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INTRODUCTION

Strange things can happen at conventions when authors get together.

A group of writers sits around in the hotel bar, talking about stories, careers, gossip, talking about H.P. Lovecraft, talking about chess, and then suddenly talking about Lovecraftian chess stories or chess-Lovecraft stories.

And then somebody makes a bet, issues a challenge: to write such a story in a week.

And then we’ll vote on the stories, and the writer with the best story “wins” the chance to publish them as an anthology.

And we’ll publish it for charity.

And it will benefit women’s shelters and programs for victims of domestic violence.

So we did it, it happened, and here I am, having won for myself a ton of work and the privilege of putting together this selection of stories by some excellent writers. I’m honored to share these pages with the work of three Bram Stoker Award nominees, the writers Guy Anthony De Marco and Peter J. Wacks, plus the artistic talents of Chaz Kemp, who collaborated with them on their nominated graphic novel, Behind These Eyes. The other writers ain’t no slouches either. Vivian Caethe’s collection Handwritten is a delectable smorgasbord of flash fiction and crunchy vignettes. Sam Knight’s short stories are starting to spread like wildfire to other anthologies like Penny Dread Tales III.

I am also privileged to be able to support a worthy charity with this effort in a time when support for women’s organizations seems to be under attack at every level of society, with a vocal, strident minority that seems bent on dragging women’s rights back into the 19th century.

I like the idea of hope coming from horror.

The title of this anthology comes from a particular chess move where one pawn can take another pawn en passant, or “in passing.”

The French word passant can also be used to mean “passerby”. Great Cthulhu, Lovecraft’s timeless Great Old One, could destroy us en passant with a shrug of his slimy wing from his dreaming place beneath the Pacific Ocean. 

In these stories come brushes with the cosmic, the unfathomable, the unspeakable mysteries of the universe, coupled with what is arguably the greatest game ever devised on this blue ball spinning through the void. What better metaphor for the cosmic, the unknowable, than a game with more possibilities than there are quarks in this universe?

And from that cosmic mystery comes ... what?

Cthulhu ftaghn.

 

Travis Heermann

April, 2014
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Fried Liver Attack

By Guy Anthony De Marco

“And Knight takes pawn, E5.” Toby looked up from the chessboard, a large smile spread across his brown face. “This opening is pretty ancient. Your move.”

Sarah scanned the board, her dark eyes jerking as though she were in a deep REM sleep. She closed them and yawned, then stretched her arms until they touched the roof of the 1978 Dodge camper van and her shoulders made a small popping sound. “We’re supposed to be camping and having fun on our first date. You promised fun. I distinctly remember that word. Chess is as fun as watching professional miniature golf.” She dropped her arms back down. “Stupid name for an opening move anyway, Fried Liver Attack. I’m stuck, I don’t know where to move next, and I’d rather be kissing you right about now.”

Toby smiled, then puckered up. 

After a few minutes, they broke apart. Sarah blushed and giggled. “My father would be so pissed right now. ‘You shouldn’t be alone in the middle of nowhere with that stranger.’” Her brow furrowed. “Of course, a stranger means someone who isn’t white.” She sighed and put her hand on Toby’s. “Old school, old fool when it comes to race relations. You’ll have to remember that when you meet him.”

“Already planning to introduce me to your family, eh?” With his other hand, he rubbed Sarah’s knuckles. “I could tell him I’m set up with a lucrative tech support job with IBM once I graduate.”

“No, that would make things worse. It’s not the money, it’s the stereotype.” She lowered her voice an octave and said in a mock Indian accent, “Hello, my name is Samuel L. Jackson, how may I fix your computer today?”

“Well, I guess I won’t tell him my father owns a chain of 7-11’s,” Toby replied. “Icing on the cake. Speaking of cake, there’s some snacks in the cooler. Hungry?”

“Starving.”

Toby struggled with the side door for a few moments until it slid open, squealing in rusty protest. They hopped out of the recreational vehicle and stretched, followed by a few fumbling kisses.

“You want a beer?” 

“Eh, why not,” said Sarah. “Got anything substantial in there too?”

Toby walked over to a cooler mounted on a shelf connected to the towing hitch on the back of the RV. He toyed with the bungee cords and opened the top. “Substantial, yes. Nourishing, that’s a gamble.” He handed two Budweiser longnecks to Sarah, who twisted off the caps. He dug around and pulled out a couple of sandwiches and a box of Twinkies.

“Tuna or turkey?” he asked.

“Turkey. I don’t want tuna breath.”

Toby exchanged a sandwich and a couple of Twinkies for a longneck. “You’ll get tuna breath anyway if you keep smooching me.”

“Okay, I guess I’ll have to stop kissing you then.” She playfully raised an eyebrow and smirked.

“Prefer you didn’t,” he said. “Come on, let’s finish that game and we can go on a hike.”

Sarah looked around the small clearing they had found on an old logging road. “These trees don’t look too happy that we’re here.” Even though it was sunny, she felt a cold chill that gave her goose bumps. 

The clearing looked like it was created by a meteor strike. The ground had no dirt, just bare granite in the shape of a circle. The trees leaned away, as though they were afraid to grow over the spot.

“Actually, the trees are all bunched together like they’re a barrier,” she said. “I wonder if someone planted them that way?”

Toby turned to look at the circle. “Yeah, I see what you mean. Look at how they’re all dead-looking on this side, but they’re green on the other.”

Sarah shuddered with another cold chill. “I hope I’m not coming down with something. Let’s go in. I need my sweater.”

After climbing back into the Dodge, Toby forced the sliding door closed.

“Oh, it’s nice and toasty in here!” said Sarah. “Is the heater on?”

“Nope, it’s busted,” Toby replied. “Maybe the sun is hitting the roof just right. Let’s continue the game, shall we?”

“We can, but I need to check my blood sugar.”

Toby raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know you were diabetic.”

“There’s lots of things you don’t know about me,” she replied as she dug her glucose meter out of her purse. “Isn’t that the point of having a first date?”

“Well, yeah, but we’ve been friends for three years.”

Sarah loaded a lancet and pressed the trigger to prick the finger she had wiped with an alcohol pad. “I don’t know, I just don’t like people to know. They think I’m defective or something because I was born this way.” She squeezed her fingertip until a small sphere of blood appeared. She slid a test strip into the meter and dipped the tip into the blood. “I got bullied when I was in kindergarten.”

“Let me take the TARDIS and go back in time to kick their asses.”

“Heh, right. One’s a preacher, and the other is a middleweight mixed martial arts champion,” she said. “OK, good. Little low at 87, so I’m cleared for Twinkie consumption.”

Toby thought for a second. “That preacher will never know what hit him. But seriously, talk to me when you have something important to say.”

“I will. Oh, shit,” said Sarah. “I got some blood on the chessboard. I’m sorry.”

“No worries. It’s old, and it has plenty of scars and stains,” said Toby. “I was told it was my grandfather’s set. He was nuts, and ended up getting shot by the police in Mumbai, back when it was called Bombay. He killed a bunch of people with a khukuri.” He saw the puzzled look on Sarah’s face. “It’s a forward-curved knife, pretty nasty. Took out over sixty people. It was quite the scandal. He kept screaming about getting the demons out of their bodies.”

“Okay, enough with the crazy talk. I’ll move this pawn.”

Toby smiled. “Surprisingly astute move. Maybe you’re really a ringer and you’re playing with my head.” He countered with his own pawn.

“Why so shocked?” mocked Sarah in a sing-song voice, fluttering her eyes and acting demure. “Afraid of getting beaten by a girl?”

Toby opened his mouth to reply, but a movement from the front of the camper caught his attention. “What the…”

Sarah opened her eyes and followed Toby’s gaze.

A black, rubbery-looking arm slowly stretched out from under the driver’s seat towards them. The skin had an alligator texture with oozing burn scabs. The cracks in the skin glowed, flashing a dim ember-red. The appendage was capped by a long-fingered hand with spiky black nails. Toby and Sarah watched it reach between them and move Sarah’s knight to take a pawn. The hand retracted in slow motion until it merged with the darkness under the seat, leaving a stench like a steaming, road-kill funeral pyre.

Toby looked across the board at his opponent’s shocked face. “That has got to be the most fucked-up thing I’ve ever experienced.”

Sarah twisted in her seat to reach her longneck. “Holy shit, did you put something in my beer?”

He looked appalled. “Of course I didn’t. You opened the bottles.”

Shaking her long, brown hair from her face, Sarah bent over low to peer under the seat. The darkness was an event horizon. “I don’t see anything under there.” She put one of her cheeks on the floor. “I can’t see through to where the gas pedal is, so there’s something blocking it. Go see what it is.”

“Like Hell I will,” said Toby. “Besides, it must’ve been a shadow or a big moth or something.” He cocked his head to the side. “But ... I thought I saw a tentacle or an arm, you?”

Sarah nodded. “An arm. It was really gross looking. A shared hallucination?”

“Must be. Something like that thing can’t possibly exist.” He straightened his head while Sarah sat back down. “We must be on the same wavelength if we imagined the same thing.”

“Yeah. Yeah, you’re right. Creepy.” She pursed her lips as she looked at the chessboard. “That knight did move, though.”

Toby giggled half-heartedly and turned his attention back to the chessboard. Ignoring her observation, he said, “OK, now we’ll move this pawn up two squares.”

Sarah didn’t bother to watch his move.
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