, swallowed whole. He thinks of a shoggoth

bigger than the Bluebird, bigger than Burt Clay’s lobster boat The Blue
Heron. He thinks of die Unterseatboote. He thinks of refugee flotillas and
trench warfare and roiling soupy palls of mustard gas. Of Britain and France
at war, and Roosevelt’s neutrality.

 
He thinks of the perfect weapon.
 
The perfect slave.
 
When he rolls the nodule across his wet palm, ice rimes to its

surface. Command?  Obedient. Sounding pleased to serve.
 
Not even free in its own mind.
 
He rises from the bath, water rolling down his chest and thighs. The

nodule won’t crush under his boot; he will have to use the pliers from his
collection kit. But first, he reaches out to the shoggoth.

 
At the last moment, he hesitates. Who is he, to condemn a world to

war? To the chance of falling under the sway of empire? Who is he to salve
his conscience on the backs of suffering shopkeepers and pharmacists
and children and mothers and schoolteachers? Who is he to impose his
own ideology over the ideology of the shoggoth?

 
Harding scrubs his tongue against the roof of his mouth, chasing the



faint anise aftertaste of shoggoth. They’re born slaves. They want to be
told what to do.

 
He could win the war before it really started. He bites his lip. The taste

of his own blood, flowing from cracked, chapped flesh, is as sweet as any
fruit of the poison tree.

 
I want you to learn to be free, he tells the shoggoth. And I want you

to teach your brothers.
 
The nodule crushes with a sound like powdering glass.
 
“Eyah, eyah. Fata gun eyah,” Harding whispers. “Eyah, eyah, the

master comes no more.”
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