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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   The following manuscript was found among the effects of my late uncle, Edmund Patrick Trevelyan, following his strange disappearance in June 1993 during a visit to Tormount in Cornwall. So far, nothing has been seen or heard of him although it has been established that he left Cambridge where he was staying with a friend, with the stated intention of returning to Charnwood House on the outskirts of the village. This had once been the residence of a colleague of his, Professor John Stuart McKinrick. That he reached the house appears beyond question from the evidence of the villagers and the manuscript was discovered on the table in the observatory. Whether the events described therein are fact or the ravings of an unsound mind is a matter of conjecture but his disappearance, and that of Professor McKinrick, have never been explained.
 
   There are certain things which are not meant for rational, thinking men to know and in particular that cryptic lore from incredibly ancient times into which it is imprudent for men to dwell. Yet while such ignorance may be beneficial to the overall sanity of the human race, it may also contribute to mankind’s ultimate destruction.
 
   I am reluctantly forced into setting down this account, not because I expect that it will be believed except by those few who possess sufficient independence of thought regarding the primal myth cycles to fully comprehend the import of their significance, but because scientists are now sending space probes into the furthermost reaches of the solar system and I am mortally afraid that, sooner rather than later, they may discover that festering horror which mercifully lies beyond the anomalous orbit of Pluto.
 
   I have little fear that the optical astronomers will ever locate the terrible tenth planet of our system for this black, forbidden world possesses no light of its own, nor does it reflect any of the radiation from the Sun. Yet they undoubtedly suspect its presence from the still unexplained perturbations in the orbits of Neptune and Pluto.
 
   It will be impossible to deter the space scientists for such is the innate curiosity of men that they have to seek out that which lies just beyond the present frontiers of knowledge. But should a single probe show that monstrous, titan structure or, worse still, the hideous life that crawls on that benighted surface, it will spell the end of mankind.
 
   It is an unfortunate fact that men like Professor McKinrick and his colleagues have been forced to work in the utmost secrecy since not only will their researches be misunderstood but their warnings would be received with contempt and open scepticism by their fellow scientists. More than four years have passed since the professor’s mysterious and inexplicable vanishing from Charnwood House and I now fear the worst, knowing as I do the full and terrifying truth behind those baffling myths which have filtered down to us across the long aeons since Earth’s youth.
 
   As far as my own part in the ensuing horror is concerned, it is comparatively easy to determine when it all began. Prior to my meeting with McKinrick my life had been quite commonplace. My work as a graduate assistant at the University of London paid sufficiently well for me to maintain a reasonable standard of living but the daily round of lecturing in archaeology had grown boring and by the early summer of 1987 I had already decided to look for a post which would provide more fieldwork and better use of what talents I possessed.
 
   My initial enquiries and advertisements in the journals and at other scientific institutions evoked no suitable response and I was beginning to resign myself to at least a further year of teaching when a letter arrived at my lodgings. It was quite short, yet there was a curious undertone of mystery and challenge in it as to immediately excite my curiosity.
 
    
 
   Charnwood House,
 
   Tormount,
 
   Cornwall.
 
   July 18
 
    
 
    
 
   Dear Doctor Trevelyan,
 
   Having recently come across your advertisement, I believe you may be just the man I am looking for to assist me in a research project upon which I am currently engaged. The work entails a good deal of travel, not only in this country but in certain other realms and, I must add, may involve a degree of personal danger. If I may, I would like to call upon you a week on Saturday when we can discuss my proposal.
 
   Sincerely Yours,
 
   John McKinrick.
 
    
 
   After reading it through twice, I replied immediately, informing him I would be delighted to meet him on the appointed day. I did not attach too much significance to his cryptic hint of danger, assuming that he referred to the possible hazards sometimes associated with archaeological excavations in foreign parts, or even to the reputed curses such as that which was rumoured to have resulted in the strange deaths of certain members of Howard Carter’s team following their discovery and opening of the tomb of Tutankhamen.
 
   I did, however, take particular note of the enigmatic way in which he had mentioned travel in other realms, almost as if he was implying such sites to be elsewhere than on Earth. But I put this down to an act of inadvertence since the letter was written in an untidy scrawl as if it had been penned in great haste.
 
   While awaiting the day of his visit, I spent some time checking on him since it occurred to me that it was highly probable he was known in archaeological circles and the name was not a common one. A search of the university library soon revealed several details concerning Professor McKinrick. Having graduated in ancient history at Edinburgh University in 1918—a date I found unbelievably early as that would have put his present age at somewhere in his late eighties—he had been appointed to the chair of archaeology at the same university eleven years later and carried out several archaeological excavations in various parts of the world. I made a list of all the sites he had excavated and, glancing down it, immediately noticed one curious fact. Most archaeologists of my acquaintance tended to specialise, concentrating their efforts on one particular region or period of history. But McKinrick’s diggings appeared to have been widely scattered all over the world: Mexico, the Dutch East Indies, the Strait of Sunda off Japan and even a voyage to Ross Island in Antarctica. From the titles of the papers and books he had written I took it at first that his major interest was in extremely ancient cultures, their myths and traditions. Yet while most of his explorations were clearly compatible with this supposition, the Antarctic expedition, in particular, undertaken in 1937, was obviously an exception since this great white continent astride the southern pole was generally believed to have been totally uninhabited by any intelligent race.
 
   It was not until I checked with an atlas that I discovered a possible common denominator, which linked all of the sites where he had excavated. Every single one of them was in close proximity to an active volcano! Yet, on the face of it, this made little sense. As an archaeologist myself, I could see no possible connection among such a curious and ill-assorted collection of sites and archaeological discovery. Certainly, the case of Pompeii immediately sprang to mind but as for those he had investigated there were, as far as I was aware, no records of any cities or ancient settlements awaiting discovery beneath layers of detritus and volcanic ash.
 
   It was therefore with a sense of mystified excitement that I awaited the arrival of my visitor and when the knock came on the door of my lodgings at the duly appointed time, I was unsure what to expect.
 
   In the event, the man standing on the doorstep was of indeterminate age although I placed him in his late sixties with long, greying hair, a dark complexion and a trim goatee. His eyes were of the most piercing blue I had ever seen and in spite of the seasonal warmth in the air, he had the high collar of his overcoat pulled up around his neck and the wide brim of his black hat almost totally obscured his features.
 
   “Doctor Trevelyan?” he asked politely.
 
   “Yes. You must be Professor McKinrick. Please come in.”
 
   Leading the way upstairs, I showed him into the small sitting room and motioned him to a chair. As he sat down, I noticed his glance flick attentively to my bookcase and somehow I had the impression he had taken in every single title in that one brief look.
 
   Once I had seated myself, he immediately began to ply me with questions, several of which were completely unexpected and appeared to have little bearing upon my suitability for the position of his assistant.
 
   What were my views on the numerous witchcraft trials that had been held during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? Had I read any of the accounts describing the almost simultaneous eruption of eight volcanoes in the Andes region between Chile and Argentina in 1932? Was I conversant with the fiction of the American writer Howard Phillips Lovecraft and if so, how much did I know of the Cthulhu Mythos described by him? Would I be willing to put aside all of the orthodox concepts of time and space and mankind’s place in the cosmos as expressed by physicists and cosmologists?
 
   He appeared to be especially interested in my opinions on the very ancient myths regarding fire-worship among various cultures and repeatedly questioned my reasons for wanting to leave the academic life for research in the field. Would there be any difficulties associated with my leaving the university and, above all, would any obstacles be put in my way if I were to go in the very near future?
 
   I assured him that it was well known among the university staff that, after six years of teaching, I wished to engage in more practical work and I could foresee no problems in a replacement being found for me, even at such short notice.
 
   He evidently found my answer satisfactory for after only a brief period of reflection, he said: “I must tell you I had already obtained a great deal of information on your background before I wrote my letter and from what you’ve just told me, I’m certain my confidence in your capabilities and general outlook has not been misplaced. The only point we now have to settle is how soon you can join me. I can assure you, most solemnly, that the work I’m engaged upon is now a matter of the utmost urgency. At the moment, I can tell you little except that my investigations are of a highly secret, perhaps bizarre, nature. All I ask at present is that, if you should accept my offer, you must speak to no one concerning my visit here and my name must not be mentioned to anyone. Is that quite clear?”
 
   “Perfectly clear,” I assured him. “And, naturally, I accept your offer.”
 
   “Excellent.” My visitor appeared suddenly relieved by my decision. “Then, if I may, I would ask you to make all of the necessary arrangements here in London and join me within a week if at all possible. I shall await your arrival at any time, day or night.” He took a small card from his waistcoat pocket as he rose to his feet and gave it to me. “Let no one sees this,” he urged vehemently. “Absolutely no one.”
 
   I glanced at it as I accompanied him to the street door. It was a simple white card bearing his name and address but on turning it over I saw that on the back were inscribed three strange symbols belonging to a script I had never seen before. I made to ask him the significance of these but he was already gone, striding rapidly along the street so, thrusting it into my pocket, I stood in the doorway watching him go, finally vanishing around the corner.
 
   As I was on the point of closing the door something very strange happened which sent a shiver of nameless apprehension through me. Perhaps it was nothing more than a trick of the light, or my mind making me imagine things. But scarcely had McKinrick disappeared than something dark and formless, yet oddly luminous, detached itself from a shadowed doorway some thirty yards along the street and drifted swiftly across the road, vanishing around the same corner. I had a vague impression of an odd aura surrounding it; a faint flickering of reddish light as if, whatever it was, it had been shrouded in tiny dancing flames!
 
   Closing the door quickly, I returned to my room, crossing to the window and scanning the entire length of the street. There were few people about but a quick look convinced me they had seen nothing out of the ordinary. Yet, standing there, I had the overpowering feeling of something wrong. It was an unsettling sensation, one I had never experienced before, as if I were under close scrutiny by eyes that were not only malign, but alien. I tried to shrug the sensation away, telling myself that I had been merely unduly perturbed by some of McKinrick’s questions.
 
   I no longer doubted that, whatever his researches were, they did not properly belong to the normal field of archaeology. That he was searching for something in particular, something important, was obvious, yet I couldn’t fathom what it could be. And why all of this desperate urgency and secrecy? After all, archaeological remains had lain hidden for millennia awaiting discovery; so a wait of a few more months, or even years, could make no difference. The only conclusion I could reach was that McKinrick was on the trail of something truly momentous and had no wish to be beaten to the punch by some rival expedition.
 
   During the days that followed, I handed in my resignation to the university and made all of my preparations for leaving London. There was no further communication from McKinrick and five days later I took the train from Paddington to Plymouth and, once there, caught the last bus to Tormount, arriving at my destination just as it was growing dark.
 
   Even though it was still a reasonable hour, the entire village appeared utterly deserted as I stepped off the bus. The houses and cottages held a curious aura of extreme age and it was easy to imagine many of them concealing priests and papists as during the witch hunts of Cromwell’s time. Even the ancient, gnarled trees that dotted the solitary street added to this impression of antiquity. Everything seemed totally detached from the present.
 
   After consulting the card which McKinrick had given me, I walked slowly along the cobbled street, for I had already spotted a house, larger than the others, which stood seemingly isolated on the brow of a low hill some distance from the road. There were no lights showing in any of the windows, but from the name on the large double gates, I knew my initial surmise had been correct.
 
   Seen in dark silhouette against the swiftly fading colours of the sunset, it held an oddly sinister appearance. Tall Gothic spires soared towards the darkening heavens and to one side I noticed a more recent extension to the original structure: a curious construction whose design clashed harshly with the remainder of the building. To my inexperienced glance it appeared to be some kind of observatory, for the hemispherical dome on the top, which overreached everything else in the vicinity, had some form of movable shutter in it.
 
   A broad gravel drive led up to the front door between wide, sloping lawns where the grass did not appear to have been cut or trimmed for weeks. As I made my way along it, I became increasingly aware of the abnormal silence that lay over everything. It was a stillness broken only by the sound of my shoes on the red gravel. Normally, in such rustic surroundings, I would have expected to hear some sleepy bird call among the trees or the rustle of some nocturnal creature in the undergrowth. But there was nothing.
 
   I approached the house with some reticence, unsure of whether my arrival at this time was opportune. The windows fronting the wide lawns were small but numerous, consisting of tiny square panes of glass with thick lead beading. Some, particularly the lower ones, were almost totally obscured by a thick ivy which clung tenaciously to the walls.
 
   I had little time in which to notice anything more for McKinrick must have been watching for me. The door opened just as I reached it and the professor stood there, holding a lantern in his right hand.
 
   “Doctor Trevelyan,” he said courteously. “Please come inside. As you see, I’ve been expecting you.”
 
   As I followed him into the dark, dismal hall, along an unlit corridor, into the parlour, which was lit only by two tall candles on a large oak table, I had the sudden conviction that he had known to the minute when I would arrive. Apologising for the lack of proper illumination, he explained: “There’s no electric supply laid on to the main part of the house although this is not by necessity but by choice. However, I do have a supply, provided by a small generator, in the observatory.” 
 
   Surprised, I enquired whether astronomy was a hobby of his, to which he replied that although it could not be classed as a serious pursuit, there were occasions when it was absolutely essential for him to determine certain configurations among the stars. This enigmatic answer was not one I had expected and the full implications of it did not come until later.
 
   Giving me no further opportunity to ask more questions, he busied himself in preparing a meal, which we ate in silence in front of the roaring fire. Immediately we had finished, he took me up to the room he had prepared for me and left me to arrange my belongings, intimating that whenever I was ready we would talk at length concerning the project which was clearly of such urgent interest to him.
 
   Once I had finished placing my clothes in the drawers and huge wardrobe, I returned downstairs to find him seated at the table with several maps spread out flat on the highly polished surface.
 
   “No doubt you’ve been wondering about the exact nature of my researches,” he said, drawing one of the candles closer to him. “I think you’ll find them a little different to anything you may have anticipated. Perhaps once I’ve explained certain things you’ll consider me more than a trifle eccentric, possibly even insane. However, I can assure you that, in spite of what most scientists and philosophers believe, everything you hear is the absolute truth and furthermore, in due course I intend to offer you conclusive proof of everything I say.”
 
   I must confess I had little idea of what was coming next even though my own probing had indicated that the professor’s work was in no way associated with the usual archaeological investigations. I assured him that I would listen with a completely open mind to whatever he had to tell me.
 
   Evidently well satisfied, he went on: “I’ve long been interested in the ancient myth cycles of the world because, from the very first, it struck me that the numerous similarities among them must point to a common origin. My initial conclusion was that they all form part of some very old race memory stemming from the migration of the first humans from somewhere in central Africa, possibly a couple of million years ago.”
 
   “That appears to be a reasonable assumption,” I agreed.
 
   “Yes. But then, things are not always what they seem and I soon realised how wrong I was. Would it surprise you to know that many of these myths have their origin not two million, but more than a billion, years in the past?”
 
   “That’s impossible,” I said. “There were no humans at all at such a remote period.”
 
   McKinrick smiled but there was no noticeable mirth in the slight movement of his lips. “Who said they were human?”
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”
 
   “No, of course you don’t. Because, like everyone else, you believe that mankind is the only intelligent species ever to have inhabited this planet. I can state, quite categorically, that we are merely the last in a long line of races to have existed on Earth. And not all of them were indigenous to it.”
 
   “But—”
 
   The professor silenced me with a sharp gesture. “I want you to listen carefully to what I have to say. It’s vitally important you do so with no preconceived notions. Forget all you’ve learned at university. Unless I’ve misjudged you completely, I think you may begin to understand.”
 
   “Very well.” I lowered myself into a chair, increasingly aware of something vaguely disquieting about his manner. Indeed, this entire house seemed filled with an aura of incredible age that extended far beyond the mere stone and mortar of which it was built. There was an air of utter remoteness about it, which spoke of incalculable distances, not only of space but also of time.
 
   For the next hour or so, I listened with rapt fascination as he spoke of his travels to the far corners of the Earth; of strange books he had consulted, ancient tomes unknown to most men which told of weird cults and races that had existed long before Man had evolved.
 
   A few of the names he mentioned; Azathoth, Cthulhu, Yog-Sothoth, Axaroth, were tantalisingly familiar to me from my early university days when I had read a great deal of bizarre and outré literature. While I had then considered such writings as highly imaginative and speculative fiction, it was immediately obvious that my host took them far more seriously, almost as though they were nothing less than the literal truth.
 
   In low, insistent tones, often pointing out remote places on the maps, he told me of incredibly old stone discs he had unearthed, graven with weird, archaic symbols which had no known counterpart at the present time. These, he maintained, pre-dated the clay tablets of Sumeria by more millennia than anyone could imagine.
 
   “There are strange and terrible things in the cosmos,” he said gravely. “Things which scientists refuse to accept or are afraid to speculate upon for fear of ridicule. But consider this: the Earth has been in existence for four billion years and for nearly all of that time it has been habitable by some form of life. Yet mankind has existed for only a thousandth part of that colossal period. Are we so arrogant and blind that we believe we are the only intelligent species to have lived here?”
 
   He eyed me intently for a moment as if expecting me to argue the point. Instead, I said nothing, forcing him to continue. “And out there among the stars there are billions of planets where life has spawned in the remote past. Why shouldn’t they have come here as all the old legends suggest and colonised this planet? Even the Bible says there were giants in those days. Every religion you can name speaks of gods walking the Earth, beings whose power and lifespans far exceed anything we can conceive.”
 
   “And it’s your contention that certain of these … gods … still exist here to this day?”
 
   “I’m absolutely convinced of it,” McKinrick said earnestly. “And there are men, even today, who know of the remote places they inhabit. Those myths that are my main concern all tell of the Great Old Ones who represent the survivors of a great cosmic battle fought millions of years ago. Following Their defeat by the Elder Gods, They were imprisoned on certain planets, even inside stars, and are held in bondage there by spells and sigils of tremendous potency.”
 
   “Then may I ask what your real interest is in all this?” I asked. “From what you say, I gather it’s something more than just scientific curiosity.”
 
   “Of course, it is,” he affirmed. “Much more than that. Unless I, and a few others like me, are very much mistaken, a terrible cosmic evil is about to befall our planet and this entire region of space. Whether this evil can be destroyed, or at best averted, it’s impossible to tell. But we have to do all in our power to prevent it.”
 
   “Do you know what form this catastrophe will take?”
 
   “Yes. But we’ll discuss that at some later time.”
 
   “And you wish my help in this?”
 
   “Only if you’re willing to accept danger, grave danger.”
 
   “I think I can face danger as well as the next man,” I said.
 
   He gave a strange, enigmatic smile at my answer. “We shall see, Doctor Trevelyan. We shall see. Of course, I shall do all in my power to afford you protection. Against the Old Ones Themselves, there is little we can do. But we shall undoubtedly come up against Their minions and fortunately there are means of guarding ourselves against them.”
 
   His words brought back the memory of that strange apparition I had spotted when he had left my lodgings. On telling him of this, giving as accurate a description as I could, he nodded. “I was aware I was being followed,” he said. “That was one of the Jinnee, worshippers of Cthugha, one of the Old Ones.” He got up from his chair. “But we’ve talked enough of this for tonight. There is, however, one other thing I want to show you before we retire.”
 
   Going to the door, he motioned me to follow him. Taking one of the tall candles, he led the way along a maze of passages to a locked door, which he opened with a heavy brass key. Beyond, I saw a flight of stone steps leading upward. By the flickering candlelight, we ascended, one behind the other, and presently came to a second door that was unlocked for McKinrick pushed it open with the flat of his hand. Inside, he started a small generator in one corner, then flicked down a switch, flooding the room with electric light.
 
   We were inside the observatory.
 
   “As I said earlier,” he remarked, blowing out the candle, “when the Old Ones were defeated thousands of millions of years ago, They were imprisoned by the Elder Gods. But the legends say that with the passage of time, the stars will eventually return to the positions they had at the time of that titanic cosmic battle and once this happens, the spells will lose their potency and the Old Ones will be released.” He crossed the room to the large telescope and stood with one hand resting on the controls. “Long before that time, however, the sigils will have weakened sufficiently for Them to communicate with Their followers on Earth and other planets. Part of my task in recent years has been to keep a close watch on the stars and attempt to determine the exact configurations of certain of them, notably Betelgeuse, the stars of the Hyades and those near Fomalhaut, tracing the minute changes which have occurred over the millennia.”
 
   I was now beginning to understand a little of what he was trying to say but I found his account utterly incredible, bordering on the completely unbelievable. “Then you think the stars are now approaching the celestial configurations they had billions of years ago?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. There are undeniable signs if one cares to look closely for them and knows what one is looking for. If you are to help me, don’t be surprised by anything you see or hear. You must tear yourself completely free of the normal laws of physics and cosmology. These don’t apply to the Beings I’m seeking. They aren’t bound by the constrictions of time and space as we are.”
 
   I must confess I felt more puzzled and confused than ever and certainly more disturbed than before. “Just exactly what will happen?”
 
   “I’m afraid it will mean more horror and evil than you can possibly imagine. And maybe the end of the Earth as we know it. You see, there are gateways scattered through the world—openings, if you like, into other realms, dimensions very different from ours. If one knows the correct rites and incantations, Those From Beyond can enter, and down the ages there have been many who have attempted to bring such unimaginable abominations through from Outside. And are still trying to do so! Briefly, my major task is to determine exactly where these gateways are and seal them before it’s too late.”
 
   For a moment I thought he was merely trying to frighten me, to see how well I might stand up to anything we might encounter in the future. But there was something in his attitude, which told me he was not bluffing. His ascetic features were set into grim and forbidding lines, etching his face with shadow.
 
   Then he relaxed a little and forced a brief smile. “But that’s enough for now. Once you’ve rested our work will really begin. In the meantime, you may like to glance through some recent correspondence I’ve received. I’ll explain the reasons behind it in the morning.”
 
   He handed me a couple of folded sheets of notepaper, then relit the candle, switched off the generator, and led the way back down, bidding me good night at the foot of the wide stairway which led off the lower hallway. As I went upstairs, I noticed he had returned to his chair which he had placed in front of the slowly-dying fire.
 
   Once in my room, I sat near the window and struggled to read through the two letters by the flickering candlelight. They had evidently been written in reply to some sent by McKinrick. The first was from the British Astronomical Association.
 
    
 
   British Astronomical Association,
 
   Burlington House, 
 
   London.
 
    
 
   May 27, 1987
 
   Professor J.S. McKinrick,
 
   Charnwood House,
 
   Tormount,
 
   Cornwall.
 
    
 
   Dear Professor McKinrick,
 
   Regarding your inquiry concerning any variability in the brightness of the small thirteenth magnitude star situated 10 degrees south of Fomalhaut, I am afraid I can be of little assistance to you for two reasons. Firstly, the Variable Star Section of the British Astronomical Association keeps only a relatively small number of variable stars under continuous observation and this particular object is too faint to be satisfactorily observed by most of our members who possess only small telescopes. Secondly, this region of the sky lies too far south to be readily observable from this country.
 
   A search through the literature reveals no reference to any variations in the brightness of this star and I can only suggest that you contact the director of the Cape Observatory in South Africa who may be able to provide you with further information.
 
   Yours sincerely,
 
   Douglas Forbes,
 
   Director, V.S.S., B.A.A.
 
    
 
   A glance at the heading of the second letter told me that McKinrick had taken that advice. Quite clearly, he was determined to obtain as much information as he could concerning this particular star.
 
    
 
   Cape Observatory,
 
   Cape of Good Hope,
 
   South Africa.
 
   June 23, 1987
 
   Charnwood House,
 
   Tormount,
 
   Cornwall,
 
   England, U.K.
 
    
 
   Dear Professor McKinrick,
 
   Thank you for your letter of June 6. I must confess I am extremely intrigued by your reference to the faint star lying almost due south of Fomalhaut. There is no previous record of any variations in its magnitude as far as I have been able to determine. However, I have examined a series of photographs taken at intervals of that region of the heavens and find that it is, indeed, variable although with an amplitude of only about half a magnitude. The puzzling aspect is that this object exhibited no detectable change in brightness whatever until a little over two years ago.
 
   Since that time it has apparently undergone an irregular series of what may be termed ‘flare-like eruptions’ on its surface, which may be likened to solar flares but on a much larger scale. I would be interested to learn how you became aware of this behaviour since it is a very inconspicuous object. Furthermore, you are also quite correct when you suggest there have been some dramatic changes in its spectrum since these light fluctuations began. As to the possibility that it may soon erupt as a supernova, this is something we cannot predict although from its physical characteristics, I would say that such an event is extremely unlikely.
 
   In reply to your further queries, I would estimate that this particular star is situated approximately twenty-three light-years away (the same distance as Fomalhaut itself although there is no evidence they are physically connected) and, as yet, we have no proof that it possesses a planetary system similar to our own.
 
   Yours faithfully,
 
   Herbert Coppell,
 
   Director.
 
    
 
   What was I to make of such letters? Obviously, McKinrick was, for some reason, intensely interested in this faint star and clearly he must have had some prior knowledge of it before writing to these people. Yet why should he think it might soon become a supernova? And why did he consider it had planets like our own Sun? I placed the letters on the small bedside table, intending to question him further in the morning.
 
   In spite of my weariness, it proved difficult for me to fall asleep that night. So many weird and strange thoughts were whirling chaotically within my mind and the odd creaks and groans of the old house were not exactly conducive to sleep. When I did finally fall into an uneasy doze, it was to be assailed by a peculiar dream in which I seemed to be suspended in some great, black void, which, at first, appeared to be completely devoid of light or movement. Then I became aware of tiny pinpricks of light that I took to be stars, but the constellations were all wrong, completely unrecognisable.
 
   For an eternity I hung there while nothing seemed to change. Then, erupting from the dark, formless spaces among the stars, there came great masses of colour, an orderless raging of chaos. There were strange hues that were totally alien to me, belonging to no spectrum I knew. Vast vortices of energy clashed and writhed, spinning away into infinite distances and then returning with such hideous velocities that my dreaming mind reeled under the impact of what I saw.
 
   Whether they represented weird life-forms, huge agglomerations of alien intelligence, or were lifeless and inorganic, I found it difficult to decide. Yet something told me they were the former for there was undoubtedly a rationality about their movements and, in a sudden blinding flash of intuitive understanding, I realised I was witnessing that titanic battle between the gods which had taken place countless aeons before.
 
   In my dream I felt utterly immobile, unable to move in any direction, forced to accept the role of a reluctant, passive observer of this tremendous, savage fury taking place among the stars.
 
   Occasionally, one of the gigantic, amorphous shapes of energy and substance would fall away, changing its contours horribly as it did so and when I finally glimpsed one of them as it whirled past me, I woke with a wild, inarticulate cry, jerking upright on the bed, drenched in perspiration and shivering uncontrollably.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   By now it was light outside the window and although the sun had not yet risen, it promised to be another fine day. I sat clutching the coverlet, struggling desperately to put my chaotic thoughts into some form of order; trying to erase from my mind that final nightmare shape I had seen in my dream. From what unplumbed depths of the cosmos that had come, I could not guess. Even the idea that my terrifying vision had been nothing more than a result of what the professor had told me the previous evening brought little comfort.
 
   Getting up, I dressed quickly and even though the hour was still early, I found McKinrick up when I went downstairs and I had the impression he had not slept at all.
 
   As he prepared breakfast, he asked if I had slept well and on my telling him of my horrific dream, he said bluntly: “I’m quite sure it wasn’t simply your subconscious mind filled with what I told you. I, too, have had similar experiences but only when sleeping in this house. You may have felt something odd about this place even though you’ve only been here a few hours.” He glanced at me across the table and nodded. “Ah, I see you have. A strange sense of dislocation and remoteness as if, now and again, there are odd disturbances in time. That was one of the reasons I chose to live here. It’s built right on the intersection of three of the most ancient ley lines in the country.”
 
   “And my dream?” I asked.
 
   “I’ve no doubt that what you witnessed was a battle between the Elder Gods and the Old Ones aeons ago.” He adroitly changed the subject. “But be that as it may, once we have eaten, we must begin our work. I want you to accompany me to a certain place I must visit. There, I hope to find evidence which will convince you of the urgency and seriousness of the task facing us.”
 
   “May I ask where we’re going?”
 
   “To Westwood Manor, just outside Mevagissey. That’s a small place on the coast.”
 
   I told him I had heard of the name and asked what he expected to find there.
 
   Before answering, he crossed to a small bureau near the door and took something from a drawer. It was a large, leather-bound book, which he placed on the table.
 
   “This manuscript was written by an acquaintance of mine by the name of Jonathan Westwood. He disappeared under highly mysterious circumstances many years ago. Don’t ask how it came into my possession, it’s sufficient to say that it’s extremely fortunate it did. In it, Westwood relates how his great-grandfather brought back to this country three huge stone slabs which were unearthed on an uncharted island some two hundred miles north of the Falklands in 1856.”
 
   McKinrick went on to explain how he believed that these were three of the fabled Kh’yrog Tablets, which, according to the most ancient writings, were placed at the portal where each of the Old Ones had been incarcerated by the Elder Gods. Each, he said, was inscribed with a five-pointed star surrounded by symbols of power, which held Them in check in remote places within the cosmos. The unwitting removal of these tablets from that island would have had the most disastrous consequences and had, almost certainly, contributed in some way to Westwood’s strange vanishing.
 
   I gathered that the professor’s immediate objective was threefold. To determine, if possible, what had happened at Westwood Manor, to obtain some clue as to how the unfortunate young man had disappeared, and the nature and identity of the monstrous being whose vast stone tomb had been discovered two centuries before. Evidently the official reports had been extremely vague and evasive and merely gave hints of some gas explosion caused by an accumulation of methane in the old tin mine workings known to lie almost directly beneath the estate. That there was something else on my companion’s mind I considered likely, but of this he was evidently not willing to talk for he gave me no hint of its nature as we prepared for the journey.
 
   Although it was still early when we left, the sun was already clear of the horizon, and it promised to be a hot day. Once away from the village, McKinrick put his foot down on the accelerator and drove with an almost reckless speed along the narrow, twisting country roads, skirting Lostwithiel and St. Austell before heading south towards Mevagissey.
 
   Now we were clearly nearing our destination and I began to take more notice of the surrounding countryside. Here, near the rugged coast, the land was wilder and more desolate than further inland. There were high, ragged-edged cliffs that dropped sheer to the sea and occasionally, where the narrow road took us close to the edge, I was able to discern dangerous, sharp-pointed rocks that jutted out to the frothing ocean and I wondered just how many proud sailing ships had been wrecked on those fearsome reefs. 
 
   To the landward side of the road the low, humped hills on the skyline looked dark and sinister and even the scattered farmhouses seemed to tuck themselves away into the folds of the hills as if not wanting to be seen. Here and there we came across knots of tangled woodland where numerous streams ran between steep-sided banks, crossed by ancient stone bridges. 
 
   Although I had the impression that McKinrick had never been here before, he drove with a strange, compulsive confidence as if absolutely certain of the way. Ten miles south of Mevagissey we came upon a time-weathered signpost, canted at an angle, the name almost totally obliterated. It pointed the way along an even rougher track than the road along which we had been travelling. Seemingly without hesitation, or consulting the map, my companion swung the car off the road and onto the track. Now he was forced to drive more slowly and carefully for there were numerous potholes to be navigated and sharp-sided ruts rimmed with tufts of coarse, wiry grass.
 
   Westwood Manor, when we finally came within sight of it, stood perched on top of the brooding cliffs, overlooking the pounding surf far below. Even my first glimpse of it told me it was deserted. Tall, straggly trees hid much of the structure away from the seaward side. But from what I could discern of the architecture, the house must have been at least three or four centuries old. There was, however, a more modern addition on one wing; a tall, conical tower which, at first, strongly reminded me of the observatory which had been built on to McKinrick’s own house.
 
   Parking the car in front of the sagging porch, we got out and stood for several minutes surveying the building and unkempt gardens.
 
   “This place looks as though it hasn’t been lived in for years,” I remarked.
 
   “Apart from the police, no one has been here since young Westwood’s disappearance,” McKinrick said solemnly.
 
   I noticed he had turned his attention from the house and was staring intently at a dense ring of trees in the distance, some way beyond the sloping lawns.
 
   “And this evidence you’re looking for, where is that likely to be?” I tried to detect anything out of the ordinary about the small wood, which might account for his sudden absorbed interest, but saw nothing.
 
   “Some of it will almost certainly be in the house,” he said confidently. “But if anything still remains of the Kh’yrog Tablets, I suspect we’ll find it yonder near the family mausoleum. If the police report can be relied on at all, the last resting place of the Westwood family was almost totally destroyed by some kind of explosion at about the same time Jonathan Westwood disappeared.” He walked slowly up the steps to the front door. Wooden boards creaked ominously under his weight. “I suggest we take a look inside first.”
 
   “But won’t the place be locked?”
 
   “Almost certainly.” He went to the door and twisted the handle. As we had anticipated, the heavy door was securely locked. Unperturbed, my companion took a slender metal instrument from his pocket, inserted it into the keyhole, gave a few expert twists, then thrust the door open.
 
   I followed him quickly inside, closing the door behind me. Here we found ourselves in a large room almost completely devoid of furniture. In the centre of the rough stone floor stood a large table while at the far end, a flight of stairs evidently led to the upper rooms.
 
   Beside the stairs was a wooden cupboard, which proved to be empty. Undeterred, McKinrick made his way through the house while I tagged along at his heels. Most of the rooms led off the long, narrow corridors and several had clearly been lived in, and there was the remains of a meal in what was evidently the kitchen. As I followed the professor, I wondered what could possibly have happened to the last occupant, Jonathan Westwood.
 
   From what little McKinrick had told me on the drive down, the police report confirmed that a violent and unexpected storm had suddenly broken in the vicinity of the manor and a particularly vivid flash of lightning had been observed to strike close to the building. There had been only a handful of witnesses to this peculiar event but those who had come forward to volunteer statements had all testified that the sky had been clear and starlit and the storm had been an oddly localised one which had dissipated with a remarkable suddenness following upon that titanic explosion which had accompanied that single lightning bolt.
 
   There had also been curious, whispered rumours of people spotted in the woods near the mausoleum during the three weeks prior to the event and of a weird chanting heard by a couple of nocturnal travellers shortly before the storm had broken but these, and in particular one suggestion that strange antiphonal echoes had been heard coming from somewhere out to sea, had been dismissed as local gossip among the superstitious villagers.
 
   In front of me, the professor paused abruptly before a thick, iron-banded door. Again it was locked and he had to resort to picking the lock. Swinging it open, we were confronted by a flight of winding steps that led steeply upward.
 
   I knew instantly that we were inside the curious conical tower I had noticed from outside. The steps spiralled around the inner wall, stopping outside a room at the very top, and I heard McKinrick’s sharp exclamation of surprise as he thrust the door open and stared about him in the dimness. Peering over his shoulder, I searched around for the source of his amazement. At first I saw nothing, although it was at once apparent that the room appeared larger than I would have anticipated, viewing it from outside. Then I saw that my initial surmise that the room was circular in shape was incorrect. In reality, it was a polyhedron and there was something odd about the angles where each wall met. It was as if they were acute and obtuse at the same time, constantly blurring, so that it was impossible to stare at them for any length of time without experiencing a sense of dizziness and vertigo. Furthermore, I had the impression they had been deliberately arranged in this puzzling manner, that their peculiarly hazy misalignment was no fault of whoever had originally constructed this room.
 
   McKinrick turned sharply to face me. “I see you’ve already noticed the strange intermeshing of the angles around this room.”
 
   I nodded in affirmation. “Does it have any special significance?”
 
   “I’m afraid so. Whoever designed this room did so for a very specific purpose. There’s one of those damnable gateways here—or there has been in the very recent past. So that’s what happened to poor Westwood.”
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t follow you.”
 
   “As I see it three things could have happened. Either he went willingly through the gateway or he had to go to escape something here.”
 
   “Or?”
 
   “Or something came from Outside and took him through,” McKinrick finished grimly. He moved towards a large oak desk in the middle of the room. “And if I’m right,” he continued, “young Westwood’s great-grandfather unwittingly did a terrible thing a century ago when he brought those Kh’yrog Tablets here instead of leaving them where they lay on that accursed island.”
 
   While he had been speaking, he had been rummaging through the drawers of the desk, evidently searching for something important. In the bottommost drawer he discovered what he wanted, for he gave a nod of satisfaction as he withdrew a thick, hard-backed book and laid it carefully on the desk.
 
   After perusing it closely for a few moments, he glanced up. “This is the log of the Triana, old Captain Westwood’s sailing ship. It tells almost everything. How they came upon this uncharted island shortly after being hit by a severe electrical storm and mountainous seas, which threw them well off course. Clearly, Captain Westwood was a very inquisitive man, for he landed on the island with several of his crew and found the tablets half-buried in the ooze. What perverse curiosity prompted him to take them on board the Triana and return with them to England we’ll probably never know. But in so doing, he almost certainly opened the way for something from Outside. Whether it was Great Cthulhu or another of the Old Ones is something we must try to determine.”
 
   By now, my mind was whirling with a multitude of weird ideas and conjectures. When I had agreed to join the professor, I had certainly never prepared myself for anything like this. What terrible cosmic evil was McKinrick fighting? Could there really be any truth in these ancient myths and legends he had picked up during his travels around the world? Or was he merely deluding himself, turning this quest into an obsession which had taken him over completely? Even if there was anything in what he believed, how could we possibly hope to fight such creatures and Their hordes of followers?
 
   McKinrick gave another quick glance through the log, then closed it with a snap and thrust it carefully into his capacious pocket. His face was suddenly grim and set into hard, determined lines. “Now we have to make a thorough search of that wood yonder,” he said harshly. “Somehow, I doubt if we’ll find anything of further value here.”
 
   Without another word, he led the way down the steps, through the curiously echoing house and out into the open air. Before we hurried across to the dense copse, he took a strong rope from the trunk of the car and slung it over one shoulder.
 
   Once inside the wood we soon came upon definite evidence that some colossal detonation had occurred. The deeper we progressed, the more we found trees which had been burned and bent at crazy angles, many with their tangled roots exposed where the blast had caught them, uprooting them like matchsticks. In the centre, we entered a wide, depressed clearing and for the first time saw the full damage caused by that titan lightning stroke where it had struck the stone edifice of the mausoleum.
 
   Great irregular blocks of masonry lay scattered in all directions. Some had been hurled more than a score of yards by the immense force of the explosion. Yet this obvious fact did not seem to make sense. Even to my untrained eye, it looked as though the epicentre of the explosion had been somewhere deep underground, bursting upward through the solid foundations of the building. In places, I noticed the splintered remains of stone sarcophagi and wooden coffins, their grisly contents spilled in every direction.
 
   “Take care where you put your feet,” McKinrick called warningly as I edged to where a gaping hole lay open in the soft earth.
 
   There was, however, little need for his warning. Although the hole was deep, the sides were fairly easy to descend. Only the jagged-edged stones that thrust like decaying teeth through the soil presented any real impediment. Once at the bottom we proceeded more cautiously, for here we came upon a yawning chasm, which had been ripped through the mausoleum’s foundations and now I saw the reason for the stout rope.
 
   Securing one end to a solid piece of masonry, McKinrick tossed the other into the hole. Carefully, we lowered ourselves into the dimness, finally reaching a shattered stone ledge some three feet in width. Clearly, there had been a second chamber deep beneath the mausoleum proper but as McKinrick flashed the light of his torch around us, it was difficult to imagine what it had been like and what purpose it had originally served.
 
   Now we were very close to the centre of the devastation and it was possible to ascertain that whatever had been the cause of the explosion, it had definitely come from beneath the building and the lightning had been merely a secondary contributory factor.
 
   Leaning forward as far as he dared, the professor shone his torch directly into the yawning shaft of inky blackness at our feet. At first, it was impossible to make any visual sense out of what the beam revealed. Parts of the upper structure had collapsed and fallen into the chasm and only a few pieces of mangled stone were recognisable. 
 
   But then the wavering torch light fell upon something else and I heard my companion’s sharp exclamation as he played the beam over the splintered slabs of grey stone. They lay jammed tightly together at the very limit of the torchlight but even from where we stood it was just possible to discern deep markings etched on their ancient surfaces; markings which, if McKinrick was correct in his assumptions, had been chiselled more than a billion years before!
 
   “It’s just as I feared.” The professor spoke in a hushed whisper. In spite of his low tone, his voice seemed magnified in some strange manner by the steeply sloping walls of the chasm and I shivered in spite of myself at the shocking way the echoes were thrown back at us.
 
   “Those are the tablets?” I whispered, keeping my voice as low as his.
 
   “Undoubtedly. At least, what remains of them. But are they the Kh’yrog Tablets, which guarded Great Cthulhu or those reputed to have held in check another of the Old Ones? I have to make certain.”
 
   “But how?”
 
   “I have to go down and examine them. I may be able to read the symbols of power engraved around the five-pointed star. The name should be there if I can only find it. I realise they’ve been broken but there may still be sufficient for me to decipher some of them.”
 
   From the lip of the hole I could see that the rope was indeed long enough to reach the topmost slab, but the thought of allowing him to descend into those infernal depths where there were scarcely any hand or footholds was inconceivable. One slip and he could plunge countless feet to the bottom; if, indeed, there was any bottom to that abyssal pit…
 
   I entreated him not to attempt such a foolhardy and hazardous descent but he was adamant, declaring that it was absolutely vital he should know as much as possible of what was inscribed there. Instructing me to hold the rope steady, he lowered himself gingerly over the edge, going down hand over hand into an utter darkness illuminated only by the comparatively feeble light of the torch I held in my free hand.
 
   After what seemed an eternity, I saw him gain the topmost slab, balancing himself precariously on it. For one terrifying second, I thought it moved threateningly under his weight, but it must have been simply a trick of the light, for when I looked again the slab appeared as tightly wedged as before. I waited tensely as the minutes slipped by. Below me, McKinrick hung there, bending slightly to scan the deeply-incised etching on the grey stone. Finally, he glanced up and then commenced to climb back, moving agilely for a man of his age. Three minutes later, I was hauling him onto the comparative safety of the ledge.
 
   “Did you find what you were looking for?” I inquired breathlessly.
 
   He shook his head. “Not everything.” There was a trace of disappointment in his voice. “Much of the inscription is buried beneath the other slabs and unfortunately it would take more equipment than we have at the moment to bring them out into the light. It may be I shall have to resort to other means to make absolutely certain of the identity of that—thing—which came here on that night once the protective tablets were shattered.”
 
   “Thing?” I asked, mystified. “But I thought it was an explosion caused by the ignition of methane gas.”
 
   He shook his head again. “That was merely the explanation given in the official report. The local authorities would never believe what really happened here although, from what he wrote during the last few minutes he remained on Earth, I’m sure Jonathan Westwood must have known.”
 
   “I’m afraid you’re getting way ahead of me,” I confessed.
 
   “I’m sorry. I keep forgetting you know so little of what’s happening. Let’s get out of here and I’ll fill you in on as many details as I can.”
 
   Once back in the clearing, I waited for him to begin. By now I felt certain he was either highly eccentric or he had, somehow in his travels, stumbled upon something so utterly fantastic as to be almost unbelievable. Whichever it was, I was now determined he should acquaint me with all the facts and I would then be the judge.
 
   “I’ve already spoken to you of the Great Old Ones,” he began as we walked slowly back to where the car was parked. “And I must ask you to accept, without any reservations, that They do still exist. I assume you’ve read a good deal of the American writer Lovecraft; otherwise you would have queried several of the names I’ve mentioned.”
 
   “I’ve read most of his stories,” I said. “But surely his work is nothing more than fiction.”
 
   “Quite so. And perhaps it is fortunate that most people accept it as such. But he’s merely drawing upon little known facts. I, and a few others whom it’s possible you’ll meet sometime in the future, have studied the truth that lies behind many of his tales. We know the awful reality and, believe me, the ancient myths do not lie. Very soon, if you’re still willing to accompany me, you shall see that proof for yourself.”
 
   He paused as we reached the car and it was not until we were driving away from Westwood Manor with its terrible secrets that he continued his narrative.
 
   “We seek the hidden places where the Old Ones are concealed, where They have lain hidden for billions of years. Some are on this planet, either deep beneath the oceans or hidden in dark, unknown caverns far underground. Others are incarcerated on other planets, not necessarily within our solar system. Yet even They have Their gateways here. I’ve also told you that once the stars are right and begin to return to those configurations they had all those aeons ago, the power which binds these gods weakens and in this respect the observations I’ve made over many years lead me to the inescapable conclusion that this time will come very soon and that the initial danger comes from Cthugha who was banished to a small star close to the one we know as Fomalhaut.”
 
   “So that’s the reason you wrote those letters to the British Astronomical Association and the Cape Observatory?”
 
   “Yes. I had to be absolutely sure that I was right about that star. Where Cthugha lies in relation to it, I’m not sure. But there are certain passages in the Pnakotic Manuscripts, which refer specifically to Him. One of the tasks you’ll have to undertake is to read through the copy I have. I’ve read it so often there’s a possibility I’ve missed something important and a fresh eye may pick it up. You see, just as Cthulhu dreams deep beneath the ocean in the sunken city of R’lyeh and is associated with water, and Hastur, who lies bound within the Lake of Hali in the Hyades rules the air and winds, so Cthugha relates with fire. Hence my interest in that particular star—and volcanoes. Somewhere, close to where the molten core of the Earth nears the surface, there has to be a gateway through which He will come. I must find it and, if possible, seal it before it’s too late. That, briefly, is what I’m asking you to help me to accomplish.”
 
   Looking back on my emotions at that moment, recalling my dazed numbness at his words, I can only wonder that I accepted what he was saying without question. Of course, in spite of his obvious sincerity there must still have been, at the back of my mind, the notion that he was utterly mistaken in his views, that he was reading into these ancient writings far more than was really there. Yet in spite of my bewilderment and sense of disbelief, there burned a dominant desire to learn more of these aeon-old secrets, to know what possible proof he intended to give me of their reality.
 
   I did not hesitate. It seemed I had known, even from our first meeting, that whatever challenge might be associated with his project, I would accept it fully.
 
   As if he had read my thoughts, he continued: “What I must do next will be very difficult for you to understand for your mind is still shackled by the constraints of modern science and you can’t fully appreciate the powers held both by the Old Ones and those, like myself, who serve the Elder Gods. I had hoped I might come across sufficient evidence at Westwood Manor to conclusively prove those were the Kh’yrog Tablets said to stand guard at the entrance to where Cthulhu lies dreaming.”
 
   “But you didn’t.”
 
   “No. I know that something came through the earth once those tablets had been smashed. It certainly wasn’t Great Cthulhu Himself or the entire world would have known of it long before now.”
 
   “Then what was it? Do you have any idea?”
 
   “That is what I must discover. It was a minion either of Cthulhu or Cthugha, of that I’m sure, but I must know which. And you see my dilemma. That island which was thrust up from the floor of the Atlantic where old Captain Westwood landed over a century ago emerged from the Deeps, yet it was clearly born of fire. It couldn’t have been R’lyeh, for that accursed island is said to lie in the depths somewhere off Ponape in the Pacific. It may have been Dagon—or a gateway which links Earth with that star where Cthugha dreams somewhere near Fomalhaut.” At this point he broke off abruptly and then, seeming to speak to himself, he added enigmatically: “There’s only one way to make absolutely certain. We must call upon the power of the amulets.” 
 
   So saying he lapsed into a grim silence for the rest of the return journey and I was left, sitting beside him, with the confusion of my thoughts for company and the feeling that I stood on the brink of something far stranger and perhaps more terrifying than anything I had ever conceived.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   By the time we reached Tormount the sun was already setting and, as on the previous occasion when I had arrived, none of the villagers were in evidence although there were dimmed, flickering yellow gleams just showing through tightly-shuttered windows. As we drove through the double gates I remarked on this to my companion but he merely replied that these folk were a strange, sullen lot much given to old superstitions from the witchcraft days, and many of them regarded him as something akin to a warlock, a person to be both shunned and feared. He did not appear unduly perturbed by their attitude, intimating that it suited his purposes admirably and allowed him to continue his researches without any outside interference.
 
   He was well aware, however, that his house and grounds were kept under constant surveillance for long periods, and there was a decided animosity towards him, which went further than the fact that he was an outsider in the village.
 
   “Now we must hurry,” he said urgently, once we were inside the house. “There’s little time to lose. You may not have noticed it, but we’ve been followed most of the way from the manor.”
 
   “Followed?” I queried, surprised. “By whom?” I had certainly seen no other traffic on the quiet country roads we had followed, and the village appeared quite deserted.
 
   “Some of the Jinnee, perhaps,” he replied enigmatically. “Or they may even be minions of Cthulhu. But they’re out there right now, watching the place.” Without any further information, he led the way along the dark, musty corridors and up the stairs to the observatory where he deliberately locked the door behind him. This time, he made no attempt to start the generator even though it was dark inside, using only a solitary candle to give us any light. “If you’re still willing to come with me,” he said quietly, “you must prepare yourself for a very strange journey.”
 
   I told him I was quite ready. In spite of the conviction I forced into my tone, I could not completely suppress a feeling of apprehension, coupled with a rising excitement. “Where are we going?”
 
   “Back to that island which rose from the sea in 1856,” he replied mysteriously.
 
   I stared at him in utter astonishment. “That island! But that’s impossible. By now, it’s lying on the ocean floor.”
 
   “It is now,” he said, crossing to the small desk in one corner. Placing the candle on it, he unlocked a drawer and took out a curiously-angled metal box which he opened by depressing a concealed button. Inside lay a strange amulet on a long silver chain. Taking it out, he handed it to me. “There are only a few of these in existence,” he explained. “They are said to have originally come from the fabled land of Lomar and possess powers given to them by the Elder Gods. Look inside the crystal and tell me what you see.”
 
   Holding the amulet up so that the faint candlelight shone through the multi-faceted crystal, I peered deeply into it. For several seconds I could make out nothing beyond a vague shifting of colours. The crystal was not completely transparent as I had first thought. It glowed with a deep carmine which, at times, deepened to violet and then became almost black.
 
   “Concentrate,” McKinrick urged.
 
   Even as he spoke, I felt my vision suddenly drawn towards the oddly changing hues. Everything else in the observatory faded from my perception as if it no longer existed. Then, seemingly suspended within those polychromatic depths, something emerged, growing brighter with every passing second.
 
   Dimly, I heard McKinrick’s voice. “Do you see it?”
 
   Somehow, I forced a nod and told him it looked like a hand with the thumb and little finger touching across the palm and the three middle fingers raised.
 
   “The Elder Sign,” he acknowledged. “Excellent. It is indeed fortunate that my instinct about you wasn’t misplaced. Put the amulet around your neck and wear it at all times.”
 
   I did as he asked, feeling the strange crystal oddly warm against my skin. Once I had done this, the professor moved to the wall and flicked a switch. Soundlessly, a section of the floor slid aside, revealing a large sunken square on which was inscribed a huge five-pointed star surrounded by weird cabalistic symbols similar to those employed in Black Magic.
 
   I glanced at him in momentary surprise as he motioned me to step forward into the centre where he followed me closely. Turning to face me, he said calmly: “I’ll now answer your question concerning that island. The amulets allow us to travel, not only through space but also through time. Forward into the future or back into the past. We’re going back in time to 1856 to witness the emergence of that island from the Atlantic Ocean. Once there I shall be able to examine those tablets before Captain Westwood and the Triana arrive on the scene.”
 
   I shook my head numbly, momentarily wondering whether he was completely sane. I knew he was perfectly serious in what he said, but surely what he claimed was scientifically impossible. I was aware that Einstein maintained that the equations of relativity were symmetrical with regard to both space and time and McKinrick had insisted that the Old Ones and the Elder Gods were not restricted by our own laws of physics. But what he was now saying seemed sheer nonsense.
 
   “Now remain close to me and, whatever happens, do not move out of the star. You understand?”
 
   I forced myself to nod. Even against my better judgement, I was fascinated by what might happen.
 
   In a loud, clear voice, McKinrick uttered a string of guttural syllables: “Iaah! Iaah! Mnglufui gwnnugh Nodens glorii fmugnn!”
 
   The echoes had scarcely died away than the room blurred. For a split second I saw the faint gleam of the yellow candlelight reflected off the polished barrel of the large telescope. Then the scene in front of me dissolved into a greyish opalescence. Instantly, once McKinrick had uttered that final syllable, there had come an unimaginable transmutation—an awesome displacement within space and time, yet curiously it was one that gave no indication of movement or interval.
 
   I was suspended in a cocoon of formless mist, devoid of all solidity. Vaguely, I was aware of another presence close by which I knew to be the professor. Yet I could see nothing nor, glancing down, was I able to make out any details of my own body.
 
   The experience was not exactly unpleasant, existing in this curiously incorporeal state. Then, within what seemed seconds, I detected a thin, high-pitched whistle, which appeared to enter my brain without any aural sensation. Movement came and my velocity increased until I was whirling at an incredible speed through some medium, which, if I were not dreaming, was more than space. The succession of impressions was not visual, but purely cerebral, for I could make out no changes in my surroundings, and by the time the plunge through unseen abysses was over, I was no longer in that observatory atop the conical tower in Tormount.
 
   Blinding sunlight dazzled me and I must have cried out in sudden shock and alarm as I realised I was no longer standing on solid ground. Some distance below me, huge sweeping waves stretched away to the horizon in all directions!
 
   I flailed my arms frantically, expecting to plummet into those heaving green depths, but then a steadying hand was laid on my arm and I looked into McKinrick’s face close to my own. “There’s no need to be afraid,” he said calmly. “We’re now very close to the spot where that island rose from the depths and we’re more than a century into the past.”
 
   How I managed to hold onto my sanity, it was impossible to tell. Hovering there, scarcely able to take in all that was happening, I stared wildly about me, struggling to assimilate the impressions that were crowding into my whirling mind. Gradually, however, the sense of toppling perspective diminished and I was able to orientate myself to my position although still unsure whether I was dreaming it all, or the victim of some form of hypnosis on McKinrick’s part.
 
   “Very soon now, if the coordinates were correctly set, we should witness exactly what happened before Captain Westwood and the Triana reached this spot,” McKinrick said. Almost as an afterthought, he added: “Just remember that neither of us belongs to this time and place and nothing can harm us unless one of the Old Ones should break through the barriers set against Them by the Elder Gods. Above all, I ask you to be particularly observant; take close note of everything—and whatever I ask you to do, obey me at once, no matter how strange it may seem.”
 
   I made to indicate that I understood but then all thought of that fled my mind. Something incredible was happening to the ocean perhaps three or four miles away. It began as a sound far beneath me; a growing, roaring thunder as if the entire planet had been seized by some gigantic convulsion. There came a tremendous hissing roar that shrieked through the air all around us and, before my startled gaze, the whole of the ocean seemed to heave itself bodily towards the heavens in a vast wall of boiling, seething water. Steam exploded high into the sky, carrying the sea with it, blotting out my entire view of the horizon in that direction.
 
   Only dimly did I hear my companion’s exclamation as the massive column of water hung there and then thundered downward. A great wind seemed to have sprung up although, hanging there, I felt nothing. Then, as the overhanging fog and steam slowly dissipated, I saw there was something else just visible in that watery mist … something dark and irregular in outline which shimmered weirdly for a while and then swiftly took on substantiality. Below us, the ocean writhed and frothed in elemental fury as a vast tidal wave raced away into the distance. 
 
   “Now!” the professor yelled. “Use your mind. Focus on the crystal and will yourself toward the island.”
 
   At first, I failed to grasp his meaning. From the corner of my eye, I saw him drift forward and downward, moving away from me and for one terrifying instant, an unreasoning terror took hold of me. All along, I had believed I was safe only so long as he remained near me; that it was his power alone that had brought us and was responsible for what was happening. I saw him half-turn, heard his urgent voice once more: “Do it! Use your will! Trust in the power of the amulet. Your mind can control it.”
 
   Frantically, I fought to calm myself, abruptly realising that I was still suspended above the violently heaving ocean; that I had not fallen once the professor had moved away. Somehow, I concentrated all of my will on the crystal, struggling to visualise that strange symbol I had earlier seen within its carmine depths.
 
   The next instant it blazed up in front of my eyes, and my fears evaporated. A strange feeling akin to euphoria came over me as some weird extraneous force meshed with my mind. I mentally commanded my body to move, and within seconds I was gliding effortlessly forward beside the professor, drifting down towards the still steaming island, which thrust its topmost peak several hundred feet into the shimmering air.
 
   We floated above it for several minutes, looking down upon a scene that was as frightening as it was fascinating. I realised I was staring at something which had lain on the ocean floor for millions of years before some titanic underwater convulsion had driven it up from those benighted deeps to emerge once more into the daylight.
 
   Much of the surface was covered by a thick layer of greyish mud, which bubbled into huge blisters in the hot sunlight. Littered across it were the bloated, malformed carcasses of sea creatures, denizens of the pitch-black depths, trapped in crevices by the massive upsurge of semi-molten rock. Yet it was not these, strange and hideous as they were, which caught and held my attention.
 
   Near the centre of the island stood a tall peak, which I took, at first, to be nothing more than some natural formation of volcanic origin. Great gouts of steam still hissed from numerous vents around it like the snorts of some fiery antediluvian monster. But on a second, closer look I noticed that there appeared to be an ominous regularity about that lofty structure. Although much of it lay concealed beneath layers of an obnoxious seaweed, great rope-like strands as thick as a man’s arm, hints of grey rock were visible beneath and through the miasmic mist and prismatic colours, and these bore a curious multilateral symmetry which was horribly suggestive of an unearthly origin.
 
   In places, oddly bulbous projections dotted the slopes while near the base we made out structures reminiscent of arching ramparts and polyhedrons which, although alien in their delineations, represented such bizarre and abnormal exaggerations of nature that I could not conceive of them being due simply to the eccentricities of underwater erosion or vulcanism.
 
   I pointed these out to my companion but he had already noticed them.
 
   “This can’t be R’lyeh,” he muttered hoarsely. “Not unless all of the ancient texts are wrong, for that blasphemous place of age-old evils is said to lie thousands of miles away on the other side of the world. Whether it’s the abode of Dagon or another of the lesser gods remains to be seen.”
 
   Acting on his signal, we drifted down until it seemed we were actually standing on the slowly hardening ooze. Even then, I could not be certain whether we were physically there or not.
 
   McKinrick moved a short distance away. Then he came back, his face grave. “This island isn’t all that big; nevertheless, those tablets could be anywhere, even buried under all of this dammed stuff.” He kicked aside a long, strange growth with his shoe.
 
   Glancing along the line of the central peak, half-hidden in the eerie prismatic haze, I tried to make out more details, trying to piece together the malignly looming pinnacles and grotesque abutments into a coherent whole, for it was now clear to me that what we were seeing was only a small part of something aeon-old and timeless and that beneath this small tip which loomed over the water, there was something of incalculable extent stretching downward in labyrinthine horror to the very seabed.
 
   The outlines of the ghoulish stone structure of the towering peak moved slowly past as we directed ourselves around it and then, having gained the far side, we found ourselves staring at the conclusive proof that this was, indeed, some remnant of an elder and more alien time. For here was a monstrous space where the primal slime and clinging weed had, somehow, been torn away by the surging tidal wave that had accompanied that last column of water when it had fallen back into the ocean. Neither of us could doubt that this monstrous column of grey rock had not remained as it had been formed when the gigantic cataclysm of Earth’s youth had first shaped it. 
 
   Carven upon that sky-rearing slope, hemmed in by high natural walls of rock, were hideous ideoglyphs, at the sight of which even the professor shuddered. What massive, alien hand had engraved those stupendous shapes I could not guess. Deep within the solid rock they had been chiselled and with the brilliant sunlight shining obliquely across the rockface they stood out clear and stark; cyclopean gouges that had existed long before the first unicellular life had swum in Earth’s primordial oceans.
 
   Viewing my sensations in retrospect, and recalling my dazedness at all that had happened, I can only wonder that I preserved some sense of sanity at that moment. Certainly I still maintained that spark of scientific curiosity, prompting me to attempt to discover more about those beings that had built this place, to fathom the truth that lay behind all that I was seeing.
 
   Here and there, close to the base of the peak, I noticed a small number of polygonal openings cut into the rock. From several of these there poured cascades of seawater so that it seemed an inescapable fact that these tunnels penetrated right into the heart of the mountain. All sorts of ideas crowded into my mind as I tried to imagine that huge structure honeycombed with passages and chambers and what nauseous life it had contained ages before when it had last been above the sea.
 
   We remained on that side of the island only long enough for the professor to copy down those archaic, palaeogean symbols with a shaking hand; symbols which spoke to us across inconceivable gulfs of time, of creatures far closer to the gods than we could imagine.
 
   Then, meshing our wills with the crystals, we swung around that hideous, titan bulk with its sinister overtones of alien mystery, thankful that when he had landed on the island, Captain Westwood and his crew never ventured to that awesome side to witness what we had seen.
 
   “There!” McKinrick suddenly cried out, pointing down. Following the direction of his outstretched arm, I noticed the huge stone slabs which protruded from the mud almost halfway up the peak. On seeing them, it seemed incredible I was viewing them as they were before William Westwood had set foot on the island and subsequently taken them on board the Triana to begin their ill-fated voyage to England.
 
   Parts of the now familiar five-pointed star were clearly visible, chiselled deep into the strange grey stone, and there were other odd glyphs set around this incredible motif, which McKinrick examined as closely as possible without disturbing anything in any way. I was on the point of asking why he did not remove the clinging ooze completely so that the inscription might be visible in its entirety, then realised there had been no mention of this in Westwood’s log, no indication that such a thing had actually happened. The thought forced me to recognise, once more, the paradoxical situation I was in. Could time be altered and manipulated like that or was there, in spite of the fact we had clearly travelled through time, some immutable law in the universe regarding time which not even the Elder Gods could change?
 
   My mind was still embroiled in these complex thoughts when the professor returned to where I stood on the slime-coated surface.
 
   “I’ve seen enough,” he said quietly. “This is evidently not a gateway to Cthugha’s dwelling place near Fomalhaut. From what I can decipher, these inscriptions relate to Dagon.”
 
   “So it’s possible it was Dagon who came through those underground tunnels beneath Westwood Manor?”
 
   “Perhaps.” The professor threw another glance towards the curiously shaped peak a short distance away. The oddly-angled stone loomed forbiddingly over us giving those frightening and tantalising hints of cyclopean geometry which had stood for billions of years, concealed from human sight in the midnight blackness of the abyssal depths unknown fathoms below.
 
   What ancient, alien creatures had fashioned that fabulous, gigantic structure I could not imagine—and that such things could still exist on Earth, virtually untouched by time, sent an uncontrollable shiver through me. For the first time, I had an inkling of the enormity of the task that McKinrick faced. It was not difficult to see why other, more orthodox scientists steadfastly refused to admit such possibilities nor why those few, who down the ages have known of such things, kept them concealed from the rest of mankind.
 
   Dear God, if this became known and accepted, the ensuing consequences would be truly catastrophic.
 
   That such terrifying monstrosities could ever have existed—still existed—was inconceivable. Yet the incontrovertible proof of it was there, right in front of me; the absolute truth of all I had been told by my companion.
 
   I was barely aware that the professor was speaking again. “Prepare yourself, Edmund,” he murmured. “We’ve learned all we can here. It would be unwise to remain any longer. The Old Ones and Their minions can sense whenever the amulets are used to travel through time.” 
 
   Once again, he articulated the archaic syllables of that strange, mystic formula and I felt myself being whirled along the time-winds, finding myself abruptly back in the observatory. The candle still burned on top of the nearby desk and I somehow felt certain we had been gone only for the time it had taken the flame to flicker once.
 
   Now we were back in these mundane surroundings, I could not help wondering whether all that had happened had been nothing more than a vivid and weird hallucination; that I had been standing there all the time and all I had witnessed and heard had been nothing more than some powerful telepathic image projected into my mind. Then I happened to glance down at my shoes and saw they were oddly discoloured and stained with that nauseous grey mud and I knew that, whatever the method, everything had occurred exactly as I had experienced it.
 
   Noticing my downward glance, the professor said evenly: “Yes, we really were there, even though your mind persists in searching for some logical explanation. As I’ve already tried to impress upon you, you must forget logic, forget science, forget common sense. I can assure you that what happened tonight is nothing compared with what will happen in the future. There are other places we must visit and some of them are not on Earth. And there is always the necessity for watchfulness. Almost certainly the minions of Cthugha suspect my intentions and involvement and they will now know you’re working with me.” 
 
   After we had carefully stepped out of the large star graven on the floor, McKinrick took the candle and led the way back into the main section of the house. Here we ate a hastily prepared meal. I had hoped to question my host further concerning his future plans following his obvious disappointment over the three stone tablets on the island, but he seemed strangely weary as if the ordeal had drained him of energy, and we retired early.
 
   Going up to my room, I went over to the window without lighting the candle on the bedside table, sitting in the chair where I could observe the extensive grounds to the rear of Charnwood House. At the far boundary was a narrow lane, partially obscured by tall hedges and thick trees. Even though it had grown quite dark, the full moon had risen and I could make out details reasonably clearly. I could just discern the shapes of the nearer cottages. All were in utter darkness, giving the outward appearance of being untenanted. But I knew this was merely a surface illusion. The village folk were wide-awake and probably well aware of everything that went on around them, even through the nocturnal hours.
 
   On vacating my lodgings, I had brought my binoculars with me and I now took them from my bag. After adjusting the focus, I was able to scan the dark countryside with their enhanced vision, sweeping my gaze slowly and methodically over the nearby buildings. Nothing showed in the windows, nor in the umbrous, moon-thrown shadows around them.
 
   But then, as I turned my head sideways, running my gaze along the lane, I caught the merest glimpse of something that did move. For an instant, it slid out of range of my vision and I shifted hurriedly in my seat in an effort to pick it up again. The—thing—halted near the middle of the lane and I was able to see it clearly through a gap in the hedge.
 
   A sudden shiver passed through me as I saw that it possessed a vaguely human form yet with an odd haziness about its outline. Twisting the focusing wheel made no difference and it was then I realised there was a reddish-yellow glow surrounding it which I first took to be simply the moonlight gleaming off some kind of reflective clothing.
 
   I rubbed my eyes and looked again, and as the figure sprang into sharper clarity I knew I had been mistaken. 
 
   The flickering glow came from the figure itself! 
 
   Almost unconsciously, I jerked my head back and crouched down as some instinct warned me that I must not allow myself to be seen, for it was obvious that, whatever was out there, it was keeping the professor’s house under close and constant scrutiny.
 
   The next moment, I caught sight of a secondary glimmering shape a little further to the right and realised, to my horror, that there were more of these creatures. Panic seized me as it struck me forcibly that there was possibly an entire horde of them close to the house, ringing it around, watching with an alien malignancy and intentness. Suddenly, I felt entangled in something that was not of this world and recalled what McKinrick had told me of the Jinnee, those followers of Cthugha, who had been trailing McKinrick himself for some time.
 
   I must have crouched there in an entranced fear, unconscious of the passage of time for a long period for, when I finally lifted my gaze to the sky, I saw that the moon had risen high above the topmost branches of the trees and was nearing its zenith. Slowly, acutely aware of the cramp in my limbs, I eased myself from the chair and edged back towards the middle of the room, away from the window. The ominous flickering shapes were still there and, to my straining vision, there seemed to be many more of them. But as they were now in continual motion, it was impossible to make even a guess at their number.
 
   What was I to do? The logical course would have been to wake the professor and warn him of their presence. Yet that strange adventure in time had wearied him and, furthermore, I had the conviction that, somehow, he was fully aware of them and, as yet, they had made no attempt to move closer to the house. With an effort, I tried to recall exactly what McKinrick had said regarding the Jinnee and the fact that he had the means of protecting us against them. Was it possible, I thought, that he meant the amulet? If, as he claimed, it possessed powers conferred upon it by the Elder Gods, it should prove an adequate defence against these creatures.
 
   It was at that moment that I decided, rightly or wrongly, to put my theory to the test. I was fully aware that it would mean revealing my presence to them, yet the compulsive urge was now so strong that it completely overrode the possibility of personal danger. Moving back to the window, I threw it open and leaned out unbuttoning my shirt and withdrawing the talisman on its slender silver chain. Extending my arm, I held the amulet tightly between my thumb and forefinger in front of my face.
 
   The effect was instantaneous. My mind was abruptly seized by some weird extraneous control, fusing and melding with the crystal. Between my fingers, the crimson stone suddenly brightened, blazing like a tiny star. In some incredible way, I was one with the crystal, my mind had locked with it, directing and controlling a narrow shaft of pure radiance, which speared out into the silence of the moonlit night.
 
   I sensed, rather than saw, the Jinnee wither and crumble as the brilliance sought them out. Mentally, I heard a cachinnating chorus of hideous wails that struck deep within my brain. Pulsing with a fire, which far outshone their own, the beam lanced among them, crackling and sparkling like electricity from one to another.
 
   Brief flashes of red light winked among the trees, flared up and then died. Suddenly drained, I abruptly released my tight-fisted grip on the amulet, allowing it to fall back against my chest. The lancing bolts from the crystal snapped out of existence.
 
   In the lane and nearby fields, there was nothing to be seen beyond the normal moon-thrown shadows of the trees.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   The following morning, over breakfast, I related to McKinrick all that had happened. He listened attentively, his expression growing grimmer by the minute; yet he also seemed to be oddly pleased.
 
   When I had finished, he said solemnly: “What you saw out there were undeniably some of the Jinnee. I thought they would be in the vicinity, almost certainly in large numbers, since they’re no doubt aware of our visit to that island. Any passage through time alerts them immediately.”
 
   “And the amulet?” I asked. “Was it responsible for their disappearance?”
 
   “Oh, yes. And the fact you were able to mentally control the crystal is the final proof that I did right in choosing you. The first time we met I sensed you had the latent ability to gain a rapport with the crystal. Had it been otherwise, I’m afraid you would have placed yourself in mortal danger by your action.”
 
   “So the amulet won’t protect everyone against these creatures?”
 
   “No.” He shook his head emphatically. “The power of the Elder Gods is given only to a few; those prepared and able to see beyond their noses, who can conceive of things and events which would be utterly beyond the comprehension and belief of the majority of mankind.”
 
   As we ate, he gave me more details of his previous work and I began to obtain a fuller picture of his battle against this terrible cosmic evil. Up to now, I had thought him to be almost completely alone in this conflict against the Old Ones and Their followers but it soon transpired that, scattered throughout the world, there were others with powers similar to his, working in unison and, using some method upon which he did not elaborate, able to communicate with each other over great distances. Yet even though I pressed him, there were other points upon which he remained vague and evasive, particularly when I asked him how he and his colleagues had obtained this power of the Elder Gods in the first place.
 
   All he would answer to this was that, just as the Old Ones communicated with Their servants in dreams, so too did the Elder Gods. These benign beings did not intervene directly in the affairs of mankind. Indeed, only one of Them was named in all the ancient texts—Nodens, Lord of the Abyss. Yet, very soon, there would come a time when the aeon-old spells would be broken and once more the Old Ones would roam, unfettered, throughout the universe as of old and then the great battle would be resumed. What the consequences of this would be as far as human life was concerned, he refused to say or even speculate upon.
 
   Later that morning, the professor excused himself and went up to the observatory where he busied himself with certain complex calculations, leaving me to my own devices. By now, I was determined to learn all I could of these ancient myths for I felt certain that it would not be long before we left Tormount and this strange house for some other place, be it on this planet or elsewhere, and I felt the urgent need to arm myself with as much knowledge of this arcane lore as possible.
 
   Going through into McKinrick’s well-stocked library at the rear of the house, I made my way slowly along the bookshelves, examining the titles closely. Here, I found a rather curious method of classification, for instead of arranging the books alphabetically by authors or titles as was usual, they appeared to be in chronological order of publication with the modern volumes at the end nearest the door, becoming more and more ancient as I progressed towards the far window.
 
   For the time being, I ignored the modern books, knowing I would discover little of interest in them, and concentrated my attention on the oldest, many of which appeared to be rare mediaeval volumes written in Latin, Greek, archaic Saxon minuscules, with one or two in Arabic. Although I had vaguely heard of several of them from my student days, a number were completely unknown to me. De Vere’s Daemonus Brittanicus, the Zegrembi Manuscripts, the Unaussprechlichen Kulten of von Juntz and the Yuggoth Fragments. The last of these I carried to the small table at the window for closer examination. It appeared to be written in the hieroglyphics of the First or Second Dynasty of Ancient Egypt.
 
   My amazement at finding this manuscript was profound since what few references remained to it in the literature indicated that no copies existed, the last having been destroyed with the burning of the library at Alexandria. It also occurred to me that the professor might not be as well versed in this ancient form of writing as I was, since from what I had learned of his archaeological activities he had little, if any, interest in Egyptian archaeology.
 
   Although it was far from easy to decipher much of it at first reading, and there were several places where the writing was almost illegible, it was possible to get the gist of some of the text since the hieroglyphic writing of Ancient Egypt had not changed much over the two thousand years following the foundation of the First Dynasty. But what I did succeed in translating amply confirmed much of what the professor had already told me; speaking as it did of tremendously long pre-human eras, of reptilian and other inhuman species whose intelligence and longevity far surpassed our own. The author, identified as Khemresfu, a scribe of the Second Dynasty, claimed that what he had written was a faithful copy of a much earlier, pre-dynastic manuscript produced by an unnamed author after dreaming within a black stone tower lying close to the site of legendary Yrrhh.
 
   According to these legends, which were incalculably old five thousand years ago, a civilisation had become established on Earth long aeons before by a crinoid race from Yuggoth, a dark planet circling the Sun far out in the benighted depths of space. Yet the most frightening implications lay in what little sense I could make of the later glyphs in the tome, for they apparently told that this race had once existed on a more ancient planet of the same name which revolved around a star close to that we now call Fomalhaut where Great Cthugha had been flung down after the defeat of the Old Ones.
 
   Here, if this tome was genuine, and I had no reason to believe otherwise, lay the most ancient foundation for the myths that had clearly influenced Lovecraft and other writers. Naturally I studied with a growing interest and awe everything I could translate pertaining to this race.
 
   At a time when the pre-Cambrian rocks were being laid down on Earth, this great civilisation on the solitary planet of this red dwarf star twenty-three light-years from Earth had apparently flourished and attained a scientific and technological level which was far in excess of our own. How many millions of years their age had lasted prior to the coming of Cthugha, it was impossible to estimate; nor what catastrophic event had precipitated their decision to leave their home planet. Yet left they had, fleeing across the interstellar gulfs long before Man had evolved from the mammals, long even before the first amino acids had linked to form what was to become life.
 
   Here, they had settled on the very rim of the solar system, on the new Yuggoth, before some had eventually moved sunward to Earth where they had raised their great cities of black stone brought from Yuggoth. The first, and most sacred, of these was Yrrhh, hidden somewhere in what was now the Arabian Desert. In that period, of course, the climate had been far different from that of the present day and such was their longevity that the memory of their presence on Earth had persisted down the millennia, together with their worship of Cthugha, still chained in bondage near distant Fomalhaut.
 
   One passage, in particular, held my attention, burning itself indelibly into my brain:
 
   Know this, that each of the Old Ones—and there are many—has His gates, just beyond which await the mightiest of His servants, those who watch and wait and serve throughout the ages until the time of dreaming is over and those lesser ones who dwell on all the worlds shall learn the secret rites of opening. Then shall the Old Ones take Their rightful place once more and everything shall be as it was before. They shall stride forth free and unshackled throughout the universe. All power shall be Theirs. They shall stride the spaces among the stars, walk upon the unplumbed depths of the sea and land, claiming Their dominion over all creatures.
 
   When the professor finally came into the library, he immediately noticed the volume on the table and, on learning I was reasonably fluent in this ancient script, became highly excited, asking me to transcribe as much as possible for him.
 
   “This information could be absolutely vital,” he explained. “This is the first direct link between Cthugha and Yuggoth. And to think it was right under my nose all the time.” 
 
   “Is there anything in particular you wish me to look for?” I asked.
 
   “Yes. If possible, try to find the exact location of Yrrhh.”
 
   “You’re asking a lot,” I cautioned. “Even this volume is no absolute proof that Yrrhh ever existed. It’s supposedly based upon a much earlier text, and that one was reputedly written because of some dream or vision, not actual fact. How much credence can we place in such a narrative?”
 
   “If I were to answer the question on the basis of a single manuscript, perhaps not a lot. But Yrrhh is mentioned in a number of apparently unrelated texts and there are strange consistencies among all of these accounts. Indeed, the majority even claim that it is built of stone alien to Earth, brought from Yuggoth, so that it might endure forever.”
 
   For the first time since I had met him, McKinrick seemed unduly excited and elated at this discovery. “This means I shall have to alter my future plans drastically. If we can locate Yrrhh and find this tower it could provide us with the clues we need. What still lies hidden there may even tell us where these concealed gateways lie.”
 
   I could understand his obvious excitement but I had the impression the task would be neither as simple, nor as easy as he imagined.
 
   I spent the remainder of that day and much of the night poring over this incredibly ancient manuscript. At times I began to despair of ever finding the location of Yrrhh, while at others I had the unshakeable feeling it was nothing more than a mythical place never having had any real existence. In many places, too, the hieroglyphics were completely unknown to me and even though I struggled to make sense of them in the context of what went before and what came after, it seemed highly probable I was on the wrong track altogether, simply attempting to fit my own ideas into the mind and thoughts of that old scribe who had penned the original volume. In spite of this nagging doubt, I still wonder that I deduced so much in those few hours compared with the decades normally taken to decipher such writings. Naturally, I had only the barest outlines of the subject matter on that papyrus, the mere skeleton of the basic information, and was unable to fill in the flesh upon the bones to provide us with anything like the full picture.
 
   Yet from these scattered fragments of the underlying story, I was eventually able to gain a fairly accurate description of Yrrhh and its location. If my interpretations were anywhere near the truth, this great city had been erected not where the sands of the desert now lay, as I had initially supposed, but among the peaks of the eastern range along the course of the Wadi Hammamat in Southern Egypt. But would that be enough? This region covered a vast area and if Yrrhh was as ancient as this narrative suggested, the tremendous upheavals of the Earth’s crust during the intervening period could have buried it far beneath the surface and it would take years of painstaking search and excavation to unearth it—and even then utter failure could still attend our efforts.
 
   McKinrick, however, was not to be put off, and he determined to put his drastically revised plan into operation at once. Now that he had this apparent lead, he was resolved to follow it through with as short a delay as possible. For too long, he declared, he had pursued trails that had turned into dead ends, yielding few, if any, positive results.
 
   When I enquired how long it would take to make the necessary preparations, since even a journey to Egypt was not to be undertaken lightly, he merely smiled and reminded me that he had several means at his disposal, many of which would be provided by those other acquaintances of his who were pursuing the same goal as himself.
 
   Over the three days that followed, it soon became evident that the professor did, indeed, form only a small part of a large Organisation, which spanned the world and possessed resources far beyond those I had previously considered available for excavations and researches such as his. Perhaps I should have recognised this earlier since my own delving into his previous work had revealed no mention of any university or scientific institution funding his worldwide trips, and I doubted he had sufficient private means to finance these expeditions.
 
   Accordingly, on the morning of the fourth day we drove to Plymouth where a ship, the Eastern Princess, awaited us. Although not a large craft for an ocean-going vessel, she was fitted with luxurious cabins and every possible facility. We set sail less than two hours after our equipment had been taken on board and carefully stowed away in the hold. There were no other passengers and throughout the voyage to Alexandria, we scarcely spoke with any of the crew apart from the captain, spending much of our time in our cabins where I attempted to decipher more of the Yuggoth Fragments.
 
   As we headed south, McKinrick took to spending the long hours at night on deck. Here, the stars were brilliant and on those occasions when I accompanied him, I noticed that most of his attention seemed focused on a particularly bright star lying to the south. One night, with the twinkling lights of Benghazi glittering along the southern horizon, I questioned him about this curious fixation.
 
   “That star is Fomalhaut,” he said quietly, taking care that we could not be overheard. “And in that region of the heavens, something lies waiting.”
 
   “Cthugha?”
 
   He gave a slight nod. “And if I’ve read the celestial signs correctly, and the warnings giving in the Necronomicon and the Pnakotic Manuscripts, He will be the first to break His bonds and seek to wreak vengeance upon an unsuspecting universe. What will happen we may well wonder, but happen it will and no one knows how much time is left.”
 
   “And Cthugha’s minions?” I asked. “Are they still on our trail?”
 
   “They’re still watching us, make no mistake about that,” he affirmed gravely. “Although here, on the ship, I think we’re fairly safe. The Jinnee will not dare to follow us across, or beneath, the water. That is the domain of Cthulhu and in many ways He is an enemy of Cthugha. But the closer we get to the site of legendary Yrrhh, the more danger we can expect.” With a grim, humourless smile, he added: “After all, as you can imagine, the desert is an ideal home for creatures born of fire.”
 
   On docking at Alexandria, we found five large trucks awaiting us on the quayside and once more I marvelled at the extent and efficiency of the Organisation to which the professor belonged. No expense seemed to have been spared to ensure that our journey across the desert to the Wadi Hammamat would be as comfortable and as swift as possible considering the nature of the terrain we had to cross. Aided by the crew, we loaded our equipment into the trucks. Once this operation had been completed, I waited on the dockside while the professor spoke with each of the native drivers in turn, and I noticed with some surprise how each made the Elder Sign at the end of their short conversation.
 
   McKinrick must have noticed the expression of mute astonishment on my face when he returned, for he said: “Now we’re back on dry land, it’s imperative we remain vigilant. Any of those men could have been a servant of the Old Ones. You’ve already encountered the Jinnee, but there are many others, followers of the various cults who worship Cthugha, Cthulhu and others. But none of these dare make the Elder Sign.”
 
   “So we’re quite safe?”
 
   “For the time being.” McKinrick consulted his watch. “We’ll leave as soon as the two other members of our team arrive. I had expected them to be here to meet us.”
 
    While we waited, the professor filled me in on the details regarding his plan of action once we reached our destination. From the first, we had recognised that the area of our search was extremely large, covering a great deal of rugged and inhospitable terrain and it would clearly be impossible to cover it successfully on the ground, even using the trucks. Accordingly, McKinrick had arranged for a small plane to be made available so that from the air we might pick out something unusual, some clue to the whereabouts of fabulous Yrrhh.
 
    I must confess that, at that particular moment, I had serious reservations about the probable success of our mission. Even if the black stone from Yuggoth was all-enduring and could survive relatively unchanged throughout the aeons, surely the surface of the Earth was not so permanent. It would have altered drastically in all that time. Indeed, if those hideous creatures from that black planet on the very rim of our solar system had come to Earth as long ago as the Yuggoth Fragments maintained, perhaps even the formidable Himalayas had not been in existence then and for all we knew, Yrrhh might lie buried several miles beneath the surface, lost forever. What hope was there that we could ever locate it?
 
    Any further thoughts I may have had on that subject were interrupted by the arrival of a large black car. Two men got out, one carrying a large case which he held with more than usual care. The professor introduced them as the older man placed the case gingerly on the ground.
 
    “Philip Mansell and Carver Ingram. Both are members of the New England Scientific Institute. They’ll accompany us to the Wadi Hammamat.”
 
    I shook hands with them. Mansell, whom I judged to be in his early fifties, evidently taking note of my curious glance at the case, gave a faint smile. “I see you’re wondering about this, Doctor Trevelyan. Hopefully, it may help us to pinpoint the exact position of Yrrhh now that, due entirely to your deciphering part of the Yuggoth Fragments, we have an approximate location.”
 
    As we walked slowly towards the trucks, I asked: “And how will that enable us to track down the position of Yrrhh?”
 
    Mansell remained silent for several moments and I had the impression he was unsure whether to answer, for I saw him glance enquiringly at McKinrick. Then, as the Professor gave a quick nod of approval, he went on. “You’re familiar, of course, with the fact that certain minerals and chemical elements emit radiation. This has been known since the work of Becquerel and later by the researches of Rutherford and others. One of our team, an astronomer working at Lowell Observatory, recently discovered a source of peculiar radiation in the sky. Naturally, we’re aware that the Sun emits radiation at various wavelengths in addition to visible light. But this was different. This particular source lies much further away and is extremely small. Furthermore, it was found that the source is moving, extremely slowly, against the background stars and the obvious conclusion was that it must lie somewhere within the solar system. From its rate of movement, we can only conclude that it is a planet circling the Sun somewhere beyond the orbit of Pluto.”
 
    “Then you’re suggesting that these radiations emanate from … Yuggoth?” I said, feeling a strange chill pass through me at this first real evidence that such a planet did exist.
 
    “Undoubtedly.” There was no trace of dubiety in Mansell’s voice. “And it occurred to Carver and myself that if such is the case, it might just be possible that anything on earth constructed of material from Yuggoth will also emit these very specific radiations. Hence, this—” He indicated the case he carried with such extreme care. “This is an extremely delicate and sensitive instrument which, if our theory is correct, should pinpoint anything made of that accursed black stone.”
 
    “Even if it lies buried more than a mile beneath the surface?” McKinrick asked.
 
   Ingram gave a nod. “We believe so. Unfortunately, we’ve been unable to put it to the test. However, in view of the obvious difficulties of sighting anything above ground, this seems our only hope.”
 
    My mind was now whirling with a multitude of thoughts and strange conjectures as I clambered on board one of the trucks to commence the long drive across the desert. So far, I had been standing only on the periphery of these monumental and frightening events which had been taking place throughout the world. Now I was beginning to gain an insight into things which, only a few short days before, would have seemed to border on the utterly bizarre and unbelievable.
 
    That these men were absolutely serious and neither fools nor cranks seemed undeniable. Not only did they have access to several scientific disciplines and techniques, they had also succeeded in keeping all knowledge of this from the world at large. Furthermore, it appeared evident that their scientific knowledge was greater than anything which had been published in the open literature.
 
    I myself was unable to conceive of the nature of the instrument which had been used in conjunction with a large telescope to track down those emanations from distant Yuggoth, so far removed from the Earth that present-day optical astronomers were unable to see it. And as for the piece of apparatus that Mansell carried in his case, surely this had to be far more advanced than anything known outside the membership of the group to which these three men belonged.
 
    That night we made camp in the desert, pitching our tents in the hollows between the dunes and close to the trucks. For me, this part of the trip was vivid and poignant, stirring strange fancies in my mind. The great, trackless wastes stretched seemingly endlessly towards every horizon and there was an oddly disturbing note in the wind that sent scurrying eddies across the dunes so that, at times, I seemed to pick out faint piping voices murmuring over the sand; ancient whispers from another time, echoing down the aeons and warning us against going on.
 
    Almost certainly it was nothing more than the eternal rustling of sand grains drifting before the breeze, but in that place of elder mystery it was possible to imagine anything. We all retired well before midnight, for there was still another long day ahead of us before we finally reached our destination.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   Later the following afternoon, we left Coptos and drove north-east across the Eastern Desert, and by the time it was growing dark we were approaching the foothills through which the Wadi Hammamat meandered on its tortuous course to the Red Sea port of El Quseir. It was difficult to make out details in the short tropical twilight. The sheer black silhouettes stood out stark and grim against the horizon lending an air of mystery to the scene in the last fading colours of the sunset. I think each one of us had formed some impression of what we would find once we reached the borders of our destination but, in the event, I found the scene something of an anticlimax.
 
    My own supposition had been that we would encounter massive peaks of some mountain range rimming the Eastern Desert, dividing it from the lands which lay beyond, bordering the Red Sea, for it was generally supposed that it had been along the route of the Wadi Hammamat that a mass migration from the north-east had brought an influx of invaders into Egypt sometime during the Late Predynastic Period. Yet what I saw was entirely different.
 
   What mountains I could see reached a height of only about two thousand feet and the wadi itself, the remains of some ancient watercourse, twisted through steep-sided walls of granite like the American Grand Canyon in miniature. Yet in spite of this, it was somewhat disquieting to think that, if the ancient records did not lie, somewhere within this tumbled mass of rock lay the remains of aeon-old Yrrhh, that secret and sacred city built of the blasphemous black rock transported millions of miles across space from that hellish planet beyond the orbit of Pluto.
 
   Within an hour we had set up a base camp and several fires had been lit against the chill of the oncoming night. It had already been arranged that the small plane should arrive the following day, and all three of my companions were anxious to begin the search as soon as possible, in view of the tremendous area we would have to cover. If anything should be discovered by means of Mansell’s equipment, the plan was to move the trucks as close as possible to the spot and then go the rest of the way on foot. In one of the trucks we had brought sufficient high explosives and detonators to begin blasting through the solid rock where, many centuries before, the ancient Egyptians had mined for gold and other precious metals and minerals.
 
   That night, I found it difficult to sleep. The thought of what we might unearth, coupled with the nearness of things, which I found almost impossible to conceive, kept me awake for several hours. When I finally did fall into an uneasy doze, my dreams were troubled by fantastic images: of floating aimlessly in immeasurable gulfs in which vague shimmerings writhed and spiralled in twisting shapes that had no origin in this sane, everyday world. There were voices, too, which shouted and yelled, mouthing whistling syllables which could never have been produced by human vocal chords.
 
   When I woke, sweating profusely, it was to find most of the others already up although it was barely light. By the time the sun came up, we had located a long, smooth stretch of ground that would provide a suitable landing site for the plane once it arrived. While all this had been going on, Mansell had wandered off on his own, scouting the region to the west, having taken the instrument from its case. In his right hand he held a curiously shaped rod of some metal which glinted brilliantly in the sunlight, moving it slowly in circles while keeping an eye on the instrument at his waist.
 
   He returned half an hour later, shaking his head. “Nothing there,” he said, a trace of disappointment in his voice. “At least, nothing within a couple of miles. If there was, I should have picked it up easily.”
 
   McKinrick did not appear unduly perturbed by this initial failure. Clearly, he had not expected any success so early in our search. After questioning Mansell closely regarding the range the instrument could operate over, he merely nodded, saying: “Once we’re able to extend our search from the air, I’m confident we’ll pick up something.”
 
   “Unless we’re placing too much confidence in that old volume,” I remarked. I had no wish to dampen the enthusiasm with which the professor obviously viewed the outcome of our mission. But I did know, only too well, how these old and rare books could be faked. And there still remained the possibility that my own translation was far from correct in spite of the faith these three men had in it.
 
   McKinrick shook his head. “I don’t think so. There are too many prehistorical facts here which fit together so perfectly. You yourself can vouch that these hieroglyphics are of the Second Dynasty. And the scribe Khemresfu claimed he had copied the text faithfully from that much older work.”
 
   “That’s true,” I conceded. “But it was an old work which came to the author in a dream. Who’s to say whether that was fact or fiction?”
 
   “It has to be fact!” The professor was adamant. “There are too many consistencies in the myths concerning Yrrhh for there to be any reasonable doubt. Certainly there’s no mention of Yrrhh in Alhazred’s Necronomicon as far as I’m aware but Kendler refers to it in his Cycles of Ancient Cultures and there are numerous other references in the lore of Tibet and among the American Indians. All place it somewhere in this area.”
 
   “There are also other important factors we have to take into account,” Mansell put in after a brief pause. “We know that the Wadi Hammamat was a major route for travellers and invaders from Mesopotamia as long as 3500 B.C. Indeed, you can find many rock drawings they made on outcrops along the trail.”
 
   “So what does that prove?” I asked.
 
   “Just consider the facts,” Mansell went on patiently. “If the sacred city of Yrrhh was built somewhere in this region all those millions of years ago, there are only two logical places where it could be. Either at the bottom of the sea or buried somewhere in these mountains between here and the Red Sea. I realise the Earth would have been very different then. Not only the climate, but the sea and land masses will have changed significantly. Quite possibly the Red Sea mountain range to the east was not even in existence then. But before we left America, I checked on what data we have concerning Yrrhh and, in particular, that black tower reputed to lie in its vicinity.” He paused for a moment as if for dramatic effect, then continued: “So would it surprise you to learn that this tower stood more than three miles high? And the black stone of which it and the neighbouring city were built actually is all-enduring. Now if it stood anywhere that is now desert, or even if it lies beneath the ocean, it should still be at least partially visible. The fact that it isn’t, and there are no records of it having been discovered over the past five thousand years, leads me to only one conclusion. It’s out there, in one of those peaks, encased in solid rock due to some past geological upheaval and, unless I’m very much mistaken, the top of that tower can’t lie very far beneath the surface, even if it lies inside the highest peak in the range.”
 
   Further discussion on this very interesting topic was interrupted by the arrival of the plane, a single-engined craft, which, after circling the camp twice, made a perfect landing. After a rest only for refuelling, Mansell and McKinrick took off with instructions to the pilot to carry out a preliminary sweep of the range lying to the south of the camp, while Ingram and I set off to examine the rocky region in the more immediate vicinity.
 
   I doubt if either of us had any clear idea of what we were expecting to find, if anything. We were both well aware that even if we were anywhere in the proximity of Yrrhh, it was extremely unlikely there would be any sign visible on the surface. Countless millions of years must have elapsed since that alien city had been built and the very contours of the region must have been altered out of all recognition since those ancient stones had last seen daylight.
 
   At times, clambering behind Ingram over the razor-edged rocks, I had the despondent feeling we were engaged in a wild goose chase. It was difficult to comprehend the confidence my three companions had in the eventual outcome of the search unless they knew something they were not telling me. Certainly they had been in close contact with these curious and horrifying myth-cycles far longer than I and were considerably more versed in the background to these legends.
 
   In places, the walls of the wadi rose almost perpendicularly, forming an impassable barrier on either side. But here and there we found radiating side branches allowing us to penetrate deeper into the maze of rocky outcrops and channels. Much of the time we were climbing steadily, gaining tantalising glimpses of the much higher mountains which stood out towards the east.
 
   It was as we were traversing one of these narrower tributaries that Ingram suddenly halted and pointed towards a spot some thirty feet above the ravine and slightly to our left. At first, I could see nothing out of the ordinary even though the brilliant sunlight was shining directly upon the rockface. But then, following more closely the direction of his pointing finger, I made out a curious, knob-like projection jutting out of the rough rock.
 
   It was small but it was not so much the shape or size of the object, rather the colour—or more precisely, the complete absence of colour—which drew my attention to it. There was a strange blackness, as if all of the light that fell upon it was totally absorbed by it.
 
   Shading my eyes, I felt my gaze drawn irresistibly towards it and for several bizarre moments I had the impression I was looking through a hole in the solid rock, a narrow orifice which opened out somewhere in the inky depths of space.
 
   Whatever it was, it was clearly of great interest for it instantly brought to mind the stories of that black stone carried to Earth from Yuggoth. Yet, from where we stood, there seemed no means of making an ascent of the rockface to get at it. Then, after making our way a little further along the ravine, we came upon a jumble of huge boulders which had, at some time, rolled down from a point higher up, leaving a narrow track which appeared to afford a way up. The climb proved far from easy but after a quarter of an hour of angling our way from rock to rock, we were standing on a narrow ledge just below the weird projection.
 
   We were now able to see that approximately nine inches of the black stone were visible just above our heads. How far it extended into the rock it was impossible to estimate, but we both had geologist’s hammers and chisels with us and, placing ourselves on either side, we began chipping methodically at the surrounding rock. Now that we were so close, we were able to make out odd markings on the otherwise smooth surface, curious indentations, which bore a definite symmetry suggestive of artificiality. Certainly there were no signs of weathering or erosion that we might have expected if the object was as old as we believed. And whenever my fingers touched the stone I experienced a faint, but distinct shock along my arm as if tiny currents of electricity were shooting along my nerves.
 
   As the enclosing rock was chipped away, further details emerged. My first thought had been that the object was cylindrical in shape but we soon discovered odd bulbous formations and faceted angles, all covered in strange dot configurations. The precariousness of our position, balancing ourselves on the narrow ledge, made exertion more difficult than normal but gradually, taking our time, we were able to remove sufficient of the rock so that the exposed length provided us with enough leverage to haul the object free of the imprisoning granite.
 
   It proved to be a rod some six feet in length and about four inches thick, covered in the strange protuberances we had first noticed. Its unknown composition puzzled us and the series of dots were no less strange. To my eye, it did not seem inconceivable that these dots represented some form of writing, but one that pre-dated the Sumerian cuneiform and Egyptian hieroglyphs by incalculable millions of years. In the face of this find I could no longer doubt the veracity of what McKinrick had told me only a couple of weeks earlier when I had first been introduced to this dark, primal horror, unguessed at by the vast majority of mankind.
 
   It was not only the oddness of the designs which sent a shiver of nameless dread through me as I examined the stone staff more closely, for there were other undeniable properties which marked it as being singularly alien, unlike anything I had previously encountered. In spite of its size and appearance of massiveness, it was incredibly light, and above all there was a curious absence of colour, an intense darkening, which went far beyond any ordinary conception of blackness. Not the faintest gleam of sunlight struck off its surface, giving the impression of a solid rock of frozen interstellar space. Even the look of it filled my mind with the most indescribable fancies.
 
   Less than an hour after our return to camp, the plane arrived back. One look at McKinrick’s face told us they had discovered nothing of importance during their aerial reconnaissance flight, but on being shown our find the professor became extremely excited, first insisting that Mansell should try his detector on the ebon rod. Immediately this was done, the instrument commenced a rapid clicking and a red needle, set in a central scale, climbed swiftly, almost to its furthermost limit.
 
   “There’s absolutely no doubt at all,” Mansell confirmed animatedly. “Whatever this thing is, it’s fashioned from that stone brought from Yuggoth. As to its purpose, that’s anyone’s guess. Maybe it’s some symbol of power or authority, or perhaps it was used for some function we’ll never know. But it shows we’re on the right track.”
 
   McKinrick turned to Ingram. “Where exactly did you find it? Try to be as precise as possible, Carver. There may be other similar objects there which we could bring to light, even if we have to use the dynamite.”
 
   Briefly, Ingram gave details of our excursion, which, fortunately lay within a two-mile radius of the camp, and I could see the professor’s interest and excitement growing by the second. Finally he was satisfied by our answers. Taking the rod outside the tent into the bright sunlight he poured over the weird inscriptions, turning it over and over in his hands. A deep frown of concentration furrowed his features and I had the feeling his thoughts were the same as mine when I had first examined the curious arrays of dots etched and stippled across its surface: that it would be futile to attempt to compare this script—if such it was—with anything known at the present time. There could be no Rosetta Stone as far as this writing was concerned.
 
   Yet there seemed to be something more to his expression than mere puzzlement and curiosity: a look almost of recognition. Finally, he said harshly: “I’m sure I’ve seen something like this before, a long time ago.”
 
   Mansell glanced at him in astonishment. “How can that be possible, professor? Unless you’re saying you’ve come across some other artefact from Yuggoth.”
 
   McKinrick shook his head. “No, this is the first time I’ve ever seen anything made of this material. Ah, now I remember. So long ago I’d almost forgotten. There’s a monastery high in the Himalayas, on the northern slopes. I recall being shown a book by the monks, which they claim was written more than ten thousand years ago. It, too, was in sequences of dots like this on some odd material that was neither paper nor papyrus, more like an opaque flexible glass. Naturally, I questioned them as to how it came to be there but they could tell me nothing, neither its origin, nor the language it was written in.”
 
   “But ten thousand years is nothing compared with the millions of years since this race died out,” Ingram protested. “And if they became extinct aeons before Man evolved, there can surely be no lingering race memory of such events.”
 
   McKinrick gave a grim smile. “Not a race memory, Carver. Something much more recent.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “If that race from Yuggoth still survives and they are, as we suppose, worshippers and servants of Cthugha, like Him they may have the ability to communicate with men, and that ten thousand year old book could have been written by someone under their mental influence.”
 
   Ingram was still not convinced. “Surely you’re not suggesting there are still members of that race alive on Earth?”
 
   “No. In spite of their undoubted longevity I doubt if that’s likely. My belief is that something, possibly the intense ultraviolet radiation from the sun, prevented them from breeding when they were here. But they could still exist out there on Yuggoth.”
 
   “Merciful God in Heaven,” I interrupted harshly. “You mean that planet is still crawling with those monstrosities?”
 
   “Why not? In fact, I’d say it’s highly probable. And I think I know what you’re going to ask, Edmund. If they’re still flourishing on Yuggoth, why haven’t they returned to Earth over the past few million years?”
 
   “That thought had certainly occurred to me,” I admitted.
 
   McKinrick shrugged his shoulders expressively. “I’m afraid I’ve no straight answer. Maybe they no longer have the ability to traverse empty space as they did all that time ago. On the other hand, it could be that conditions here are no longer amenable to them. Our atmosphere is now oxygen-rich whereas millions of years ago it consisted mainly of hydrogen, methane and ammonia. But I do believe we must assume they’re still there, waiting.” He shifted his glance to the ebon rod in his hands. “But in the meantime, we must decide what to do with this.”
 
   “I agree.” Mansell gave a brief nod. “Since there’s no doubt it’s an artefact of the Old Ones and Their servants and we’ve no idea of its function and properties, we must regard it as potentially dangerous. I suggest we seal it.”
 
   I watched in fascinated silence as Ingram hauled a large packing case from the back of one of the trucks. Carefully, McKinrick placed the rod inside while Ingram took something from his pocket and laid it on top of the rod. Before the lid was replaced, I noticed the deep carmine gleam of the crystal and knew it to be one of the amulets. Going into the tent, he returned a few moments later with a large lump of what looked like putty and proceeded to seal the rim of the lid, finally impressing a curious design upon it with the ring he wore on the middle finger of his left hand.
 
   “The Sign of Koth,” he explained, seeing my puzzled expression. “That still has the power to protect against any evil associated with objects from Yuggoth. It might even nullify any power associated with Cthugha Himself.”
 
   * * * *
 
   The next day it was agreed that I should accompany Mansell in the plane, our objective being to study and survey that part of the range lying towards the north and east of the base camp. We took off shortly before ten-thirty, climbing steeply and heading directly towards the stark peaks on the skyline. I had expected to find conditions cramped inside the small aircraft but there was plenty of space and through the window I could make out the wide panorama of narrow wadis and sheer-sided chasms that opened up beneath us. There was little wind and the only sound to disturb the silence was a muted roar of the engine as we banked in the clear-crystal atmosphere.
 
   Down below, the scene was one of sunlight and shadow and at first I sat quite relaxed and content to view the broken surface while Mansell, seated beside me, constantly checked his instrument, watching for the slightest tell-tale shift of the red needle which would indicate that somewhere, within the rocky maze below, lay the ruins of fabulous Yrrhh. In spite of the failure of the previous day, I could tell by my companion’s expression and attitude that he was tensed and keyed up.
 
   Little by little, taller peaks thrust themselves up from the range and, squinting into the glaring sunlight, I made out more distant peaks bordering the Red Sea. In places, I thought I could discern curious abutments on some of the nearest slopes; strange stone configurations which possessed an odd look of regularity, some showing signs of mining operations which, from what I had read, had been carried out almost five thousand years before. I recalled that the Wadi Hammamat had been the main source of greywacke, a stone used by the Ancient Egyptians for royal statuary.
 
   Just how much territory we had to cover had been impossible to guess from the ground. But flying at four thousand feet I was able to judge the full extent of the area of our search. The old records I had been able to peruse had given no indication of the size of Yrrhh and it then struck me that it might be comparatively small; if so, we were looking for a needle in a haystack.
 
   But soon we were approaching the more lofty peaks, far higher than those in the vicinity of the base camp. Peering down at them, sometimes using the enhanced vision of the binoculars, I fancied I could pick out regions of what appeared to the naked eye as simply bare tracts of dark rock but which, through the binoculars, showed a strangely pitted surface. The curious markings evoked strange emotions within me, giving me a chill sensation in the pit of my stomach. Some of these were, perhaps, only examples of rock art on the craggy outcrops, inscriptions known to have been made sometime during the Eleventh Dynasty. But there were others, which bore no resemblance to anything produced by any of the people who had inhabited this area over the past six or seven millennia.
 
   I realised that my mind was subconsciously conjuring up imaginary scenes based not upon known Egyptian sculptures, but upon what I conceived this region to have been like in those distant antediluvian days when it had teemed with that hideously alien life at whose outlines I could not even guess. In spite of McKinrick’s assertions, I could not help thinking that somewhere down there, deep within strange and unlighted subterranean caverns, those creatures still spawned and crawled. Or, if not exactly alive as we knew life, in some weird form of suspended animation, ready to emerge once more at the call of Cthugha and rule the Earth as they undoubtedly had when this planet was in its infancy.
 
   I was jerked out of my reverie by a sudden shout from Mansell. He was pointing excitedly at the instrument beside him and, leaning sideways, I noticed that the red needle had moved and was rising slowly along the scale, accompanied by an intermittent clicking. Instinctively, my companion moved the rod in his right hand, then shouted directions to the pilot who immediately altered course, heading straight for a ragged peak about a mile off the starboard bow. As we neared the spiking crags, the needle continued its ascent and now Mansell’s excitement was intense. Lifting the binoculars to my eyes, I sat quite still, scanning the area as we approached, searching for some sign that might mark it out from the rest.
 
   At first I could see nothing strange, certainly nothing to account for this effect. Tersely, Mansell gave the order to reduce altitude, ignoring the possibility of dangerous air currents in the vicinity of these summits. Scarcely three hundred feet above the topmost pinnacles, we circled the area slowly, occasionally dropping even lower as Mansell or myself spotted some small area which seemed out of place in the maze of rocks. Then, as we flew smoothly over a long, undulating ridge we both caught sight of something definitely extraordinary.
 
   Just below the peak was a large oval depression, deep in shadow, as if some gigantic hole had been bored straight down through the solid rock, cutting perpendicularly into the mountain. As we flew low, directly over it, the needle on Mansell’s instrument flicked almost to maximum and in the same instant, I scanned the area through the binoculars and cried out at what I saw.
 
   Almost exactly in the centre of the depression lay a circular patch of absolute blackness like the pupil of an eye staring eternally into space. I knew then, by some strange instinct, that I had spotted the very top of that stupendous black tower within which that unknown author had dreamed his crazy vision in years lost beyond all human memory.
 
   Three times we circled the peak to ensure we had its position marked exactly on the map, then headed back to camp. During much of the return flight, Mansell checked the figures he had jotted down during our circumnavigation and by the time we landed he had ascertained that there were two readings on his detector, separated on the ground by approximately two miles.
 
   The smaller, sharp peak on the graph clearly corresponded to the tower whose topmost projection I had seen through the binoculars. The other signal, while stronger, was much more diffuse and almost certainly marked the site of the sprawling city of Yrrhh, completely covered by millions of tons of granite!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   It was shortly after noon two days later when our small convoy approached the base of the towering peak whose ponderous mass concealed the long-lost city of Yrrhh and its accompanying tower which had, billions of years before, soared up for more than three miles above the surrounding terrain. The difficult journey from our base camp had taken more than seven hours, tracing a tortuous route through the maze of wadis, traversing dangerous gullies where it seemed almost impossible to take the trucks. Now the ever-narrowing track we had followed for the past three hours became totally impassable by any means of mechanical transport and we prepared to continue our exploration on foot.
 
   It is scarcely possible to conceive our growing sensation of awe and intense speculation as we disembarked, leaving the trucks in the care of their drivers. From the track we surveyed the looming rocks that towered over us. The thought of what we might find, of treading were no human foot had ever trod for countless centuries, merely increased our anticipation to fever pitch. Yet we all recognised the difficulties that still lay ahead of us. The climb itself would be far from easy, and each of us would be hampered by the need to carry numerous items of equipment.
 
   Both McKinrick and Mansell were insistent that we should start immediately rather than wait until next morning even though this would entail spending at least one night near the summit. Accordingly, Ingram and I carried tents, supplies of food, water and four powerful torches. McKinrick shouldered the pack containing the dynamite, detonators and exploder, while Mansell brought up the rear with the detector in spite of my argument that this was now surely superfluous.
 
   Details of that long and arduous ascent remain hazy in my mind, overshadowed by subsequent events and what we were to discover following our attainment of the summit. Here among the bleak rocks savage gusts of sand-laden wind buffeted us from every quarter as it tore and shrieked in a cacophony of high-pitched whistles among hidden clefts and cracks and, in spite of the heat in the late afternoon sun, there was an icy coldness in its scouring touch that merely served to build up the tension.
 
   But all sensation of physical discomfort evaporated as we stood poised on the lip of the wide, oval opening just below the tip of the peak, gazing down into unplumbed depths of mystery and eldritch fantasy at the abnormal dome of intense blackness, just visible perhaps ten feet below us. Now that we were in a position to study it at such close quarters there remained no doubt in our minds as to its nature. Undoubtedly, we were looking at the very apex of that monstrous black tower mentioned in the writings of Khemresfu some five millennia earlier. The close proximity to things undreamed by men, of immeasurable gulfs of time and space, deadened our feeling to everything else. God alone knew what terrible and forbidden secrets lay beneath our feet, entombed within and below this prodigious mass of granite.
 
   From where we stood we could determine no means of entry into that titan structure which, so far as we knew, had endured throughout aeons of change on Earth. And what of the builders, those alien beings who had travelled light-years of interstellar space, first to the new Yuggoth and then sunward to Earth? Spawn of Cthugha; what supernatural powers had they possessed to build such a tremendous eternal edifice?
 
   I had personally experienced an overwhelming sense of awe and wonder during that weird journey through time with McKinrick when we had visited that blasphemous island in the South Atlantic but that sensation was nothing compared with the terrifying sense of shuddersome fear which seized me at this moment, contemplating what horrors might be uncovered during the next twenty-four hours. For a few seconds, I felt sorry I had ever stumbled upon that ancient tome in the professor’s library and translated those Palaeozoic hieroglyphics, but then an overriding sense of scientific curiosity took over and I knew that, come what may, there could be no turning back.
 
   By now it was abundantly clear there was insufficient daylight left to place the charges of dynamite to blast away much of the surrounding rock. Accordingly, we selected a suitable spot close by, out of the worst of the continually gusting wind, and pitched the tents, securing them with steel pegs into the rock and, after eating a frugal meal, turned in for the night. In spite of our weariness after the long climb, there was little sleep for us that night. The overwhelming sense of excitement and the strange feel of being in such close contact with the totally unknown and unguessable banished any relaxation.
 
   It was nothing to do with imagination for this was a tangible effect as if something incredibly remote and alien was flowing outward from that ultramontane tower and enveloping us as we lay within the tents, touching our nerves and senses with subtle fingers of age-old magic. I must have dozed on and off during the night, but on waking just before dawn there was no memory of any dreams, no nightmare visions such as that which I had experienced in Charnwood House. Subsequent events, however, would prove that this was simply the calm before the storm, but none of us had any kind of premonition of what we were to undergo within the next few hours.
 
   After breakfast, eaten hurriedly since McKinrick was anxious to lay the dynamite charges and expose as much of the upper reaches of the tower as possible, we examined the surrounding terrain, finally deciding to place the charges on the southern edge of the depression where the mountainside dropped almost precipitously for close on four hundred feet.
 
   Placing the explosives in the positions indicated by the professor proved a laborious task and time consuming. Not only were there few safe footholds, and any ledges we came upon were invariably less than a couple of feet in width, but we were forced to walk singly in cramped and precarious positions. Finally, however, every charge was in place with the detonators linked to the exploder thirty yards away in the shelter of an overhanging outcrop of rock. When we were all under cover, McKinrick gave the order to fire and we crouched there, shielding our heads and shoulders against flying rocks.
 
   Once the thunderous explosion had sent its atrophying echoes among the boulders, and the fumes had settled, we advanced cautiously to view the results of our handiwork. A great mass of granite had been blasted from the rockface exposing the entire bulbous top of the tower and part of the cylindrical structure below.
 
   From what we were able to see, two things were immediately apparent. Even the titanic force of the detonation, which had shattered the hard granite into thousands of flying fragments had failed to mark the ebon surface. And the walls beneath the topmost projection were not perpendicular but sloped slightly, leading us to the inescapable conclusion that if this massive construction was indeed three miles high, its base must be more than half a mile in diameter!
 
   It was as we worked our way cautiously around the area, squeezing ourselves between upthrusting boulders, Mansell suddenly uttered a yell and pointed urgently. Hurrying to where he stood, we soon saw the source of his animation. The detonation had revealed part of a huge triangular opening in the black stone, an entrance into the tower itself. This was far more than we had ever dared hope for, and a renewed wave of elation and optimism spread through us as we realised that here was a chance of exploring the gigantic structure to uncover the aeon-old secrets of a long-dead race that had flourished when the Earth was young.
 
   Our first task was to reach the aperture, which was some twenty feet away and partially secured by the remaining rock. From our vantage point it was clear that any direct descent was out of the question, since the rockface had been blasted smooth with a near vertical drop into the chasm below. Finally, we secured a rope to one of the bulging overhangs, which should enable us to swing down onto the lower ledge of the opening that, fortunately, seemed several feet in width, providing ample purchase for our feet.
 
   As the youngest member of the group, it fell to me to make the first attempt and, gripping the rope tightly, I launched myself outward towards the aperture. Within seconds I was standing on the broad ledge of black stone, perched above a three-mile stretch of utter emptiness. Swinging the rope back for Ingram, I waited while the other three came across. The walls of the tower proved to be at least five feet thick. By what means it had been built it was impossible to tell, for as far as we could ascertain there were no joins whatever in the whole of that downward plunging shaft! It was as if the entire edifice had been constructed from a single block of stone!
 
   Approaching the inner lip we shone the combined light of our torches down into that abyssal pit, sweeping the beams around the walls to discover that within the interior, beginning just to our left, stone steps spiralled downward to the utmost limit of the torchlight. It was clear, however, that these steps had never been designed for human feet. Each was curiously angled and sloped smoothly downward as if shaped for creatures of a form more horizontal than vertical.
 
   Naturally, I think we all assumed that such steps would continue all the way down to the base of the tower, and we were all eager to begin the descent. But before doing so, McKinrick checked that each of us was protected by the amulet of the Elder Gods for, as he pointed out, even though the builders of this cyclopean, monolithic tower might have become extinct millions, if not billions of years before, remains of their spells could still be extant, and there was no point in taking unnecessary chances.
 
   Shortly thereafter, we commenced the descent using only one torch in order to preserve the batteries. The air inside the gigantic tower held an oddly disturbing odour, yet it proved to be quite breathable and in addition there seemed to be a faint updraught intimating some connection, far below us, with subterranean openings and chambers allowing access to the atmosphere outside.
 
   Occasionally Mansell, who was in the lead, flashed the beam of his torch along the walls, for we half-expected to find carvings or markings of some kind but there was nothing; the walls were perfectly smooth and featureless. The stone felt oddly slippery to the touch as if coated with an invisible film of plastic. Mansell still carried the detector, but he had switched it off on entering the aperture for its constant loud clicking brought curiously disquieting reverberations up to us from the echoing depths.
 
   Hours seemed to pass as we wound our way down those hideous steps that had never been trodden by human feet since that unknown dreamer had entered this place thousands of years before. In places we encountered irregular pieces of granite, which had evidently fallen from the opening when some past geological disturbance had entombed the edifice long before the dinosaurs had roamed this region. But for the most part the steps were remarkably clear of rubble, and there was little to impede our downward progress beyond the abnormal shape of the steps themselves where the treacherous slope of each massive slab made it impossible to walk normally for fear of toppling forward into that yawning black abyss.
 
   The sheer massiveness of everything, the sense of walking suspended in absolute nothingness that stretched away into utter darkness, soon began to tell on our nerves. It gradually became increasingly obvious that our initial surmise had been correct and the tower did widen appreciably the deeper we progressed. Furthermore, the air became noticeably cooler the lower we went and the knowledge of the enormous bulk of the mountain all around us, encroaching upon the curved walls with a crushing force, coupled with the atmosphere of primal, inhuman mystery which enshrouded this place, made me shiver uncontrollably with something more than the atmospheric chill long before we eventually gained the bottom.
 
   But reach the bottom we did after what seemed an eternity of stumbling and sliding in almost perpetual darkness with only the light of the single torch to guide our steps. Here we encountered a vast, open space, so large that the torchlight failed utterly to penetrate the darkness more than twenty feet in any direction. Like the massive walls, the floor appeared to have been constructed from one solid piece of stone, the smooth surface showing no sign of chiselling or join. 
 
   Now that we were on level ground once more, we advanced more quickly, taking care to keep together, working our way around the curve of that titan wall, feeling utterly dwarfed by the monstrous delineations of the gigantic edifice which, if our wild beliefs were true, had existed almost as long as the Earth. As the minutes passed, the conviction grew upon us that the tower was completely empty, for the wavering torchlight revealed nothing, and we looked instinctively, but in vain, for any lower entrance.
 
   It was, of course, impossible even to conceive of what had happened all those millions of years ago. We were plainly dealing with alien intelligences, making it unthinkable that we should attempt to extrapolate from our reasoning to theirs. Yet it seemed absurd that this tower, which had been erected so close to their sacred city, should have been nothing more than an architectural ornament serving no practical or religious purpose.
 
   Finally, the professor proposed we should leave the comparative safety and reassurance of the outer wall and strike out across the cavernous floor, which, if our estimates were correct, stretched for over half a mile before reaching its further extremity. By now, Mansell’s torch had dimmed appreciably and Ingram switched his on, flashing the light directly ahead of us. At this point, the utter blackness that surrounded us took on a somewhat more sinister note although it was not possible to say from which direction any danger might come, nor what form it might take.
 
   Had there only been some artefacts left behind by those incredibly ancient creatures, or even some frescoes around the massive walls giving some impression of life at that remote period, we might have felt more easily in our minds. But this total absence of anything concrete to link those bygone times with ours was definitely disconcerting, conjuring up all manner of terrible suppositions in our minds and stretching our nerves to their limit.
 
   Then, without warning, the pale torchlight did touch upon something that loomed spectrally out of the all-pervading darkness. I think we all halted in exactly the same instant, for this was the first strange object we had come across inside the tower. It was Ingram who reacted first, moving forward slowly and playing the torchlight on the stupendous column that rose to dizzying, invisible heights above us.
 
   What also made it stand out from everything else we had seen was the fact that it was fashioned from some dull metal and the light was reflected back from numerous angles and oddly-intermeshing curves. The diameter at the base we estimated at close on forty feet but it was, of course, impossible to estimate its height, for its apex lay far beyond the reach of the torchlight. Like everything else we had seen, it was built to truly cyclopean proportions and we knew of nothing in either the modern or the ancient world with which to compare it.
 
   Closer examination revealed that the curious dot symbolism, which we had noticed on the ebon rod, was also present here together with other singular markings and interweaving spiral bands. In places clavate protuberances gave a strangely hideous outline, for there was something about the way in which they reflected the light that sent a shiver through me.
 
   Then, quite unexpectedly, there came a sound, the first we had heard apart from any of our own making since entering the tower hours earlier. It must have been there for some time before it actually registered on our senses. It was a low, curiously hypnotic murmur that came from some undefined spot above our heads; a sinister, wide-ranging ululation, which rose swiftly in pitch and volume until it shrieked madly inside our heads.
 
   Dimly, I saw McKinrick clasp his hands tightly over his ears as if to block out the sound. Beside him, Ingram swayed, then pitched forward, the torch falling from his nerveless fingers, leaving us in total darkness. I was aware of the torch clattering on the floor. Vaguely, I recognised that some strange and awesome mutation had occurred, that although the darkness around me was still absolute, I was not lying on that cold, hard surface within the tower, but somewhere else, yet there had been no hint of motion or passage of time.
 
   Some small fragment of whirling mind, oddly detached from the rest, recalled that dreaming vision I had experienced in the professor’s house, for indeed the sensation of being suspended in the depths of interstellar space was very similar. Some of the horror of what I had witnessed on that occasion seeped into my mind, numbing my senses, yet I could see nothing of those hideous, whirling clouds of energy which had raged and fought amongst the stars in that titanic battle between the gods.
 
   For an ageless period I hung there and then, without warning, I found myself plunging headlong through the void towards a faint red spark in the blackness which grew swiftly until it stood out as an almost perfect sphere; an alien sun, cooler and redder than that which shone upon Earth. But this sun was not alone in this region of space, for off to one side I made out a faint crescent which loomed larger as a solitary planet swung towards me in its endless orbit, waxing brighter every second until I was able to make out details on its surface.
 
   Even before I saw much of what lay before me, I knew where I was. That dark planet which rolled in front of me was the original Yuggoth from which that alien race had fled countless aeons ago after Cthugha had been cast down and imprisoned somewhere within this region. All doubt vanished in a maelstrom of utter horror as I made out the frightful cities and towers that dotted the wide, barren spaces and soared dizzily towards the dark heavens.
 
   Fortunately for my sanity at that moment, there was no sign of life; no living thing moved along those deserted streets and avenues or across the bridges and arches which followed no sane design on Earth. Yuggoth was a dead planet, endlessly circling its dying sun, spinning unheeded and abandoned with only these ghastly reminders left behind. How long a time had passed since the original builders had fled, and why they had swarmed through the endless dark to arrive on that unknown and hidden tenth planet of our solar system I could not even guess. All I could do in that moment of horror was watch, terrified, as that dead world swung past me in its futile orbit.
 
   There had to be a purpose behind all that I was witnessing, for my mind now held the intuitive knowledge that all of this had been brought about, in some way I could never define nor understand, by that device we had found in the tower. But it was not until I lifted my horrified gaze to the red sun that the full terror of my position burst upon me.
 
   It was no longer the quiescent sphere I had first noticed. Great streamers of ragged-edged flame speared from its surface, spuming outwards and then curving back like the familiar solar prominences. My initial, fleeting impression was that this was exactly what they were, merely appearing larger and more awesome by contrast with the smaller diameter of this sun. But then I saw that the real horror lay not in these vast arches of flame—but within the sun itself! Something existed within that fiery furnace; something alive and intelligent: a writhing, twisting, amorphous mass of fire, hotter than the flaring gases that comprised the star itself.
 
   I needed no second thought to tell me what I was seeing for I had learned too much and too well from what McKinrick had told me and what I had read in my student days. I was looking at Great Cthugha Himself, trapped within the incandescent heart of that star, bound there by the spells of the Elder Gods. But now those spells were weakening and the professor’s forebodings were fast approaching fulfilment. Soon Cthugha would be free of the invisible chains that had bound Him for incalculable ages.
 
   Small wonder that McKinrick had written those letters enquiring about the behaviour of that star, questioning whether it might, at some time in the near future, become a supernova and whether it had any attendant planets. I knew, too, that the learned astronomers were wrong, terribly wrong, when they had insisted that such a small star could never erupt in such a catastrophic manner. What did they know of the Old Ones who dwelt in these remote and inaccessible places throughout the cosmos, biding Their time until the stars are right, thus enabling Them to burst forth upon an unsuspecting universe? Dear God, that such abominable horror could exist, unknown and unsuspected by mankind.
 
   How long I hung there in the void, unable to tear my horrified gaze from that gyrating, malevolent shape, it was impossible to tell for time seemed to have no meaning for me in that weird, trance-like state. But then, when it seemed my brain could no longer bear that awful sight, there came a whirling, spinning motion and I fell away into the benighted darkness as that star and its attendant, untenanted black planet dwindled swiftly into the abyss.
 
   This time it seemed only seconds before the void yielded up another sun, and now my dreamlike vision was particularly enhanced for I readily discerned the planets that encircled it and knew it to be the familiar solar system. As my onrush inexplicably slowed, I saw that dark, forbidden planet which moved with such abnormal slowness in its orbit far beyond Pluto.
 
   I had thought that what I had recently witnessed might have prepared me for anything, that there could be no further horrors to equal what I had already seen, but as that looming bulk swam slowly below me I almost shrieked aloud at what I saw crawling upon its frozen surface. Here, too, were those hideous stone cities I had seen on primal Yuggoth, light-years away. But these were not empty! Instead they teemed with frightful life, monstrous creatures whose teratological outlines were the embodiment of nightmare. That such shocking abominations could exist within the universe was inconceivable.
 
   These were the denizens of this new Yuggoth who, in Earth’s youth, had built their black stone cities on our planet and whose sacred tower we had violated! And there, at what was clearly the Northern Pole, they were building a terrible, indescribable thing, vaster than any other structure on the entire planet; a twisted, warped ziggurat of intermeshing curves and angles distorted my vision as I attempted to view it in its entirety.
 
   What loathsome, malign purpose it was intended to serve I could not guess, and the numbness of shock and horror which filled my mind still dominated my thoughts as the image faded and I found myself, without any sense of transition, lying on my back on the cold, hard surface within the black tower.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   I lay in utter darkness for a full minute before finding the strength to move, thrusting myself forward onto my hands and knees, feeling desperately around me. My outstretched fingers touched something cold and hard which I knew to be the base of that accursed pillar. Recoiling in sudden loathing, I continued to fumble around, searching for my companions and then my fingers closed around a small, metallic object.
 
   Ingram’s torch!
 
   Fumbling for the switch, I found that it still operated and within seconds I had located the others by its feeble light, apparently unconscious, lying close together.
 
   There were still ringing echoes of that awful sound in my ears, but they faded swiftly and within moments McKinrick stirred, slitting his eyes against the torchlight. With an effort, he pushed himself onto one elbow, rubbing his forehead gingerly.
 
   “What in God’s name happened?” I asked in a hoarse whisper.
 
   Before indulging in any explanations, the professor turned his head to where Ingram and Mansell were already moving. Once he had satisfied himself they were both conscious, he said quietly: “I think we should first compare notes as to what we experienced. I believe we’ll find that we all underwent virtually identical responses to whatever is inside that column.”
 
   By the time we had all recounted what had happened it was clear we had all witnessed practically the same scenes while we had been unconscious. Each of us had met the unknown and even the professor seemed to lack the emotion to respond to it as I had hoped he might. Yet his words indicated that what had occurred was not completely unexpected.
 
    “It’s obvious that everything that unknown scribe wrote concerning this place is the unvarnished truth. We all saw that terrible planet which circles that sun where Cthugha is imprisoned and we witnessed the new Yuggoth on the rim of the solar system, still swarming with those hideous creatures.”
 
    “But did we see those two planets as they are now or as they were billions of years ago?” I asked. “And what was that monstrous thing they were erecting at the Northern Pole of their planet?”
 
   “God, Edmund, I wish I could answer those questions, since they’re obviously of such vital importance. If everything we saw was nothing more than an aeon-old recording which has been stored here in some manner within this monolith which we somehow triggered off by our presence, then there may be little time for us to make preparations against the coming of Cthugha. And I’m afraid we face the direst consequences: it may already be too late to prevent the total annihilation of this planet and the entire human race.”
 
   “But you do have an opinion, professor,” Mansell said in a low whisper. “Though from what I saw, I’d say it’s impossible to differentiate between the two possibilities.”
 
   In the faint torchlight, McKinrick’s face had assumed a grim expression, making him seem suddenly older and more haggard. “I’m afraid I can only conclude that we saw everything as it is right now.”
 
   “But how can you be so sure?” I asked tensely.
 
   The professor hesitated before replying, clearly choosing his words with extreme care. “For two reasons. Firstly, each of our descriptions of that red sun—and what lies inside it—show that some intense activity is swiftly nearing its peak. Secondly, the information I received from the Cape Observatory and which you, Edmund, have seen, indicates that it is only within the past year or so that any changes in the spectrum in brightness of that star have occurred.” With these chilling words, he staggered to his feet, taking out his own torch and playing the brilliant beam up the grotesque length of the monolith as far as it would reach, wincing a little as the vague flashes, reflected from its oddly-angled curves, lanced across his eyes.
 
   “And if you’re right,” I said. “What of that thing they’re building on Yuggoth? Do you have any idea about that?”
 
   “Yes.” He nodded gravely. “I have, though I hope to God I’m wrong. I don’t suppose any of you took much notice of certain curious alignments associated with that planet?”
 
   There were bewildered head-shakings from the three of us and I, for one, found it difficult to grasp what he was getting at.
 
   “No, I thought not,” he continued. “But that’s probably to be expected. I’ve spent much of my life looking for such collimations. I immediately noticed that Yuggoth’s axis is peculiarly inclined with respect to its orbital plane. At a guess, I’d even go so far as to say that it’s been deliberately altered since that planet was first formed.”
 
   “You mean by those creatures?” Ingram asked incredulously.
 
   “Exactly. You see, the axis now points directly towards that red star around which their original world revolves. The gigantic tower has to be a gateway for Cthugha, ready in preparation for when He breaks free of His bonds.”
 
   “Dear Lord in Heaven.” Mansell’s words were a hoarse exclamation. “That means there’s even less time than we thought.”
 
   “And there’s one other thing we seem to have overlooked,” Ingram put in harshly. “Certainly my experience in these matters is less than yours, professor. But it occurs to me that, from our recent experience, this very tower may be a gateway.”
 
   “I’m inclined to agree.” McKinrick returned from his close scrutiny of the metal pillar, nodding his head solemnly. “And one which appears to be linked directly with Cthugha. Our immediate task is to return to the surface and seal it if that’s at all possible. While it remains open, it represents a terrible threat, not only to us but the rest of mankind.”
 
   Now that these alarming revelations had been fully vouchsafed us, we left that central area and headed swiftly in the direction of the wall, knowing that we had to find those hellish steps which spiralled upward towards the comparative sanity of the outside world. While we had attempted to keep a watch on our direction since descending to the bottom of the tower, the fear of becoming utterly lost in this vast, subterranean space haunted our minds as we crossed that monstrous floor.
 
   We could never know by what means those creatures from distant Yuggoth had constructed such a place and left behind that hideously hypnotic pillar, but the fact that this mind-controlling device still existed after all those billions of years showed just how potent it was, and I could not help thinking that, in spite of the professor’s knowledge of these arcane myths and his claims to possess something of the power of the Elder Gods, that we had recklessly allowed ourselves to become enmeshed in something far beyond our ability to fight. I was also assailed by the fear that it would not prove possible to seal this terrible gateway, for McKinrick had given no indication of how this might be accomplished and I had seen for myself that even dynamite had absolutely no effect upon this black stone. Any attempt to block that wide entrance at the very top must be futile.
 
   It seemed ages before we reached that far wall, but actually it could not have been more than twenty minutes. By now the utter darkness which surrounded us seemed to have assumed an even more loathsome and malignant quality which ate at my nerves so that my imagination peopled it with unimaginable horrors lurking just on the periphery of the faint illumination of our torches.
 
   By the time we reached the wall and had worked our way along it to where those crazily-hewn steps spiralled upward, I felt certain we would never regain the daylight. If the descent down that three-mile-high shaft had been difficult, the climb back was a hundred times worse. Even if those steps had been designed for human feet, the ascent would have taxed our strength and endurance to the limit.
 
   As it was, we were forced to halt several times to ease the pain and cramp in our legs and how McKinrick found the reserves to carry on was beyond me. The sheer physical exertion had taken its inevitable toll on each of us by the time we spotted the faint light far above us that became slowly brighter as we staggered the last quarter of a mile around the interior of that incredible tower.
 
   Finally, however, we scrambled up onto the broad ledge into the brilliant sunlight. From the sun’s position we knew, without looking at our watches, that it was late afternoon; we had been inside the tower for almost nine hours. Allowing for the time we had spent during the descent, our examination of the floor, and our subsequent climb back, we must have lain under that hypnotic spell for close on four hours!
 
   After a brief respite, in order to rest our aching limbs and get our breath back, we took up the rope where it had been placed carefully across the ragged corner of the aperture and swung ourselves back to the relative safety of the boulders. McKinrick was the last to leave and I saw him take something from his pocket and place it carefully on the black stone sill of the opening.
 
   “That’s the best we can do,” he said once he was standing beside me. “The crystal should seal the opening against anything but Cthugha Himself.” He threw a swift glance up to where the sharply-peaked summit loomed perhaps thirty feet above us. “I’d feel a lot easier if we could blast that rock down on top of the tower and bury it completely but there are only a few hours of daylight left, and unless we want to spend another night on the summit, we’d better start down at once.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   The last of the twilight was fading swiftly by the time we had descended the lower slopes of the mountainside and come within sight of the trucks, standing where we had left them the previous day. Yet even when we were still more than half a mile away, we discerned that something was wrong. At this time of the day, with the night and chill temperatures drawing in, fires would normally have been lit among the rocks of the ravine. But all was in total darkness with no outward sign of life or movement.
 
   Somehow, in spite of our exhaustion, we forced our flagging muscles to lengthen our stride, now strangely certain that some unknown catastrophe had befallen the camp and the drivers we had left behind. It did not seem likely they would have deserted us, although I had taken note of an increasing agitation in their manner when we had earlier driven close to these forbidding peaks. If such a course had been in their minds, surely they would have taken one of the trucks rather than attempt to make their way back to Coptos on foot.
 
   As we approached the trucks it was clear that something had wreaked dreadful havoc during our absence. The entire canvas covering on one truck had been completely burned away leaving mere tatters hanging along the metal struts. Beside two of the other vehicles lay the ghastly remains of four of the drivers, their bodies oddly shrivelled and blackened, so badly burned that it was impossible to recognise them. Of the fifth driver there was no sign in spite of Ingram and Mansell carrying out a meticulous search of the area.
 
   Striving to keep our emotions under tight control, we closely examined the bodies and trucks. Here we found evidence of some disturbance of a number of items of equipment. Perhaps most worrying and significant of all, the box in which McKinrick had placed the black rod bore traces of scorching, yet curiously the burning was only superficial and the rod inside was untouched. 
 
   The professor gave a brief nod of satisfaction on finding the rod still intact. “Evidently the crystal proved a sufficient protection against them,” he remarked soberly.
 
   “Against who?” I asked, still mystified as to what had happened.
 
   “The Jinnee, of course. They must have traced us here and waited until we left before attacking the drivers. Having no protection themselves, those poor devils never had a chance. Even if the Jinnee didn’t track us all the way from Alexandria, you can be sure this rod would have drawn them here like a magnet.”
 
   “But there were five drivers,” Mansell put in. “Where the hell is the fifth? As far as we can tell, there’s no other body out there, and he isn’t in the trucks.”
 
   “Unless they took him away with them,” Ingram suggested.
 
   The professor shook his head at that remark. “From what I know of the Jinnee, they seek only to destroy,” he asserted. “My guess is he somehow made to escape and fled into the hills. But we’ve no chance of finding him in the dark. If he’s still alive he may make his way back. If not, we’ll carry out another search for him at first light.”
 
   That night, even though I had a great deal of confidence in the power of the amulet around my neck to protect me from the Jinnee, I could not sleep for fear they might return. Every sound jerked me into full awareness, each sense sharpened by anxiety and apprehension. McKinrick had said nothing of keeping watch through the night; clearly he had complete faith in the crystals we carried. As far as I could determine, all three of my companions fell asleep almost at once while I lay wrapped in my blankets on the soft sand, imagining all sorts of monsters inhabiting the darkness around the camp.
 
   In retrospect, I believe my qualms were nurtured by the knowledge that the Jinnee, knowing we had that alien rod in our possession, would also be fully aware of our ascent of the mountain and subsequent descent into that horrific black tower. I had little idea of the true nature of these creatures, those followers of Cthugha, and in particular the kind of alien senses they might possess. It was quite possible they were telepathic to a high degree, that they were aware of all that had happened inside the tower. If this was so, they would surely not allow us to live to disseminate this information among McKinrick’s Organisation. They would clearly find some means of destroying us as they had utterly annihilated those poor drivers.
 
   Such thoughts and speculations only served to heighten my fears and, after vainly trying for an hour to sleep, I crawled out of my blankets and walked a short distance from the camp, staring intently into the blackness of the desert night, striving to pick out the slightest movement. The faintest flicker of unnatural radiance would warn me of the presence of these creatures. I was still watching half an hour later, acutely aware of the desert chill in my bones, when there came a movement at my back and a few moments later, Ingram joined me at the top of a low dune.
 
   “They’re out there somewhere,” he said quietly, twisting his head around slowly to scan the vicinity. “And by now, they’ll know everything.”
 
   “Then they’re telepathic?” I experienced a momentary surprise, as if he had read my thoughts himself.
 
   “Oh, yes. They have powers similar to those of the Old Ones in that respect. You probably know something of the Old Ones from the professor: how They came to be imprisoned by the Elder Gods following that great cosmic battle aeons ago.” After a reflective pause, he went on: “As far as mankind is concerned, there’s no doubt that Cthulhu is the most powerful when it comes to communicating telepathically in dreams. We know that He lies hidden somewhere deep beneath the Pacific off Ponape in the sunken city of R’lyeh which vanished into the ocean long ages before Atlantis and Lemuria flourished. So far as we’re aware, He is the only one of the Old Ones imprisoned on Earth and being so close, His telepathic commands are so powerful as to be virtually irresistible.”
 
   “I can understand that,” I told him finally. “But McKinrick spoke of Dagon when we visited that island in the South Atlantic which apparently emerged for a brief period in 1856.”
 
   “Ah, I see you’re missing a vital point here, although I suppose that’s understandable. Dagon belongs lower down in the hierarchy of the Old Ones. He has His worshippers, like them all, and when the time comes He’ll be able to join the Others and, for all I can tell, this will be the end of the Earth as we know it, possibly the end of the entire universe.”
 
   “And there’s no way we can stop it?”
 
   Ingram spread his hands expressively. “We just don’t know. By now you’re also aware that we have some of the ancient powers of the Elder Gods, but by itself I doubt if it will have the slightest effect against the Old Ones once They’re free.”
 
   “Then why in God’s name are we doing all this?” I realised I had raised my voice, shaken by Ingram’s revelation, utterly shocked by the absolute futility of our mission. “If we’ve no means of preventing this cosmic horror, what’s the use of trying to fight it?”
 
   “We’re trying to fight it, Edmund, because it would seem that we’re the only ones even remotely aware of this terrible danger.” McKinrick had come upon us unnoticed and was standing a few feet away, staring at me with a curious intensity. “All we can do at the moment is discover everything we can about the Old Ones and keep watch for the signs which will tell us when and where They will emerge into this part of the cosmos. And although it may seem a futile hope, there still remains a possibility that the Elder Gods are not unaware that the time is fast approaching when Their age-old sigils will be broken and the Old Ones will be free once more.”
 
   “You’re relying on the Elder Gods stepping in and waging war against the Old Ones?” I felt that my capacity for taking in fresh information was now almost completely exhausted.
 
   “Let’s just say that, as Cthulhu and Cthugha can communicate with Their followers, there are means with which we can communicate with the Elder Gods, and They can interlink Their minds with ours. Naturally, there’s a great danger associated with such a step. Their minds and knowledge are almost limitless and such a rapport could prove a terrible experience for a mere human mind.”
 
   In spite of my difficulty in taking in all that the professor said, there were many more urgent questions in my mind demanding answers. But before I could ask them, a sudden movement among the dunes to our left stopped all further conversation. I saw the professor instinctively reach into his shirt, drawing out the shining crystal, holding it out at arm’s length in front of him as he walked slowly forward.
 
   The shadowy, curiously misshapen thing advanced with a painful slowness in our direction and for several seconds I felt a resurgence of terror at the mere sight of it as I tried to make out its outlines and give it some substance. There was no flickering flame around it to indicate it might be one of the Jinnee. Nevertheless, there was something about the shape that sent a finger of ice brushing up and down my spine.
 
   Then it emerged from the shadow of the dune and I saw clearly what it was. Twisted and blackened almost beyond all recognition, it could only be the fifth driver! How he had managed to survive in that terrible condition was utterly beyond my comprehension. His entire body had been shrivelled beneath the burned, tattered clothing. When he raised himself slightly on arms which were little more than scorched sticks, lifted his head to stare at us, I almost cried aloud in utter horror and loathing.
 
   The face was nothing more than a monstrous lump of burnt flesh and the only thing about it which seemed alive were the eyes, red and glaring, holding tiny dancing flames in their hellish depths. I knew in that instant that this thing that had once been a man was no longer alive in the human sense. The awful stench of burned and putrefying flesh that drifted across provided more confirmation, if any were really needed, that what we were seeing was simply an empty shell, animated by one of the Jinnee.
 
   The creature halted suddenly in its shambling advance at the sight of the amulet in the professor’s outstretched hand. Now a thin, sibilant murmur issued from the hideous slit of a mouth. Even though there was no perceptible movement of the blackened, twisted lips, we all heard the words quite distinctly.
 
   “I bring you a warning. One that you would do well to heed. In your folly you have seen too much. You know where Great Cthugha lies concealed. Very soon He will come. First to Yuggoth and then to this world. In that day He will destroy all of your kind. Nothing can prevent it. And soon thereafter His brothers, Cthulhu, Hastur, Shub-Niggurath, Yog-Sothoth and Nyarlathotep, will join Him in Their rightful place within the universe. Even now, the greatest of the Old Ones is stirring at the centre of all chaos. When He strides forth in all His power not even those who dwell in Orion can stand against Him as They did aeons ago. As the Old Ones have waxed stronger during Their exile, the power of the Elder Gods has diminished. They have grown indolent. They believe Themselves secure, supreme. They shut Themselves away from the universe, allowing Their thoughts to stray elsewhere. So this I say to you: forget your futile quest. Cease to dabble in the great things of the universe.”
 
   “We intend to continue this fight.” McKinrick’s face was pale in the growing grey light of dawn, and he still held tightly to the amulet as he thrust himself forward a couple of paces towards the monstrosity now collapsed on the sand. “And as for your warning—” He broke off in mid-sentence as the abrupt change came. 
 
   The glaring red eyes that stared directly at us dimmed and went blank. There was a horrible, flopping motion as the burnt body crumbled and splintered and the grotesque, charred head fell forward onto the sand.
 
   “It’s gone,” Ingram said in a low, strangled whisper. “The Jinnee, or whatever it was inhabiting his body, has left now that its task is finished.”
 
   McKinrick gave a terse nod. He seemed the least affected by the horror we had just witnessed. Replacing the amulet, he said harshly: “We’ll bury this poor devil and then we must return to England as quickly as possible. Evidently there’s even less time left than I thought. Though I suppose it’s possible that time, as viewed by these creatures, is somewhat different from how we see it. A short interval to them could be several years where we’re concerned. At least, that’s what I’m banking on.”
 
   After burying the horrific remains of the last driver, we ate a hasty meal and then packed all of our equipment into the two least damaged trucks. Fortunately the petrol tanks, although almost three-quarters full, had not ignited during the attack on the camp and, just as the sun was lifting behind those hideous peaks, which concealed so much unmentionable horror, we set off on the return journey to where we had left the plane. None of us spoke much during that torturous, twisting drive. I think we had all seen and experienced too much of the lurking abominations which lay just beyond the rim of human knowledge to discuss our findings at that time.
 
   As one might expect, I had been the most touched by all that had happened, for prior to my meeting with McKinrick I had firmly believed that all of these old myths were nothing more than superstition or fiction, handed down from one generation to the next and having no basis in fact. My companions, on the other hand, had been immersed in this ancient lore for years and their beliefs were based upon ample corroboration of these prehistoric writings.
 
   McKinrick had urged me to throw aside all notions of logic and common sense once I had agreed to embark upon this mission, to accept that there were things in the cosmos which defied all known laws. Now I knew only too well why he had given me this warning. One thing, however, he had not prepared me for: the fact that knowing all of this, there could not be another moment of peace for me during the rest of my life. I could no longer look up into the starlit sky without shuddering, knowing that out there lurked horrors unguessed by men.
 
   Dear Lord, it was small wonder that the members of this Organisation kept all of this secret!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   The return journey to England seemed to take far longer than our outward trip, possibly because now we were all desperately anxious to get back, knowing as we did what lay in the future and the terrible consequences of failure. We had drawn up tentative plans during the sea voyage and it had been agreed that both Mansell and Ingram should remain with us in Tormount for the time being rather than return to America as they had originally intended.
 
   On our arrival at Charnwood House shortly before nightfall ten days later, McKinrick found a letter awaiting him. After lighting two of the candles in the parlour, he read it through and then passed it to each of us in turn. From the expression on his face I gathered it contained information of great concern, and in this I was not mistaken.
 
    
 
   Cape Observatory,
 
   Cape of Good Hope,
 
   South Africa.
 
   March 15, 1993
 
   Dear Professor McKinrick,
 
   I am writing to inform you that my colleague, Doctor Henry Clayton, was recently assigned the project of keeping the faint star you mentioned under constant observation and I can now report what progress he has already made. The changes in brightness were, at first, considered to be totally irregular, like those of a number of similar stars which have been known for some time.
 
   However, a detailed examination of the light curve of the star (a plot of the brightness against time) has revealed an extremely remarkable regularity in what I would term the major flares. It would seem they occur every 8.3 days with relatively minor fluctuations in between. As far as I and my staff are aware this is the first time such behaviour has been observed and I can only conclude that, in this particular object there is some form of pulsatory mechanism operating deep within the star producing this curious phenomenon. I will, of course, keep you in touch with any further developments.
 
   In the meantime, if you have any additional information you can give me, I would be very pleased to receive it.
 
   Yours sincerely,
 
   Herbert Coppell,
 
   Director.
 
    
 
   “So there we have it,” McKinrick said gravely as I handed the letter back to him.
 
   “There we have—what?” Ingram asked blankly.
 
   “Don’t you see? The final proof. Even after that experience in the tower, you still don’t get the connection? Something deep inside that star is pulsing with a profound regularity. What does that suggest to you?”
 
   “A gigantic heartbeat,” I said quickly. It was the first thought to come into my mind and I expected the professor to treat the remark with a snort of derision.
 
   Instead, he nodded his head gravely. “Exactly. The monstrous heartbeat of Cthugha. Naturally, there’s no way I can tell that to Coppell. He’d consider me a lunatic. Yet from what we all know, there can be no other explanation.” He placed the letter on the table and took a quick turn around the room, hands clasped tightly behind his back. “I’ve no longer any doubt that the Pnakotic Manuscripts give the literal truth when they state that Cthugha will be the first to break His bonds. And when that happens, God help us all, because the solar system will be the first to feel His wrath. I think we can be fairly certain there’s only that solitary planet circling that star, and I doubt if any of us can conceive of all those aeons of time He must have been communicating with those creatures still alive on Yuggoth.”
 
   “Yet even armed with this knowledge, what can we possibly do to avert this impending disaster?” I asked.
 
   The professor sank wearily into his chair, running one hand through his hair. “That is something we must discuss in detail tomorrow, Edmund. Right now, we’re all too tired to think coherently. In our present mental and physical state, we’d be too prone to act hastily and make potentially irreversible mistakes.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Once inside my room, I carried out a quick but methodical search of the dark countryside beyond the grounds with my binoculars. The memory of those burned and blackened bodies beside the trucks in the Wadi Hammamat was still strong in my mind and I could no longer doubt that wherever we went, the Jinnee would never be far behind, just waiting for an opportunity to destroy us. We knew too much and I felt sure they could not allow us to live.
 
   As far as I could see, however, there were no ominous, tell-tale flickers in the dark shadows and, although not fully satisfied that we were safe, I returned to the bed where the solitary candle emitted a pale yellow glow. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I unbuttoned my shirt and felt the heavy coldness of the amulet against my chest. Some strange compulsion urged me to lift it and hold it in front of my eyes, staring through it at the wavering candle flame. A weird mental command forced me to peer deeply and intently into its dark carmine depths where, once again, I saw that raised hand surrounded by the roseate glow.
 
   Then, without warning, the change occurred.
 
   It would take more than mere words to describe what happened next. I knew that the hand raised in the Elder Sign faded and I glimpsed something that lay behind it. Several sensations assailed me at the same time. There was a sense of falling, of toppling perspective, and I seemed to be rushing headlong into a deep crimson void, my entire body enveloped in a curious warmth. There was an instant of utter terror that passed quickly, gone before it could make any lasting impression on my whirling mind.
 
   The light changed to an inexplicable colour, one not present in the normal visible spectrum, and I was in an endless tunnel whose walls were long ribbons of pulsing hues, hurtling past me with a velocity which far outstripped anything I could have imagined. Far in front of me, seemingly light-years away, a black dot appeared, growing larger with every passing second and, almost before I had time to be aware of it, the tunnel walls fell away into the vastness behind me and I found myself in what appeared to be the normal universe.
 
   There now floated before me a whole multitude of variously coloured stars, far more magnificent and brilliant than any seen from Earth. Crowding upon my bewildered vision on all sides and beneath me, stretching from one visible horizon to the other, was an infinite mass of glowing gas, dotted here and there with the redly glowing spheres of proto-stars, newly born within that prodigious region of celestial activity.
 
   Memory and imagination, coupled with some strange knowledge that came flooding into my mind, shaped what I was viewing into a certainty of my position. I was somewhere within that constellation known as Orion and this vast, glowing region of gas could be nothing other than the familiar Orion Nebula just visible to the naked eye from Earth! I found myself recalling the hints I had been given by McKinrick and others I had read in those books in his library, and almost immediately the flux of impressions achieved an odd kind of stabilisation. My vision became oddly augmented, enabling me to see more than the multi-hued stars, the fiery gases of the nebula and, far off, dark lanes of obscuring matter, which carved fantastic shapes into the gleaming mass.
 
   Then my vision narrowed, focusing involuntarily upon a single star. And in that moment there was the impression of motion once more and I was drawn irresistibly onwards, the star swelling into a disk, far more brilliant than that which shone upon Earth, and yet I experienced no blistering heat, nor did the glare make it uncomfortable for me to look directly at it.
 
   There was a second shape, too, in the midnight blackness to one side, a gleaming crescent, waxing larger and more gibbous as it approached. For one terrifying second, the memory of that black, ruined planet I had seen on the previous occasion during that vision within the black tower, spilled into my reeling mind, and I dreaded what I might see on this planetary surface.
 
   Yet the irrational fear fled within moments, for I sensed that there was no evil here, for this was surely the abode of the Elder Gods, those benign beings whose spells had held the Old Ones in check for ages beyond all mortal comprehension.
 
   There now floated before my vision a spectacle of such magnificence and indescribable beauty that my mind refused to take it all in. For this world was, indeed, the very antithesis of that hideous planet near Fomalhaut. There were azure oceans dotted with islands of unsurpassed loveliness and great, tiered buildings of marble and onyx that shone with a pearly lustre in the flooding light of that blue-white sun. And there were beings that moved gracefully within those massive portals, but of these I could make out little, as they drifted through vistas of such fantastic creations for there seemed to be an aura surrounding them which hid their true forms.
 
   Then another shape appeared, rising gracefully over the curve of the planet, huge and complex beyond all comprehension. All of gleaming stone was that remarkable edifice, and as it moved slowly beneath me I saw that parts of it floated above the rest, hanging unsupported in the sky, the topmost ramparts wreathed in white streamers of cloud. Yet I saw sufficient to realise that it had been built according to no known earthly architectural design or principles. There was a similar intermeshing of planes, curves and angles to those I had witnessed in that hideous construction, cloaked in primeval ooze on that terrible island in the South Atlantic, but these golden columns and arches held an ethereal beauty and enchantment which made me stare in fascinated wonder.
 
   Some strange inner voice told me that this had to be the abode of gods, timeless beings who had been old when the solar system was in its infancy. It was as it passed directly beneath me where I hung suspended in the interstellar void that a voice spoke deep within my mind.
 
    “You who bear the Akkadian crystal which we fashioned from the raw stuff of the new-born universe, take heed and remember! Your destiny and that of those few who carry this Sign are now linked with ours, for Those who defied us and were justly punished will soon rise again to freely roam the universe. Chaos and destruction on a scale undreamed of by your kind will inevitably accompany Them and you must be vigilant. You, and many others like you, have the inner power to fight the Old Ones but in order to do so you must forget all of your present knowledge and instead learn the secrets of the ancient lore. Were I to give you this knowledge now, in a single instant, it would surely destroy your mind. You must seek it out on your own world, for it still lies there, and absorb it without fear or reservation. And above all, you must believe.”
 
   No sooner had that awesome voice ceased than there came a transition so swift I was almost unaware of it; a blurring rush through curtains of colour that spiralled and spun in vortices of pure energy—and I found myself again sitting on the edge of the bed, the crystal in my outstretched hand, its carmine tint fading rapidly until it was almost black against the candle-glow. I sat there, rigid, for several minutes with the fading echoes of that godlike voice still ringing deep within my brain.
 
   Aware of a growing numbness in my limbs, I undressed quickly and slid beneath the sheets, my knees drawn up against my chest as I struggled to comprehend all that had happened. Had that been another vision like that in the tower of Yrrhh—or had the crystal somehow transported me bodily all that distance, all those tremendous light-years to Orion? If so, it had obviated any need for a pentacle or uttered invocation, as when the professor had taken us through time and space to that accursed island.
 
   Before extinguishing the candle and settling myself down to sleep, I glanced at my watch to find, with only a faint sense of surprise, that the weird experience could have lasted for little more than a second in real time. Truly, if I was to accept as bare fact all that had happened, I could no longer hold any faith in common sense.
 
   Lying back, I expected to find it difficult to fall sleep, and for my dreams to be plagued by nightmarish visions. Instead I must have dropped off almost at once, waking shortly after dawn with no recollection of any dreams and feeling curiously refreshed. Going downstairs, I found the others already up, and over breakfast I related my strange experience. All three listened in silence.
 
   It was McKinrick who finally said: “It would seem that I have seriously misjudged and underestimated your talents, Edmund. From the first I knew you had an innate ability to meld with the amulet, but not for one moment did I believe it could go as deep as this. Yet you say you felt an odd compulsion to gaze into the crystal?”
 
   I nodded in affirmation. “I can’t explain it, I’m afraid. It just happened.”
 
   “Then there’s only one explanation,” Mansell interjected. “The Elder Gods are just as aware of our existence and what we’re trying to do as the Old Ones are. At least that’s a point in our favour.”
 
   “And the implications seem quite clear,” McKinrick continued, sitting forward on the edge of his chair. “You must do exactly as you are commanded. Learn as much as you can of the ancient lore where it directly concerns both the Elder Gods and the Old Ones. In particular, we desperately need to know the rituals which were used against the latter.”
 
   I thought I could begin to see something of the path his reasoning was following and, in spite of myself, I felt appalled by it. “You’re not suggesting that if we could learn how the Old Ones were defeated the last time, we could possibly do the same ourselves?”
 
   “That may be the only course open to us, Edmund,” McKinrick said calmly. “I would propose that you go through my library first for what little information you can find. Then, I’m afraid, you’ll have to look further afield.”
 
   Once the meal was over, we retired to the professor’s library and seated ourselves around the long oak table with the brilliant sunlight streaming in through the wide windows.
 
   “Now,” McKinrick began briskly, leaning forward and resting his weight on his elbows. “All of us are aware of the terrible danger which threatens mankind and in view of all that’s happened, we must lay our plans with extreme care. Because of Edmund’s experience last night I think we’re all in agreement that his role will be somewhat different from that of the rest of us.” He looked directly at me as he spoke.
 
   “As I understand it, I’m to try to discover certain ancient rituals,” I answered, choosing my words with care “but you also mentioned I may have to look further afield than here.”
 
   “That’s correct. It may be that the task we have set you will prove impossible. But I don’t think so since it would appear that, indirectly at least, the Elder Gods are now involved. But what faces you won’t be easy or free from danger, far from it. Some of the places you may have to visit lie far from here in the most inaccessible regions and there will almost certainly be guardians of this secret knowledge.”
 
   “Guardians?” I echoed the word in a harsh whisper. Even the sound of it sent a shiver of unnameable dread through me.
 
   The professor’s lips were twisted in what was meant to be a faint smile, but there was no mirth in it. “You must understand that throughout the ages this arcane lore has been hidden from most men and particularly from such as those who are sworn enemies of the Old Ones. You don’t think They would easily surrender up such information, do you?”
 
   “So these hidden places are likely to be guarded?” I reiterated. “My I ask by whom—or what?”
 
   The professor was silent for several moments. When he did finally answer, his tone was decidedly more grave than usual. “Primarily followers of the Old Ones. But there are undoubtedly some which are protected by other means. You know that spells of the Elder Gods have been used to imprison Cthugha and His Brothers. But the Old Ones have Their sigils, too, and perhaps these are to be more feared than Their minions.”
 
   “And even if you should succeed in that part of your task, don’t overlook the fact that much of the information you’ll find pre-dates mankind by millions of years, written in languages which are not even remotely like ours,” Mansell put in.
 
   “We have a few examples of such writings kept under lock and key in our headquarters in New England,” Ingram said. “And I believe you may have glimpsed some yourself graven upon the Kh’yrog Tablets. For many years now we’ve been attempting to decipher them but with only partial success. Even then, we were forced to resort to somewhat extreme measures.”
 
   I found myself staring at him in surprise I could see no possible way such ancient, inhuman writing could be translated. As if divining my thoughts, he continued: “A little over ten months ago we succeeded in capturing one of the Jinnee.” 
 
   “You what?” I jerked upright in my chair. “Wasn’t that a highly dangerous thing to do?”
 
   “Perhaps. But in a war such as this it’s important to find out everything you can about your enemy, especially his strengths and weaknesses. Besides, we already know a great deal about them from the ancient texts, and the Akkadian crystals are an extremely potent imprisoning force. Curiously, so is a powerful electric field.”
 
   “At this point I think it would help if you were to explain to Edmund what you discovered,” McKinrick said grimly.
 
   For the next half hour, I listened with rapt attention as Ingram, occasionally helped by Mansell, gave details of the experiments they had carried out with the Jinnee. Had this conversation taken place only a few weeks earlier, I would have instantly dismissed it out of hand as pure fabrication.
 
   I learned many things that had been puzzling me ever since my first meeting with the professor. The Jinnee were but one of a number of unearthly creatures, worshippers of the Old Ones. There existed a great evil hierarchy of such beings. At the head there were those monstrous, cosmic deities, the Old Ones, born at the very beginning of time and space and seemingly immortal. Lower in this scale were gods such as Dagon, Mother Hydra, Malach and Belus, followed by Their offspring and alien creations and, finally, those members of the various races which had inhabited this and other planets from remote times. These were generally debased creatures who had fallen under the telepathic spell of the Old Ones, learning much of their hidden lore in dreams and visions down the ages.
 
   While the Jinnee, being creations of Cthugha, were not indigenous to Earth, there were other monstrosities, chiefly those relating to Great Cthulhu who still dwelt in the deepest regions of the ocean, guarding the sunken city of R’lyeh and other eternally benighted caverns, now covered by thick layers of primal ooze.
 
   The dreadful lore pertaining to the awakening of the Old Ones had been faithfully recorded and kept through millions of years since that time following the great cosmic war when Earth was merely a steaming world newly formed from the gas and dust cloud, in the centre of which hung the recently-born Sun. Mankind was the last in a long line of intelligent races to have lived upon this planet, and ages before Lomar and Hyperborea had risen, before Ib and Irem of the Thousand Pillars had been built, the dinosaurs had roamed among the nameless, forgotten ruins of the great basalt cities of the penultimate race.
 
   Although neither of the two Americans elaborated upon the methods used to extract information from the captured Jinnee, I gathered these disclosures had amply confirmed what had been guessed at, as well as providing vital information.
 
   By the time they had finished their discourse, I realised, with a sinking sensation of despondency, the full enormity of the task with which I had been presented. Much of what had been said I still found a trifle hard to accept, yet these men were neither charlatans nor hoaxers, for clearly they had nothing to gain by lying or exaggerating. And unless I put all of my experiences down to hypnotism or sheer illusion, I had no option but to believe everything they told me.
 
   “I can understand your reactions and doubts after hearing all of this,” McKinrick said after a momentary pause. “But remember at all times that you’re not alone. This afternoon, you will be shown how to intermesh your mind with those of the other members of the Organisation, and you’ll also be taught certain of the invocations necessary for the full use of the amulet. But now we must turn our attention to matters of equal importance. First, we will need to sift through all the available reports of strange happenings which can’t be explained by normal means: earthquakes, floods, tidal waves and unexplained forest fires, any of which may be due to the direct or indirect actions of the Old Ones or Their followers. Second, we must redouble our efforts to search for Their accursed gateways and seal as many as we can in the time we have left. Third—” Here he broke off and I had the sudden feeling this was something he did not want to talk about yet knew had to be brought into the open sooner or later.
 
   “Go on,” I prompted as he hesitated.
 
   “It may be that one, or more of us, will have to attempt to destroy that monstrous—thing—which is being erected on Yuggoth.”
 
   “Good God!” My voice was totally unlike my own, little more than a shocked croak. “But that’s out of the question. There’s no way that can be done.”
 
   “Nonetheless, if it’s the only way to prevent Cthugha from destroying the entire solar system, we have to try.”
 
   I knew he was deadly serious, yet my mind shrank instinctively from even the thought of such an act. Why we had been given that glimpse of it in the first place was something I couldn’t fathom. Whether it had been an oversight on the part of those hideous creatures who had built that gigantic stone tower, whether it had been a deliberate act of beings ultimately confident of their supremacy over mankind, or some intervention on the part of the Elder Gods, it was impossible to tell.
 
   But to me it seemed the height of suicidal idiocy even to consider such a mission: to penetrate into the very heart of this cosmic evil and try to strike at Cthugha Himself! Yet I knew there would be nothing I could do or say which would dissuade him once his mind was set. These men were so dedicated in their crusade against this ultimate evil such that their own lives meant little to them.
 
   The remainder of the morning was taken up by a general discussion of the overall situation and, since much of this did not concern me, I took no further part in the proceedings. Instead, I made my way around the well-stocked bookshelves, examining the numerous volumes, particularly those nearest the window which I had earlier established were the most ancient in McKinrick’s collection. Many of these, as I had previously intimated, were unreadable, written in strange, archaic symbols with no present-day counterparts; others were so faded as to be virtually illegible. My first inclination was to search for any further tomes written in Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics, since it seemed logical that McKinrick, knowing almost nothing of this ancient script, would have been unable to decipher these, whereas anything written in Latin, Greek or even Old English would have been thoroughly researched by him.
 
   It was during the course of my search that my eye fell upon a large, dusty cardboard box, which had been thrust almost out of sight at the back of the bottom shelf. Pulling it out, I found it to contain a large, hard-backed notebook together with two slim volumes and a strange heptagonal stone perhaps two inches thick and some eight or nine inches across. Taking my find to the window, I examined the piece of stone first, turning it over in my hands, surprised by its lightness.
 
   McKinrick, who had been engaged in earnest discussion with our two American visitors, had evidently noticed my actions for he turned suddenly in his chair, saying: “I see you’ve found one of my treasures, Edmund. That inscribed stone came from the Amazon jungle. I stumbled across it many years ago. The natives claim it was hurled down from the sky by one of their gods thousands of years ago. I must confess I took it without their knowledge; otherwise, I probably wouldn’t be here today. But when I had it analysed, the mineralogists whom I consulted were unable to place its composition among any terrestrial minerals known today. One even went so far as to say that certain lines in its spectrum correspond to no known element.”
 
   “And these dots and lines—have you been able to make anything of them?” I asked.
 
   “Unfortunately not. I’ll leave that up to you to try. In the meantime, go through the notes. They were sent to me some time ago by a colleague in India. I’ve read through them several times, but it may be that a fresh eye can spot something I’ve missed. Then read through the volumes. I think you’ll find they give you some of the preliminary information you’ll need.”
 
   So saying, he turned back to the table and left me to my reading.
 
   From my first cursory glance through the notebook, I deduced that it consisted of a series of fragmentary notes written in a scholarly but somewhat idiomatic English by an Indian mystic whose name was not recorded. Initially, the jottings seemed little more than a hotchpotch of weird occurrences collected from all over the world, somewhat reminiscent of those documented by the American Charles Fort and, on my first quick scan through them, I utterly failed to see any connection, any common denominator to provide a link threading them together. Typical of the entries were:
 
    
 
   KRAKATOA
 
   In the log of the sailing ship Condor, Captain William Henry Dawson reported that three days before the eruption a curious phenomenon was witnessed shortly before two o’clock in the morning by himself and four members of his crew. A strange bluish-white cone of light was seen over Krakatoa accompanied by several vivid lightning bolts. The apparently localised electric storm (for the rest of the sky was clear and starlit) lasted for approximately ten minutes, at the end of which time the cone was seen to coalesce into a thin beam of intensely brilliant light which speared high into the heavens. Furthermore, all five men testified that the associated lightning flashes arced upwards into the sky!
 
    
 
   ALEXANDRIA
 
   What was the true cause of the fire which destroyed the great library there? Why was no notice taken of five eye-witnesses who claimed that fire-demons were seen inside the building shortly before the outbreak occurred, and how did it come about that all five witnesses were burnt to death in their homes two days later? Did three of the most ancient and magical tomes, reputedly inscribed on such strange material which resisted the flames, disappear from the ruins in the possession of a mysterious stranger to the city, a man who also vanished in equally strange circumstances?
 
    
 
   TUNGUSKA
 
   Why was the account of the mineralogist Sergei Karashvili either disregarded deliberately or suppressed by the authorities when he stated that he had found strange burnt tracks in the tundra at least forty kilometres from the impact site which had clearly been caused by narrow streaks of fire, some at least seven kilometres in length and tracing an odd zigzag path through the undergrowth? These were apparently confirmed by a second expedition into this remote area.
 
    
 
   It was not until I had read through the notes a second time that I recognised the common factor—fire—and although the name of Cthugha was not mentioned once, it took little imagination to realise the connection. Placing the notebook on the broad window ledge, I turned my attention to the two slim volumes. The first I had heard of by vague reports several years earlier but had always considered it to be pure fiction or the writings of a charlatan or madman—Hugh de Vere’s History of the Earth’s Pre-Human Races. Now, for the first time, I found myself reading the rambling and wild account of supposed races which had inhabited our planet from shortly after its formation to the time when Man first learned to walk upright and distinguish himself from the animals.
 
   Skimming through it, I wondered whether it was this particular book which had formed the nucleus for McKinrick’s firm yet unorthodox beliefs, for it described incredible, alien species, the majority of which were not indigenous to Earth but had drifted down from unknown and unguessable regions of space far from our solar system.
 
   There were indescribable hints of a black, amorphous race which had, according to de Vere, been the foremost of these pre-Adamites; creatures which crawled and slithered over the primogenial land masses and vast lava flows, living in an environment totally alien to that which we know today, tunnelling their huge, labyrinthine burrows deep within the semi-molten rock. No evidence of this race now existed for these were no builders, and the impression I gained was one of gigantic woodlice slithering amid the chaos of a planet in the making, their plastic bodies impervious to heat or cold, capable of changing shape at will.
 
   That long, inhuman age apparently ended with the coming of those denizens from distant Yuggoth, the remains of whose titan cities we had discovered for ourselves beneath the Red Sea mountains. By then it was possible the last vestiges of the primal race were dying out in spite of their purported longevity, and the last of them were hunted down and eliminated by these fresh invaders.
 
   If the information we had gathered from other sources were close to the truth, this must have been shortly after the imprisonment of Cthugha within the heart of that far-flung star, since it had prompted the flight of these creatures from their original home. Yet where epochs covering millions of years are concerned, little precision can be expected. It was significant, however, that de Vere made numerous references to far more ancient texts including the fragmentary Pnakotic Manuscripts, the Korantha Tablets and the Zaa’Thumi Cycles. In particular, the last named of these purported to provide actual dates and durations of these various pre-human races. There was also several factual references to the vast movements of the Earth’s crust, of the massive rifts in the original land masses and their drifting apart from the continents as we know them, which gave me the intensely disturbing feeling that, irrespective of the sources from which the author had obtained much of his information, it was no piece of fiction I was reading.
 
   By the time I laid the book down, a little before midday, my mind was reeling under the impact of what was written there. Long before Man’s mammalian ancestors had hidden from their numerous predators among the shattered, time-eroded cities and temples of the final reptilian race which had dominated this planet before mankind emerged, a long line of intelligent beings had come and gone, leaving behind little more than vague, echoing myths and legends of the most grotesque kind.
 
   Yet more disturbing of all was the fact that, if I could place any credence at all on this fantastic account, for more than three billion years, the Great Old Ones had maintained an unbroken communication with Their adherents among these various alien races. In dreams and visions, possibly by telepathic contact, They had kept Their control over the most debased of these creatures, ensuring Their own safety, keeping alive the mystic formulae and chants which would, when the stars were once more aligned in their correct configurations, make certain the portals would be opened and the universe’s ultimate gods would be released from Their aeon-old bondage.
 
   I just had time to glance at the title of the second volume before McKinrick rose from the table, signifying it was time for lunch. I felt a shudder pass along my spine, for this volume was evidently the unexpurgated version of Karl Bergenstein’s Daemonicon, first published in 1638. As far as I was aware, only two copies of this abhorred work were still extant. How the professor had got hold of it, I could not imagine.
 
   “You’ve read through de Vere’s book?” he asked, crossing to the window. “What do you make of it?”
 
   “I must confess it’s all very difficult to believe and, as an archaeologist, I have to point out there’s very little evidence for what he claims.”
 
   “That’s true. But we know that at least a part of it’s correct. We’ve seen the evidence for that in Africa. And if he’s right in that instance, we mustn’t dismiss everything else he says merely because the evidence lies buried deep beneath the most ancient rock strata. As far as we know, only those creatures from Yuggoth built their cities of that black stone which appears capable of withstanding both long ages of time and the titanic convulsions of the Earth’s surface.” Pausing for only a moment, he continued: “But we’ll talk about that this afternoon when I’ll also fill you in on the decisions we’ve reached while you’ve been reading. There are also a few other things I have to show you, things I’m sure you’ll find extremely interesting.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Early that afternoon, still feeling oddly unsettled by what I had read, I followed the professor up the stairs into the observatory. As he ushered me inside, I could not help noticing that his expression was even more serious and grave than usual. He motioned me to a chair at the small table strewn with star maps and pencilled notes.
 
   Standing with one arm resting along the barrel of the telescope, he came straight to the point. “First, as I promised, I’ll give you details of what was decided this morning. I’ve been in contact with a colleague of ours in Cambridge.” Noticing my look of surprise, he smiled and continued quickly: “Not one of the professors at the university, Edmund. Unfortunately I doubt if any of them would know what to make of this affair, and certainly they wouldn’t believe half of it. No, this man is somewhat unusual. He has tremendous psychic powers, particularly where inanimate objects are concerned. I want him to examine that rod you found in the Wadi Hammamat. It’s essential we should know everything there is to know about this alien artefact, and I’m hoping he can tell something of its history, especially to what use it was put by those who made it.”
 
   “He can tell that simply by looking at it?”
 
   “And holding it, Edmund. Somehow, he has the ability to detect some kind of aura associated with certain objects. Don’t ask me how he does it, but in the past he’s being called in by the Organisation on several occasions. He’s never failed us yet. Let’s hope he’s equally successful this time.”
 
   I shook my head wonderingly. I had certainly read of instances where psychics had aided the police in unusual murder cases, sometimes with remarkable success. But these cases had all included items of clothing or suspected murder weapons, objects associated with fairly recent events. That enigmatic rod was supposedly hundreds, if not thousands, of millions of years old and had lain entombed in the rock for countless ages. How could anyone possibly attune the human psyche to latent alien memories spanning such a vast period of time?
 
   “Will your colleague be coming here?” I asked finally.
 
   “No, I’m afraid that wouldn’t be very easy for him, as you’ll see when you meet him. I want you to take the rod to Cambridge; get all the information you can from him on tape.” He glanced at his watch. “If you leave within the hour you should make it before dark. You’ll stay the night, of course.”
 
   I nodded in satisfied acquiescence. At least I was now being accepted as a full member of the team and considered capable of working on my own.
 
   While he had been speaking, McKinrick had crossed to the desk on the far side of the room. Unlocking one of the drawers, he pulled it open. He half-turned then glanced at me over his shoulder. “Come over here, Edmund. I think the time has come for you to see this.”
 
   Walking over, I stood beside him as he took something from the drawer and placed it carefully on the desk. It was a large wooden box about ten inches square, the lid carven with curious hieroglyphs. When he opened it with a small silver key, I saw that something strange rested inside on a piece of faded velvet. Removing it gingerly, McKinrick laid it on the desk beside the box. At first glance, I thought it was a crystal similar to that which I wore on my neck, only somewhat larger. But on looking more closely, I saw that the object consisted of two curious, irregularly shaped crystals, one set oddly into the other. Both appeared roughly hexagonal in shape with the lower one the larger of the two.
 
   Yet there was something vaguely ultramundane about the angles and contours and on the upper one was ascribed what seemed to be a triple helix, the interlinking lines having an oddly hypnotic effect, giving the impression that the spiralling configuration was twisting and spinning at a fantastic rate. Unable to help myself, I felt my gaze being drawn irresistibly towards it.
 
   The professor must have noticed the look on my face for he said sharply: “Don’t stare at the helix for too long, Edmund; otherwise you’ll start imagining all sorts of things.” As he spoke, he deliberately covered it with his right hand, blotting it from my view.
 
   “What on earth is that thing?” Somehow, I got the words out.
 
   “For the moment let’s just say this is another device of the Elder Gods. Some of the most ancient myths say that it came to Earth in the heart of a meteorite millions of years ago, that it was taken from the sacred temple in Olatho, in the land of Lomar by the Inutos, shortly after the Pnakotic Manuscripts were written. Then it was lost until it was rediscovered, ages later, in Lemuria where it was kept in a concealed vault and seen only by the high priests who sought—in vain, I’m glad to say—the secrets of its magical properties. However, there are others who believe it was stolen by Cthulhu and came with Him to this planet when He and His Brothers were defeated.”
 
   “But what’s its purpose?” I asked. “You say it has magical properties.”
 
   “Perhaps magical is not the right term to use since that implies something supernatural and the object obeys certain laws, but ones which we haven’t yet discovered. You remember our visit to that island in the South Atlantic?”
 
   “Of course.” I nodded. “How could I forget it?”
 
   “On that occasion, I used the power of the Akkadian crystals and the required incantation to take us through space and time. This is somewhat similar but far more powerful. It needs no rituals and, from what I’ve learned, its powers are virtually infinite.”
 
   “Have you ever used it?” I enquired, now vastly interested.
 
   McKinrick was silent for so long that I thought he did not intend to say. Then he carefully replaced the strange device in its box and said quietly: “Only once. It was not an experience I care to remember. I used it to try to go back in time to when the Earth was first formed, but things didn’t turn out quite as I expected.”
 
   “Why was that?” I asked, returning to my seat.
 
   “Perhaps it was a foolish thing to do, but I wanted to be present at the time Great Cthulhu was flung down to earth. I had to see for myself something of what we’re fighting and also gain some idea of the star configurations at that time to compare them with what they are at present. To cut things short, Edmund, I failed. Oh, this device worked perfectly well … up to a point. I must have travelled back in time almost four billion years. I had the coordinates worked out precisely. I even saw that hideous stone city of R’lyeh beneath which Cthulhu lies dreaming. But no matter how hard I tried, it was impossible to go back in time any further. There was something there, Edmund! It was as if …” Here he struggled to find the right words. “… as if something had erected a barrier across time, beyond which it was impossible for me to go.”
 
   I saw him shudder at the memory and waited impatiently for him to continue.
 
   “That was two years ago,” he went on finally, returning to his stance beside the telescope. “Since then I’ve puzzled over the nature of that barrier, or whatever it was that prevented me from witnessing the actual fall of Cthulhu, the moment of his banishment. So far, I’ve come up with three possibilities. It may be that Cthulhu Himself has placed such a structure across time against any such intrusion. Or it could be that for reasons known only to Themselves, the Elder Gods laid a restriction on this artefact to prevent anyone from the future travelling back to that instant in time.”
 
   McKinrick closed his eyes and rubbed his furrowed forehead. It was clear that talking about this experience distressed him, and it was clear that he had said as much as he intended to unless I pressed him further. I had no wish to add further to his distress, yet there was one question I had to ask.
 
   “You say there’s a third possibility,” I urged.
 
   “There is.” His already grave expression became even more serious. “And of the three, it’s the one I believe the closest to the truth. You see, I’m convinced that I, myself, was the reason this device failed to take me back as far as I wanted to go.” 
 
   “I’m not sure I understand it. How could it possibly be—?”
 
   Anticipating my question, McKinrick went on: “I believe there’s something there which is either so horrible, or so far beyond the ability of my brain to contemplate, that this device acted as some kind of safety valve to prevent me from witnessing it. That there is some mechanism in it to stop me from going insane, for my mind to be totally destroyed.”
 
   As the professor paused, I interjected: “Obviously this experiment was done for a reason, and it must have been an important one for you to travel back in time as far as that.”
 
   Getting to his feet, McKinrick paced up and down the small room once or twice before speaking. Stopping directly in front of me, he said sharply: “You’ve only been with us for a few weeks, Edmund. Yet in that short space of time, I think you’ve heard of, read and seen enough to be aware of what we’re up against. Each member of our Organisation has his own special talents, which is why we’ve achieved so much. You would appear to have a very special gift, which sets you apart from the rest of us. You, alone, have been in direct communication with the Elder Gods!”
 
   It took several seconds for the full implications of what he said to penetrate. Even then, I could scarcely comprehend his meaning. “Are you suggesting that I should use the device to travel back through time?”
 
   “Much as I hate to ask this of you, it may be the only way.” Not once did McKinrick’s gaze leave mine. “I said earlier that I wanted, if possible, to see Cthulhu Himself and also check on the stellar configurations. But there was something else, something far more important. According to the Pnakotic Manuscripts, the Elder Gods left Their seal upon the earth following that great cosmic battle and, from what I’ve learned, it’s vitally important we should know what was inscribed upon it.”
 
   “When am I to go?” There was a strange numbness in my mind and yet, overriding this was the knowledge that now I would have the chance to prove my own worth to these men.
 
   “Soon,” McKinrick said softly. “But first you must go to Cambridge and take that rod to Ewart Kitson. I’ll give you his address; it’s on the outskirts of the town, somewhat isolated, but you should have no difficulty in finding it. However, it’s a long journey, across country, so you’ll have to start right away.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Half an hour later, I drove out of Tormount in McKinrick’s car with the ebon rod, still in its wooden packing case, safely locked in the spacious trunk. Before leaving, the professor had adjured me to maintain a vigilant watch for any of the Jinnee, intimating that there was a definite possibility they might follow me to my destination. Although he had not said in so many words, I knew there was also a chance they might seek to prevent me from ever reaching Cambridge. 
 
   From the map I carried, I had planned out the route I intended to follow, keeping as far as possible to the minor, country roads and thereby avoiding any traffic. Keeping the needle of the speedometer around the sixty mark, I made excellent progress for several hours, but night had already fallen while I was still some forty miles from Cambridge. Although the darkness made driving more difficult it did have one advantage: it meant I would be able to spot any of the Jinnee more easily against a dark background. By now I had been driving non-stop for several hours and, even with the window down and the cool air blowing against my face, I was feeling drowsy. There was a dull ache behind my temple from staring too long at the winding road. To keep myself alert, I switched on the radio, twisting the knob until I got the local radio station. It came in, loud and clear, in the middle of a news bulletin and what I heard jerked me bolt upright in my seat, gripping the wheel in tight-fisted hands.
 
   “… grass fire which at its height threatened several homes on the outskirts of Cambridge. This has now been brought under control and residents have now been allowed back into their homes. So far, the cause of the fire has not been established although arson cannot be ruled out.”
 
   Why my mind persisted in linking this radio announcement with Kitson and the Jinnee, I could not say. Yet I experienced a definite sense of unease and apprehension as I drove the last few miles towards Cambridge. If the Jinnee were telepathic, they almost certainly would know of Kitson and that McKinrick had contacted him and, instead of striking at me, they might have decided to kill him before I could reach him.
 
   I put my foot down harder on the accelerator, peering intently through the windscreen at the road, which twisted and turned in the headlights, tall hedges hemming me in on either side. I had no idea whether Kitson was protected by one of the Akkadian crystals but if not, he would be totally vulnerable to such an attack.
 
   Approaching Cambridge from the south-west, I drew into the side of the road and consulted the map which McKinrick had drawn for me. Through the open window of the car, I noticed the peculiarly ominous aspect of the surrounding countryside. Although there was no moon, there was a pale blue glow along the northern horizon where Capella shone yellow, and by its pale light I scanned the bare, blackened ground that lay just beyond the hedge. At the same time, I grew aware of the acrid stench of burning grass.
 
   From the professor’s map, I judged I was now less than a couple of miles from Kitson’s place which, if I had read the directions correctly, lay at the end of a narrow track which branched off the main road about half a mile ahead.
 
   Five minutes later, I came upon the track and swung the car onto it, easing my foot off the accelerator as deep ruts and potholes revealed themselves in the headlight beams. Off in the distance, the lights of Cambridge showed quite clearly but here was nothing but darkness, no sign of any human habitation. It was not until I topped a low rise that I made out a solitary yellow glow almost directly ahead of me. A few moments later I made out the shape of the large, rambling house silhouetted against the night sky.
 
   Like McKinrick’s, it gave the unmistakable impression of age with numerous gables that melted into roofs which seemed oddly askew as if they had sagged precariously over the years. The glow came from one of the lower windows, vaguely illuminating the ill-tended gardens at the front. The one thing which was completely out of place for a country dwelling was the five-foot wire fence that seemed to surround the building entirely.
 
   I pulled up in front of the large iron gate, unsure of whether to proceed any further. In the darkness the house had an almost sinister appearance, although I put this down to the inevitable effect of its isolation. Getting hesitantly out of the car, I stood for a moment in indecision. The next second the front door opened, and I saw the figure outlined against the light. It was impossible to make out the man’s features, but the fact that he was in a wheelchair seemed to explain the presence of the fence. Evidently, being so out of the way, Kitson had taken this precaution against unwanted invasion of his property.
 
   A moment later, I heard him call out: “Doctor Trevelyan?”
 
   “That’s right,” I called back. “I’ve come from Professor McKinrick.”
 
   “Good. I’ve been expecting you.”
 
   I saw him fumble with something in his lap, and a moment later the gate swung back, evidently operated by some form of remote control, and getting back into the car, I drove through, parking in front of the porch. Behind me, the gate closed as noiselessly as it had opened.
 
   Switching off the ignition, I got out and walked forward. Kitson was a man in his late sixties, his grey hair swept back from a wide forehead. There was a day’s growth of stubble on his chin. Extending his hand, he shook mine firmly. “I’m glad you managed to find me in the dark. I understand you’ve brought something for me to examine. Better bring it inside quickly. Even though I’m quite isolated here, as you can see, there may be those out there with sharp eyes who miss nothing.”
 
   Taking the packing case from the trunk, I locked the car and followed Kitson inside where he led me into a spacious front room, the high ceiling criss-crossed with stout wooden beams, the walls hung with numerous brasses.
 
   “Put it there on the table, young man,” Kitson said. “I’ll take a look at it later. First I’ll get you something to eat and drink. You’ve had a long journey all the way from Tormount.” He brushed aside my offer of help, saying: “I may have lost the use of my legs, but I still manage to get around.” As he busied himself in the kitchen, he continued to ply me with questions. How long had I worked with McKinrick in the Organisation? How much did I know of the Old Ones and the Elder Gods? Was I aware of the various minions of Cthugha and Cthulhu?
 
   While I ate the excellent meal he had prepared, however, he sat watching me in contemplative silence. Then he said abruptly: “You’ll have noticed the fence which surrounds the house. Perhaps you think I put it there to keep out burglars.”
 
   “That had occurred to me,” I admitted. “Though it doesn’t seem much of a deterrent. Anyone determined to get in could easily do so with a pair of wire-cutters.”
 
   Smiling a little, he leaned back, shaking his head. “I’m not afraid of burglars, Doctor Trevelyan. I have very little of value here which anyone would wish to take. That fence is there for another reason altogether, but one I feel sure you can understand. What if I were to tell you that, most of the time and particularly at night, it’s electrified?”
 
   “Electrified? But surely that’s—” I was going to say ‘illegal’ but stopped as the sudden realisation hit me.
 
   “Just as the Jinnee can be imprisoned within a powerful electric field, it can also be used to keep them out. So long as the current is flowing through those wires, I’m perfectly safe from them.”
 
   “So that radio broadcast I picked up on the way here referred to this area, and those grass fires were caused by them?”
 
   “Undoubtedly.” His tone became more serious. “For the time being, I’ve little fear of the Jinnee. But if you’ll forgive me for saying so, I have the feeling that if this object you’ve brought with you is as important as I think it is, that situation may change dramatically. There are others who follow Cthugha and Cthulhu besides the Jinnee and the Deep Ones. Men like yourself who, as you rightly say, will not be deterred by an electric fence.”
 
   “Then would it not be safer if you were to return with me to Tormount tomorrow?” I said.
 
   He pondered for a few moments before replying: “Perhaps. But we’ll discuss that in the morning. Now I must see what you’ve brought with you. I gather that McKinrick believes it to be extremely important.”
 
   Getting to my feet, I pulled the lid off the wooden box and took out the ebon rod. Even in the brilliant electric light it emitted no reflections. Glancing up, I saw Kitson staring at it as though mesmerised. He made no effort to take it from me. Instead, he said in a voice little more than a low, awed murmur: “Where did you find this?”
 
   “In Egypt,” I told him. “It was jutting out from the rocks in the Wadi Hammamat. We believe it to be made of a black stone from Yuggoth and to be many millions of years old.”
 
   Sucking in a deep breath that made an audible sound in the silence, Kitson said hoarsely: “There’s no doubt as to its age. I can sense that from here. And there’s an aura about it strongly suggestive of—”
 
   “Evil?” I finished.
 
   He shook his head slowly. “Not evil, young man. This belongs to an age long before mankind. Good and evil are purely human concepts. This is alien. That’s the only way I can describe it.”
 
   “Do you think you can tell us anything about it? Professor McKinrick is especially interested in what its purpose was all that time ago.”
 
   Kitson reached out his hands hesitantly, almost as if he was afraid to touch the rod. Then his fingers closed around it and he drew it towards him. Almost at once, I noticed the change came over him. His eyes closed to mere slits and a strange rigidity seemed to seize him, stiffening his body. I saw the muscles of his jaw lumped beneath the flesh and then his eyes flew open, staring straight in front of him, straight at me, but it was clear he was not seeing me. I even doubted that he was aware of anything in the room.
 
   He sat like that for several minutes while I watched intently, scarcely daring to breathe in case I should break his trance-like concentration. Then his fingers began to move over the atramentous surface in tiny, spasmodic motions. At first I thought his fingerings were completely aimless, mere twitching movements of his hands. But then I noticed there was a certain rationale behind his actions as he touched first one projection and then another in a seemingly random selection.
 
   Fascinated, I stared at his fingers. It was almost as if he was playing some vile, ancient musical instrument, seeking to draw out sounds from it; sounds which only he could hear. Then his lips moved stiffly, but for several seconds no sound came out. I waited tensely, not knowing what to expect, knowing only that something was happening which was utterly beyond my comprehension.
 
   A low, undulating murmur issued from his lips, sounding oddly loud as though somehow magnified and amplified by the enshrouding silence in the room. At first, the sounds seemed to consist of odd grunts unlike any form of modulated speech. But gradually, particular words came out, made up of harsh gutturals interspersed with sibilant hisses that were horrible to hear. Straining to pick up the words, I leaned forward and struggled to commit them to memory:
 
   “Yeg ungluth cthagla Cthugha nle graafn. Dragglemn fragnn yothil tranglethii gragullf.”
 
   Shivering, I sat there as Kitson muttered the words over and over again, every muscle in his body straining forward as if to leap from his wheelchair and hurl himself bodily across the room. Then a spasm twisted his face and he suddenly slumped back, the rod slipping from his nerveless fingers onto the carpet.
 
   Picking it up, I replaced it on the table, then gently shook Kitson by the shoulder. After a short interval, his eyes flicked open, staring around the room as though seeing it for the first time, unaware of where he was. Then he drew in a shuddering breath and forced himself upright, clasping the sides of the wheelchair in a white-knuckled grip.
 
   A violent shiver passed through him but a moment later he had himself firmly under control, although his breathing was still ragged.
 
   “Dear Lord in Heaven,” he muttered. He wiped his sleeve across the corner of his mouth where a thin trickle of saliva had run down his face. “That thing … you’ve any idea where it originally came from?”
 
   “From Yuggoth,” I told him. “The tenth, and outermost, planet of the solar system.”
 
   “It’s utterly unbelievable. Those creatures …” He squeezed his eyes shut as if trying to blot out something too awful to contemplate. “… using that rod to communicate with something inside a star.”
 
   “Cthugha,” I affirmed harshly. “We’ve seen Him. And for some reason, McKinrick seems certain that He’ll be the first of the Old Ones to break His bonds.”
 
   “And those creatures I saw, presumably they became extinct on Earth long before mankind emerged.”
 
   “On Earth, perhaps,” I corrected him. “But they’re still alive on Yuggoth and, unless we’re mistaken, they’re building some kind of gateway through which He’ll come once the time is right.”
 
   “How can you be sure of that?” he asked.
 
   Perhaps it was the question that made me suddenly recognise something which had been niggling at the back of my mind for several minutes. McKinrick had told me that the various members of the Organisation were able to communicate with each other by some telepathic means over long distances. Yet Kitson appeared oddly ignorant of anything that had happened to us since I had joined professor. Before replying to his question, I enquired how it was that he knew nothing of recent happenings as far as the four of us at Tormount were concerned.
 
   He regarded me in silence for a few moments, then gave a grim smile. “The answer to that is really quite simple. I have this odd faculty of being able to gain a rapport with inanimate objects such as this rod. It’s a rare talent, I admit, but one which appears to have one drawback. It appears to preclude me from any form of telepathic communication with my fellow human beings. As far as that particular capability is concerned, I’m totally deaf.”
 
   With this explanation I had to be satisfied, yet it certainly seemed perfectly plausible. Accordingly, I gave him a brief, but detailed, account of all that had happened, finishing with my own strange experience with the Akkadian crystal when I had found myself floating in space somewhere within the constellation of Orion at the abode of the Elder Gods.
 
   As he listened, his expression changed slowly from one of surprise to a look of utter consternation mingled with fear. “Dear God,” he murmured finally. “I never imagined things were so urgent and serious. And you say you’ve had communion with the Elder Gods? Then at least They are aware of what’s happening. But will They intervene? Or have They withdrawn so far from the universe that They intend leaving everything to us?” 
 
   “I’m afraid that’s something I don’t know,” I replied. “All I know is that McKinrick seems determined, somehow, to destroy that terrible gateway on Yuggoth before that star near Fomalhaut explodes and Cthugha is set free.”
 
   “A highly dangerous mission,” Kitson said decisively. “And one which would almost certainly be doomed to failure even with the protection he has at his command. If they’re the same creatures I saw holding that rod, God help him if he attempts anything like that.”
 
   “Yet what other course is there? Somehow Cthugha has to be stopped.”
 
   “I think we’re all agreed upon that, Doctor Trevelyan,” Kitson said solemnly. “But we’ve talked enough for tonight. Your room is on the left at the top of the stairs. Everything has been made ready for you. I sleep down here.”
 
   Bidding him good night, I made my way up the stairs. My room was clean and the bed had been freshly made, from which I assumed that Kitson must have someone who came in daily. Stretching myself out in the bed, I lay for a while listening to the odd sounds inside the house, falling asleep without any awareness of the transition between sleep and waking.
 
   * * * *
 
   Breakfast was waiting for me when I went downstairs the next morning. 
 
   Explaining that he had already eaten, Kitson said: “I’ve been thinking over the suggestion you made last night and, in view of what has happened since my last correspondence with Professor McKinrick, I feel I should accompany you back to Tormount. You may have guessed that there were other things I saw when holding that rod, and it’s imperative that the Organisation should know everything.”
 
   Between mouthfuls, I told him I was relieved by his decision. Even with the electrified fence around the house there was always a chance that, either from malfunction or human agency, the electric supply might be cut off without warning and he would then be completely at the mercy of the Jinnee. At least, with the rest of us at Tormount, he would be safe under the protection of the Akkadian crystals we carried.
 
   After carefully stowing away the rod and Kitson’s folding wheelchair in the trunk, I helped him into the car where he settled himself in the back seat. By daylight the house looked even more isolated than at night. The large blackened areas all around were a mute indication of the fires, which must have raged in the area the previous day. Even Kitson appeared shocked by what he saw as we drove slowly along the rutted track towards the main road.
 
   Before leaving Kitson had taken a battered cylinder from a locked drawer in his desk, and now he carried it across his knees. Through the mirror, I saw him take off the cap and withdraw a long scroll of yellowed parchment. “This is something I’m certain the professor will wish to see,” he explained sharply, somehow sensing my scrutiny. “The original Arabic Necronomicon. Rest assured, it’s authentic. I’ve good reason for believing that Alhazred took care to preserve his own manuscript.”
 
   I uttered a low whistle through my teeth. “How on earth did you manage to obtain that?”
 
   “It’s a long story,” he remarked, “but perhaps it will help to pass the journey if I were to tell you.”
 
   He then launched into a chilling narrative, which was all the more surprising since I had not previously associated him with the frightful things we were investigating, believing him to be merely someone possessing a rare talent sometimes useful to the Organisation. He spoke of his early interest in the Arab, Abdul Alhazred, and his fabulous book, Al Azif, which was later translated into Greek and Latin as the Necronomicon. Several times in his youth, he had consulted the Latin version held in the British Museum, gradually becoming convinced that all of the Greek and Latin translations had been drastically expurgated, the more terrible portions having been deliberately deleted by the scribes, bastardised, for fear of what they might reveal to later scholars. It was these subductions which he was sure revealed the most dreadful secrets pertaining to the Old Ones, and if he was to learn anything of these, his only course was to locate a manuscript in the original Arabic, which he believed was concealed somewhere within the Arabian Desert.
 
   There were hints in other ancient writings of the Nameless City wherein Alhazred had dreamed many of the things he had written in Al Azif. Being young and adventurous in those days, and possessed of sufficient means to travel, Kitson has set out, determined to locate this age-old city which, almost certainly, now lay buried beneath the shifting sands of the desert. Hiring three native guides, he had set out across the trackless wastes for Salalah, well aware of the vast area that lay ahead of him, relying solely on the hints in the musty tomes he had read and the uneasiness of his companions, which increased rapidly as they struck north from Salalah.
 
   I must confess there were times when I found it difficult to concentrate on my driving as he went on to describe what he had encountered in that great southern desert where whispered tales spoke of many lost cities of antiquity, some of these known to the nomads around whose campfires he spent several nights, and others whose existence were attested only by frightful legends about which few of the tribesmen dared to speak.
 
   Strange mirages were seen during the day as they progressed deeper into the wilderness of sand, and at night he saw curious flickering lights, which might have been real or imaginary. Once he came across peculiar mounds from which the wind had removed most of the encroaching sand, and the crudely incised glyphs he discovered among these ruins held such dreadful connotations, given what he had read in the Necronomicon, that he did not tarry long. It had also become obvious that his guides would not remain with him much longer, and there was something about the terrain of which they were mortally afraid.
 
   When questioned, they spoke haltingly of spectres that haunted the region, of gods who had dwelt there long before and of an ancient race which had once held sway there long before Man. Two days later, all three deserted during the night, leaving Kitson to go on alone.
 
   At times now, my companion’s voice sank to a low whisper so that it was difficult for me to make out his words. It was almost as if he were relating these bygone experiences to himself and it was clear the memories had a strong and shuddersome effect upon him. Sometimes the sentences became so jumbled and disjointed that it was not easy to make much sense of them. He spoke in hushed tones of more mirages which appeared, composed of massive temples and pillars built to no human design which dissolved hideously in the shimmering heat haze, making him wonder whether these bizarre images were, in some way, virtual images of Irem of the Thousand Pillars, also reputed to lie somewhere in this vast region.
 
   At this point in his narrative, Kitson fell silent for several minutes. He had been speaking non-stop for almost an hour and I had been so absorbed by his account I had scarcely noticed the passing of time.
 
   Seeking to prompt him into continuing with his story, I remarked: “Evidently you succeeded in finding the Nameless City; otherwise you wouldn’t be in possession of that parchment.”
 
   “That would seem a logical conclusion, Doctor Trevelyan, but I’m afraid you’re wrong. I never found the Nameless City although I’m sure it lies there, somewhere within the Rub’ al-Khali.”
 
   “Then how—?”
 
   “How did I get this? That’s something I still do not understand. Whether it was a dream or a delirium, I can’t say. Yet I can still remember every little detail as if it had happened yesterday. After the guides left, I moved on northward for three days, travelling by night and sleeping during the day. By then, my water and food were almost gone and I knew it would be impossible to make my way back to Salalah, even if my camel could carry me all that distance. It was some time in the early morning of the fourth day, still dark, when I stopped to take my bearings. I still had my compass, but for several hours it had been acting strangely. I knew it had to be due to some peculiar magnetic disturbance, but there are no iron deposits out there in the desert. And there were the lights, flickering on and off all around me. I remember the moon was just past full, giving me sufficient light to make out details quite clearly. But it was those hideous lights, which continued to lead me on, even after I had dismounted. Maybe it was an illusion brought on by weakness and thirst but I couldn’t stop myself. I was in a rocky area with long escarpments stretching away to the north, and there was a disturbing impression of artificiality about some of the stone formations. It was as I was moving across what seemed to be an ancient road made of huge, flat slabs that I fell. Whether the opening had always been there and, somehow, I hadn’t noticed it, or it suddenly opened up under me, I have no idea. All I know is that I must have fallen some distance and lost consciousness. When I eventually came round, I was lying at the bottom of a wide shaft with both legs smashed. It was almost dawn and I knew I was finished. There was no way I could get out of that pit. Even if I’d been unhurt, those walls were too smooth to afford any handholds. I knew it was useless to shout, there would be no one within twenty or thirty kilometres to hear my cries. I suppose I must have become delirious, because what happened next had to be an illusion. I saw a figure standing on the lip of the shaft, just visible against the dawn light. It was a spectral apparition, a hideous caricature of something that had once been a man, wearing ghostly tatters of clothing, and the face was that of a skeleton, something long-dead, and the empty eye-sockets were filled with a hellish red glow. I knew I was imagining it all, that the pain and thirst had pushed me over the brink of sanity to the point where I was seeing all sorts of things that weren’t really there. And I heard things, too, as I lay there, a bedlam of voices that screamed and shrieked and cursed in a tongue that I did not understand. But then the figure made a curious gesture with a skeletal hand and the voices faded until there was only one which I knew to be his, speaking in archaic Arabic which, somehow, I could understand: The Old Ones are soon to awaken and those who stand against Them will anon have need of what I have written.”
 
   “You believe it was Abdul Alhazred you saw?” I asked incredulously.
 
   Kitson fell silent for a moment, then said solemnly: “It could have been no other. I must have lapsed into unconsciousness again, and when I regained my senses I was in hospital at Dumquat. They told me I had been found by a party of nomads lying just beside the road some three kilometres from the town. Don’t ask me how I got there, for I certainly could never have made it all that distance in my condition. They could do little for my legs, it’s why you see me as I am now. Common sense tells me I imagined it all, that it was a fever-induced delirium, the journey from Salalah, the track into the desert, falling into that pit and seeing that apparition silhouetted against the dawn. But the proof that it actually happened has been with me every day since then. My shattered legs and this parchment.”
 
   “Does Professor McKinrick and the others know anything of this?” I asked.
 
   In the mirror, I saw him shake his head. “No, you’re the first person I’ve told this too. Perhaps if it wasn’t for what you told me last night, I would have kept it to myself. But if it was Alhazred who spoke to me and gave me the original Al Azif, then the time he warned of appears to be imminent.”
 
   With that he fell silent and allowed me to concentrate on my driving, for we were now moving into more dense traffic. By the time we crossed the Tamar Bridge it was mid-afternoon and I was eager to reach Tormount so that McKinrick and our American visitors might learn from that priceless manuscript. Half an hour later, I turned off the main road onto the narrow country roads, which would take us across country to Tormount. Here, there was very little traffic and I kept my foot well down on the accelerator. Thus it was that I was totally unprepared as I swung the car around a sharply-angled bend between tall hedges which completely blocked my view. Kitson’s warning shout reached me from the rear seat as I instinctively slammed on the brakes.
 
   Thirty yards ahead the narrow road was completely closed by a barricade of branches and thick foliage. The car skidded to a halt within a foot of the barrier. But no sooner had I done so than, with a suddenness that sent a shiver along my spine, something bright and glowing leapt across the tall hedge to our left and raced across my stupefied vision. I had a fragmentary glimpse of a hideously malformed creature covered in flame. In front of me, the windscreen shattered as the blast of intolerable heat struck it. Almost as quickly as it had appeared, the Jinnee was gone, vanishing before I could pull the Akkadian crystal from beneath my shirt. Seconds passed before I realised that it had not meant to attack us directly, possibly aware that I carried the talisman around my neck. Through the wave of infernal heat that swept in through the splintered windscreen, I saw the thick barrier burst into flame. My reaction was immediate. Almost without thinking, I threw the gears into reverse, gripping the wheel tightly as the car slewed across the road. For a moment I thought we were safe, although it seemed clear we could not proceed further along this road and I had seen no side turnings along which we might make a detour.
 
   Then, a short distance to our rear, two more of the waiting Jinnee appeared, moving so swiftly that all I could make out were twin streaks of flame. With a sinking feeling in my stomach, I brought the car to a halt. There was no doubt this was all a well-executed plan on the part of the enemy. The thick hedges on both sides of the road burst into flame and a pall of dense black smoke spilled across the area, blotting out everything. We were trapped. Already the smoke was billowing in our direction and once it enveloped us, it would be impossible to see the approach of more Jinnee.
 
   “We have got to get out of here!” Kitson shouted urgently. Turning quickly in my seat, I saw him pointing to our right. Through a narrow gap in the hedge, I made out a small knot of figures approaching across the field. Coughing violently as a stench of burning wood caught the back of my throat, I saw that these were men.
 
   “They look like farm labourers,” I said thickly. “They’ve obviously seen the fire. They must be here to help.”
 
   “Don’t be a fool!” Kitson rasped harshly. “This has all been planned to stop us from getting the parchment to Professor McKinrick. The Old Ones have Their followers among men, too. Believe me, I know!” 
 
   Now I noticed that several of the approaching men carried weapons, and it was evident that my companion spoke the truth. My mind was spinning furiously as I tried to figure out some way of escape. It was clearly too dangerous to attempt to reverse along the road through the blanket of smoke, for even if we managed to stay on the road, it would not be long before those men caught up with us. There was only one thing to do.
 
   “Hang on!” I yelled. The next instant, I thrust my foot down harder on the accelerator, heading straight for the blazing obstacle across the road, gripping the wheel tightly with one hand and shielding my face with the other. We hit the barrier head-on, and for one frantic second, I thought we were not going to make it. Blazing bushes flew high into the air as we crashed through them, and the wheel twisted violently in my hand as the offside tyres struck a huge branch.
 
   Then we were through and speeding along a relatively straight stretch of road. A fusillade of shots followed us, but my action had clearly taken the men by surprise, and a couple of minutes later we were out of range of their weapons.
 
   “Are you alright?” I asked, once I got myself under control.
 
   “Don’t worry about me,” Kitson answered shakily. “Just get us to Tormount. That was a little too closely comfort.”
 
   “I never thought they might try anything like that in broad daylight,” I replied.
 
   “Obviously, we’re getting to be a real threat to them,” Kitson said. “They’ll stop at nothing now.”
 
   With these chilling words, he said nothing more, and half an hour later, without further incidents, we drove into Tormount, parking in front of McKinrick’s house.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   It was just over a week after the close encounter with the Jinnee that McKinrick asked me to accompany him to the observatory. Much had happened during that time. Most of my waking hours had been occupied with translating certain cryptic passages from Kitson’s parchment, almost all of which had been omitted from all other copies of the Necronomicon. One page in particular filled me with dread for it clearly had some bearing upon what the professor had earlier intimated should be my next task on behalf of the Organisation.
 
   At a time when the Earth was young and but half-formed, the gods made a high mountain and on its peak They did set within the stone a mighty tablet whereon was inscribed the greatest Words of Power, for this mountain stood by the place where Great Cthulhu was banished. This dictum shall stand for all time and shall be as potent in the last aeons of the universe as it was in the beginning. Yet though this seal shall endure forever, mountains endure not and that which was made high shall be laid low; and even as great R’lyeh shall sink beneath the sea, so shall this sign of the gods vanish from the sight of all races.
 
   The implications of this passage were not lost upon me, even at its first reading. This was what McKinrick had gone back all those billions of years to see. Was it possible that his failure had been an act on the part of the Elder Gods, jealously guarding this ancient knowledge, possibly believing it to be too potent to fall into mere human hands? Or—and this seemed more probable—had it been Cthulhu who had prevented him from gaining his objective? Whatever the cause, I felt certain any attempt on my part would also be doomed to failure.
 
   Bidding me seated at the desk, McKinrick opened a drawer and took out an ornate wooden box. As yet, he made no move to open it, seating himself opposite me, his hands resting on the desktop.
 
   “You’ve read that passage in Al Azif,” he said gravely, “and I’m sure you know what it means and what I’m going to ask you now.”
 
   “You want me to use this device,” I indicated the box in front of me, “to go back four billion years and copy what’s written on that tablet.” How I managed to speak those words with such composure, I shall never know. Perhaps I had now seen so much as to realise that nothing was impossible; or it may have been that my natural scientific curiosity had now reached such a pitch I was willing to risk anything in order to satisfy it.
 
   “I won’t underestimate the danger. There’s something there about which I know nothing. I’ve no doubt you’ll encounter the same barrier as I did.” He hesitated. “But I want to impress upon you my firm belief that, since you have had direct contact with the Elder Gods, I feel sure you have the ability to penetrate it, even if Cthulhu Himself is responsible for it.” Once he had finished speaking, he opened the wooden box and took out the strange crystal device, again warning me not to look too long upon it. 
 
   “How does it work?” I asked tautly, leaning forward slightly.
 
   “Very simply, Edmund. Time is merely another direction, in no way different from the three dimensions of space with which you are familiar. While we were in the vicinity of that island, you moved yourself through space once you had meshed your mind with the talisman. This is no different except that you can move in all four directions. But first—” Stepping around the table, he took out the talisman he wore around his neck and holding it out, placed it on my forehead, at the same time murmuring: “Cthayf ’tulguthm mufthagn Nodens Glathnema!”
 
   For a moment nothing happened, although I experienced a strange warmth against my skin, a prickling sensation accompanied by a curious tugging inside my head.
 
   “Now you have the same psychic and telepathic powers as the rest of us.” I had been watching the expression on his face while this had been happening and it was not until he withdrew the crystal that I realised, with a sudden sense of shock and disbelief, that his lips had not moved, that somehow he had spoken the words inside my mind!
 
   Other voices followed his, somehow calm and reassuring, murmuring words of encouragement, then faded, leaving me in a shock that momentarily bordered on hysteria. Then a wave of calmness settled upon me.
 
   “Good.” This time McKinrick spoke normally. “Now you are truly one of us. Now listen carefully—once you enter the space-time continuum, concentrate on the time-line into the past. You may find it difficult at first, since mankind has no normal experience of travelling in this particular direction. We’re all born with the ability to move through space, but this is a new experience you’ll have to learn.”
 
   I felt a sharp stab of apprehension but knew it was too late to back out now. Trying to match McKinrick’s calmness with my own, I said: “I’m ready.”
 
   McKinrick gave a satisfied nod. “Then there remain only two things I must warn you against. So long as you carry the device on your person you’re safe from anything but the Old Ones Themselves. If you should come face-to-face with Cthulhu or any of the Others, return at once! You understand?”
 
   “Perfectly,” I answered.
 
   “Secondly, when you do return, do not, under any circumstances, overshoot this present moment. There are paradoxes in time that not even the Old Ones or the Elder Gods can affect. Imagine what might happen if you were to arrive back just minutes before you left. You can no more occupy the same moment in time with yourself, than two objects can occupy the same position in space.” He paused reflectively and studied me closely for several seconds. “You’re absolutely sure you wish to go, Edmund?”
 
   I nodded my head slowly, fascinated by the prospect of what I might see and discover, yet appalled by the idea of travelling all those billions of years, excited and intrigued by what lay at the beginning of the Earth, yet hesitant to embark upon such a journey into the unknown.
 
   “Very well.” McKinrick took the strangely-shaped crystal from the box and handed it to me. It felt icy cold to the touch. “Now you may look into it, surrender yourself totally to it. Unless I’ve greatly overestimated your capabilities, you should achieve total mental symbiosis with the crystal.”
 
   Already his voice was failing as I stared down at the double crystal in my hands. The triple helix commenced to spin in front of my staring vision, faster and faster, emerging from unknown depths and blurring into invisibility at its top, clutching my mind and sucking it inward, down into crystal abysses which had no bottom.
 
   Around me, the observatory was fading swiftly, dissolving at the edges. A greyness swept in on me as if I was suspended at the centre of a camera lens and the shutter stop was closing in on me from all sides. Weightlessness and vertigo seized hold of me. I seemed to be spinning helplessly and there was a curious vibration inside my head, adding to the utter confusion which threatened to twist my mind into ravening chaos. I was twirling in four directions at once, my motion utterly out of control. Desperately, I forced a gradual calmness into my mind.
 
   Something alien had entered my consciousness, curling insidiously within my brain. Instinctively, I fought against it, struggling mentally to reject it. Yet even as I did so, I realised that this was the wrong thing to do. A voice that I did not recognise seared through my brain like a living flame, washing away all doubt.
 
   “No! Do not resist! Blend completely with the vrach. You have nothing to fear.”
 
   Someone within the Organisation using the telepathic powers to communicate with me? That I rejected instantly, knowing it was impossible. Not even the greatest telepath on Earth could communicate through time. The crystal itself? Even when I had first seen it, I had gained the odd impression that it was somehow alive. Or could it be one of the Elder Gods, as had happened before?
 
   All these probabilities flashed through my mind almost simultaneously. Curiously, not for an instant did I have the idea that they might be simply a delusion, a product of incipient madness. Almost of its own volition, my mind meshed with that alien consciousness. It was inside me and I was inside it.
 
   Instantly, the spinning, twisting motion steadied; everything ceased. There was still that odd thrumming inside my head which I took to be the sound of time rushing by me although it was impossible to distinguish whether I was motionless and time was flowing past me, or I was rushing headlong backward, at a fantastic rate, through time. The encroaching greyness too had vanished. In its place was an impenetrable blackness, shot through with narrow trails of light that I took to be stars. I was vaguely aware of the crystal that I still held tightly in both hands, its hard, cold mass pressing into my palms.
 
   My other sensory perceptions, although functioning perfectly well, told me little. I felt neither hot nor cold, there was no feeling of solid ground under my feet, and I could see nothing of the Earth, Sun or Moon. All around me was nothing but emptiness and those speeding star trails. Time, I could measure only by my own internal clock, a single click of which must have corresponded to a millennium along the time stream.
 
   Then, gradually, I became aware of a deceleration, although I had no idea how to check how far back into the past I had gone. The glittering streaks of whirling stars and distant nebulae slowed in the twisting gyrations and patterns. More details became apparent. I was poised in space in the very centre of this cosmic carousel. Below me hung the Earth, spinning rapidly on its axis, for I was still moving backward in time at a prodigious rate. I realised, too, that it must be dragging me along in its orbit around the Sun, holding me in its gravitational field in some stationary point far above the surface.
 
   Then, without warning, everything stopped! I had the inescapable conviction that the entire universe had come to a halt; that nothing moved from the largest star or nebula, to the smallest atom. In my present mental state, I could not imagine what had happened. McKinrick had insisted that the power of the device I held so tightly was virtually infinite. If I wished, I could travel back to the birth of the universe and witness the Big Bang, which had been the beginning of everything. So why this sudden and unexpected halt? 
 
   But, of course, I was wrong. It should not have been unexpected. McKinrick had spoken of the barrier across time, which had made it impossible for him to travel back to when he wanted to be. Even as that thought flashed through my mind, I realised I was moving again … but now I was drifting down towards the boiling clouds which shrouded the planet below me, and time was passing at its normal rate and in its usual direction! In the shock of the instant I hit that barrier, my mind had released its hold on the device. There were no visible gaps in that dense, turbulent cloud cover, no glimpses of its surface. Here and there, however, angry red flashes stained the grey wrack like blood and, although I could hear nothing, I sensed thunderous detonations miles below the concealed surface.
 
   McKinrick had assured me that, since I did not belong to this time, nothing but the Old Ones could harm me. Yet surely that atmosphere into which I was now descending was poisonous: hydrogen, methane and ammonia and not the nitrogen and oxygen in which mankind had evolved. Abruptly I realised I was spearing down through the murk like a meteorite, and in that same instant I felt the alien consciousness within my mind take over control. Somehow my rate of descent slowed. It seemed the vrach, as that extraneous voice had called it, had given up any attempt to progress further into the past and was allowing us to drift forward in time, concentrating on depositing me safely on the surface.
 
   Around me, the dense fog of the atmosphere thinned, and I found myself descending slowly into utter nightmare. Huge, eye-searing fireballs of flame thundered into the heavens over the crawling lava flows so that the air shivered like water and shuddered under the concussive shocks of violent explosions. The effect of that monstrous sight was indescribable as it impinged upon my senses, for this was primal chaos at its most violent. Massive forbidding peaks, dark and sinister, loomed above mile-deep crevices where hell-fires blazed in incandescent fury.
 
   The only thought in my mind was that I was dead and dropping into the mouth of Hell itself. Not even a Dante could have adequately put into words the fearsome scene which lay below me. I was still more than a mile above the highest peak, wondering where on that shifting, unstable, volcanic surface it would be possible for me to land, when there came a great, shrieking whistle from somewhere in the distance. The sound drew my attention to my right, in time to witness something huge and black which came hurtling towards the surface, trailing a vast wake of fiery sparks behind it. Seconds later, it slammed into the semi-liquid magma that was boiling off the rocks in a spreading wave of heat.
 
   I recognised it at once. This was the age of meteoric bombardment of the newly-formed Earth. Millions of years earlier, this world had come together by the collision of huge chunks of rock and iron, fusing together under the influence of gravity, sweeping up the dust and debris as it swung in its orbit around the central Sun. I had seen nothing of the moon when I had hit that the invisible barrier. Whether it was still waiting to be formed, I did not know. But if it was there, circling the earth somewhere beyond this thick, opaque atmosphere, its surface would be unrecognisable, for the majority of the craters would not yet have been formed.
 
   In spite of McKinrick’s assurance, I felt more afraid than ever before. In the face of this inconceivable fury, I was a mote surrounded by such elemental violence that my brain reeled under the impact. Surely nothing could live in the midst of such raw, primeval chaos!
 
   Somehow I regained my mental composure. With an effort, I forced my mind to mesh more closely with that of the vrach. I had a job to do and the first thing was to try to locate that great stone city of R’lyeh, which McKinrick has seen during his abortive attempt. Descending no further, I willed myself to move, scanning the incredible scene below me, searching for anything that stood out from the maelstrom of erupting volcanoes and steaming lava slopes.
 
   More great chunks of rock streamed in from interplanetary space, smashing into the rock, carving out great, gaping craters, which, over the millions of years that were to follow, would be swallowed up by gigantic tectonic movements, obliterating forever much, if not all of this evidence of bombardment. Time passed as I drifted slowly over the hideous, ravaged face of the Earth … and then came a moment of utter shock and terror!
 
   What made me switch my attention from the ground beneath me to the grey murk overhead? Some strange sense of presentiment, perhaps. Or some instinctive warning of impending disaster. But look up I did, just in time to see the swirling fog part under the tremendous pressure wave of a flaming mass of rock, a mile wide, plunging directly for me!
 
   The mental shock was sufficient to freeze my mind completely. I must have screamed involuntarily. There seemed no way I could escape instant annihilation. The glowing meteorite filled my entire vision in the split second before it reached me … and then plunged past me, through me. I felt nothing!
 
   An illusion? Only slowly did my numbed mind take in the fact that it had been no mirage, for below me the ground erupted as the object struck. Incredible as it seemed, the professor had been absolutely correct. The first humans would not appear for another four billion years and, whatever form I now had, whether spectral or corporeal, I had no real presence here.
 
   Still shaken by what had happened, I somehow forced my mind to re-engage the alien intelligence of the crystal, continuing my slow orbit of the planet. Ahead of me rose a formidable range of peaks whose upper reaches were wreathed in a morass of swirling vapours. In spite of the fact that they looked little different from any others I had seen, there was a curious aura of malignant expectancy about them which sent a finger of ice brushing along my spine.
 
   For a few moments, as I drifted across those clawing summits, I was enshrouded in fog, unable to see anything. Then the mist parted and I started across a vast plateau, looking in terror, sheer disbelief and horror at that which stood in the centre. Of course, I must have had the memory of what McKinrick had told me at the back of my mind to steady my whirling senses. Probably I had been half-expecting to see it, yet the sight of that hideously-proportioned city sent a shiver of nameless dread through me as I hung there, just below the mountain peak.
 
   I had seen something like it on that blasphemous island in the South Atlantic, but this was a thousand times more horrible. Built of vast stone blocks whose shapes bore no relation to any sane mathematical laws, it had features that precluded all rational thought. I did not doubt for one moment what it was. That alien-contoured city of R’lyeh, home of Great Cthulhu … and it was not empty!
 
   Huge protoplasmic monstrosities crawled over its surface or oozed hideously through gaping openings, their shapes changing and reforming as I watched. All sorts of fantastic ideas entered my mind as I stared dizzily down at that unbelievable sight. This was what McKinrick had witnessed and how he, or I, retained our sanity is past comprehension. And to think that what I was seeing then would still exist billions of years in the future!
 
   Yet even the horror of that city could not compare with what came next. I had thought, after all that had happened, that I was prepared for anything. But then I realised, with some sense that was not part of my normal perception, that something incalculably vast lay immediately beneath that stone edifice, something so horrific that my mind shrank from it. Entombed within the rock lay Great Cthulhu Himself and He was aware of my presence. Almost certainly it was the vrach, that device of the Elder Gods which had alerted Him, for as I drifted closer, unable to help myself, I saw the mile-wide shaft which lay at the very centre of R’lyeh and far, far down, a single eye glared redly at me from the unfathomable depths!
 
   Sheer, mindless terror seized me at that moment, paralysing every muscle in my body. Impervious as I was to harm from any of the chaotic violence of nature that surrounded me, nothing could protect me from one of the Old Ones. Frantically, I sought to mesh with the vrach, for my only possible avenue of escape lay through time. Within moments, the mental symbiosis was complete. I felt the weird, alien hold on me, which had been drawing me ever closer to R’lyeh, suddenly snap. I broke free, and below me the Earth commenced spinning at a fantastic rate. Accelerating rapidly, I headed into the past, knowing full well that that barrier might still be there and that, whatever happened, I had to break through it.
 
   The temporal shock, when it came, was not as bad as before, for this time I was expecting it. Frenzy drove me on as I forced all of my will into piercing it. There was nothing there that could be seen with the eyes, nor sensed by any of the normal perceptions, for whatever this was, it existed only on the temporal plane. For what seemed an eternity, the entire universe stood still as I pushed my mind to its utmost limit. How could I possibly succeed where McKinrick, with all his greater knowledge of these things, had failed? Yet, slowly, I recognised my mistake. I was attempting to perform a purely psychical task by physical means. With an effort, I forced myself to relax. Almost at once, something equally as alien as the crystal, yet not associated with it, entered my mind. I experienced a sudden surge of mental energy, and the next moment I was through and streaking back in time at an alarming rate.
 
   Almost immediately the external influence released its hold and I must have lost consciousness, for when I came to, I was still progressing swiftly into the past and now there was no sign of the Earth. Somehow I succeeded in slowing my headlong rush through time, finally coming to a stop, struggling to take note of my surroundings. It was soon apparent what had happened. While I had been unconscious, the vrach had continued to obey my last conscious command, and I had now reached some point in time long before the Sun or planets had been formed.
 
   All around me were the glittering stars and far-off wisps of frozen nebulae, yet some of the constellations, although curiously distorted, seemed vaguely familiar. I knew I had not travelled far through space, although I had gone back billions of years into the past, and I was therefore somewhere in the proximity of the Earth which now lay in the future. For a while I allowed myself to move through time at the normal rate while I marshalled my chaotic thoughts into some form of order, striving to orientate myself.
 
   I knew I was seeing the universe as it was before the Sun had been born, before the planets had formed from the primal gas and dust cloud. Yet those star configurations I saw bore such a close resemblance to the familiar ones I had known that I could not dismiss the thought that this was the period spoken of in the old, forbidden texts: that first point in the eternal cycle when ‘the stars were right’.
 
   My knowledge of astronomy and cosmology was imperfect, to say the least. Yet I recalled sufficient to recognise that the galaxy, that great agglomeration of stars to which the Sun would sometime in the future belong, rotated about its central hub, carrying the stars with it. Perhaps those ancient myths, which had been handed down from Earth’s prehistoric times were true, and there had been a time when the stellar configurations were almost exactly the same as in my own time. Certainly there was a strange familiarity that I saw now. The constellations I was viewing were not exactly the same, of course. Some of the stars I saw were far more brilliant than I remembered and doubtless these would burn themselves out, or explode as supernovae, within the next billion years and so are no longer visible in the twentieth century. For a moment my mind faltered as it was borne upon me how utterly remote I was from my own world of time.
 
   Then my sense of purpose reasserted itself. Mentally, I moved forward through time, keeping a tight rein on my will, still marvelling at this device, fashioned by creatures so far above myself in the evolutionary scale as I was above an amoeba. Millennia rolled by with little obvious changes occurring in my vicinity of space. Then, slowly, I became aware that this region was not empty, but there was something there, something vague and ill-defined. I could detect a dimming of the more distant pinpricks of light and knew that the dust and gas in this region was thickening, here and there forming into blobs and spirals.
 
   Had my eyes been adapted to seeing beyond the limits of the visible spectrum, I would have first noticed the centre of the hazy whirlpool glowing eerily in the infrared as the gravity drew much of the material inward. Then, as tens of millennia fled by I saw the diffuse Sun begin to brighten and knew I was witnessing the formation of the solar system, something which no man had ever seen. By now, I had a greater degree of control over the vrach and was able to move forward in a series of jumps until, close by, the Earth began to form. Perhaps it was my scientific curiosity which made me focus all of my attention on what was happening, for never in my wildest dreams had I imagined being in a position such as this, an observer at the beginning of time as far as our planet is concerned. Yet it proved to be an almost disastrous mistake on my part. I had temporarily forgotten the basic reason I was there, being so engrossed in this spectacle of creation, not realising there were other monstrous things going on in the cosmos; that although the Earth would not spawn life for another billion years or so, life did exist elsewhere, even at that remote period.
 
   It was not until I lifted my awe-struck gaze from the proto-planet and glanced up towards the stars that I realised I was not alone. There were hints of movement against the background stars, dark and bright shapes that came and vanished in a baffling and bewildering manner. Great lightning bolts struck across the midnight heavens, seeming to glance from star to star across light-years of space. Stunned by both wonder and terror, I think I must have cried aloud in mixed fear and shock as I sought to find some natural explanation of what I was seeing.
 
   My first thought was that this was some electrical display on a truly stupendous scale, an interaction among the tremendous electrical and magnetic fields that existed within the galaxy. Yet even this refuge of sanity was torn from me as I recognised that the terrifying nightmare I had experienced on that first night in McKinrick’s house had had a material basis after all—that I was witnessing, in terrifying reality, the titanic battle between the gods. Shuddering, I made out the awesome, nonhuman massiveness of those dark shapes that wove their alien trajectories among the stars, and this spectacle was even more frightening and hideous than its dreaming image. I saw the huge protoplasmic masses constantly change shape, occasionally blotting out the shining orbs of the distant stars, as the struggle progressed.
 
   Stars flared into supernovae under the impact of tremendous energies, flickered briefly against the eternal night, and then went out. At times it seemed that the very fabric of space-time would be torn asunder, plunging the universe into total chaos. How long it continued, it was impossible for me to estimate, for in spite of the effect upon my stultified senses, I was still accelerating into the future in a series of jerks and stops. A million years? That it was something of this order I could not doubt, for below me the Earth was almost fully formed, and off in space the Sun shone brilliantly, though larger and more orange than the one I knew.
 
   With no atmosphere, the hideously pockmarked surface of the nascent Earth, malformed by tidal shocks as huge meteorites plunged deeper into the slowly solidifying magma, was startlingly clear. To my wondering gaze, it seemed impossible that this sterile, shapeless world could change into the green and bounteous planet I knew. Yet unlovely as it was, there was a further horror in store for this world, one that came out of the black void, twisting and turning in hideous spirals. Mountain-sized and amorphous, the monstrous shape of Cthulhu swept past me, dwindling swiftly as He approached the distant surface. Hanging there, an infinitesimal mote in the vast wilderness of the cosmos, I almost fainted at the horror of what I saw. That nightmarish thing which had jolted me, yelling inarticulately, from my dream had been shocking enough, but the reality was countless times worse. From what insane region of the cosmos that thing had originally come, I could not guess: nor, indeed, if it had come into existence in any part of the normal universe. Tentacled, jellied, crab-like, winged like some gigantic bat, it appeared to be all of these things, constantly changing from one form to another.
 
   Shaken to the core, I forced myself to concentrate on the task that McKinrick had set me. Yet no sooner had I commenced a slow and cautious approach to the inchoate Earth than there shot out from somewhere far within the deeps of interstellar space, a narrow pencil of pure white light, so dazzling that I was momentarily forced to shut my eyes against its searing brilliance. When I looked again, it was still there and I was now sufficiently close to the cratered surface to see that it impinged upon the crest of a sky-rearing peak. I watched, fascinated, wondering what was coming next, and then I saw something moving swiftly along that beam of light. Because of the intense brightness it was impossible to make out many details. Yet whatever it was, it seemed to glow even brighter than the surrounding light.
 
   I saw it strike the surface, and almost immediately the shaft of light snapped out of existence, leaving green trails of after-images racing across my vision. Blinking rapidly, I forced the tears from my eyes as they threatened to blind me. Far below me, the object was deeply embedded in the rock of the mountain, and I felt a sudden surge of excitement as I recognised what it was.
 
   The Seal of the Elder Gods! 
 
   Oblivious to everything else, I swooped down towards the surface until I was hovering just above that monstrous pinnacle which must have reared more than five miles above the surface. The dazzling glow which had lit the peak only a little while earlier had now faded and I could see the tablet plainly, illuminated only by the pale orange sunlight.
 
   It was impossible to tell what that mighty seal was composed of, although it was certainly not stone. The exterior was highly polished and as the professor had so rightly suggested, it was covered in weird symbols, deeply incised in the material. Terrible beyond all conception were those fantastic glyphs, which the Elder Gods had set upon the Earth; and even more terrible was the fact that I could read them, albeit in a fumbling and imperfect manner. What strange knowledge, deep within my brain, enabled me to do this? No human had ever seen them, and as I studied the dread implications behind those carven symbols, I prayed that none of them ever would. The only conclusion I could reach was that this curious knowledge had been given to me during my vision of the abode of the Elder Gods deep within Orion.
 
   By now, of course, I had grown accustomed to hanging suspended in empty space and, slipping the crystal into my pocket, I took out a piece of paper and laboriously copied those mighty sigils, all the while aware that, in some strange way, part of my mind was still in rapport with the vrach. Once I was satisfied I had everything written down correctly, I prepared to leave, for I had witnessed so many things which would never be seen, nor imagined, by the majority of mankind. I had seen the birth of the solar system and that titanic war between the gods, that terrible monstrosity which was Cthulhu, flung down from the great void, and that horrific stone city of R’lyeh which would in time be submerged beneath the sea.
 
   I willed myself forward into the future, into that four-billion-year gulf of time that separated me from the observatory in Charnwood House.
 
   But I had reckoned without Cthulhu and His minions. Having in my possession knowledge that might eventually lead to His defeat and that of His Brothers, He did not intend to allow me to escape so easily. His protoplasmic body might be incarcerated somewhere deep within the cooling magma of the Earth, but His mind was still free. No sooner had I attempted to slip into the time dimension than a massive bulk of mental energy struck me. My brain reeling under the tremendous shock wave, I felt myself hurled backward, away from the Earth, which, within seconds, was dwindling away from me.
 
   Temporarily, my contact with the vrach was broken. Unable to help myself, I was propelled through midnight space, the swollen disc of the sun receding into the star-strewn distance, diminishing swiftly until it was no more than a bright point of light. Before my eyes the stars spun dizzily as my enormous velocity carried me, semi-conscious, across the entire width of the solar system. I could no longer think coherently as the universe spun around me. Only gradually did the sense of chaotic whirling, of vertigo lesson, until I was finally able to take stock of my surroundings.
 
   Ahead of me loomed something black, its presence known only from the way it occulted the starry background. Now that my mind began to function again, I sought to regain that mental link with the vrach, for there was one thing I knew for certain. Unless I stopped this headlong rush into space, I would be hopelessly lost. By now, I guessed I must be somewhere near the outer frontier of the solar system. During my vertiginous passage from Earth, I had glimpsed a giant world in the making, either Jupiter or Saturn and this dark world before me was undoubtedly one of the outermost planets. It could not be Pluto, for that tiny planet was believed to have originally been a satellite of Neptune, torn free of that planet’s gravitational pull to pursue an erratic orbit of its own.
 
   Gradually, my forward momentum slowed. With an effort I succeeded in putting myself into an orbit around the lightless world, which, even at that early period of time was covered with a mantle of frozen gases. Even as this realisation crossed my mind, I knew where I was, knew with an absolute certainty the dread identity of this benighted world, which swam lazily below me. I was seeing Yuggoth in its later stages of formation before those hideous denizens from that blasphemous planet light-years away had reached it. Perhaps, at that very moment they were somewhere in the dark void, winging their way through interstellar space towards me! This thought, intriguing as it was, brought my percipience back to the precariousness of my position. What I had considered a tremendous scientific adventure had turned into a nightmare. I was trapped billions of years from my own time.
 
   The device I carried allowed me to travel through space and time; that much had already been amply demonstrated. If I used it to travel back to Earth and then forward to my own time, I would risk another attack from Cthulhu; yet if I remained at this point in space and travelled along the time dimension, I would fall foul of those minions of Cthugha and if, at some time, they succeeded in calling Him through that gateway, I would come face-to-face with Him before my temporal journey ended. 
 
   Suddenly, it came to me that my thinking was awry, that I was persisting in regarding space and time as two different entities, whereas in reality they were but variform parts of a single whole—space-time. Utilising the power of the vrach it should be possible for me to move through time and space simultaneously along a diagonal worldline, moving sunward in synchronism with my progress into the future.
 
   Summoning all of my flagging will, I re-engaged my mind with that of the device, sensing once more that curious symbiosis of man and machine. I had no way of knowing how well this would work, for I was now moving in four directions at once. I could only hope the superior ‘intelligence’ of the device would be able to compensate for the variables operative in this procedure, which were utterly beyond me.
 
   Once again there came that awesome mutation of space-time, of motion that was not motion, a sense of tremendous acceleration while standing absolutely still. Yet this time there was a drift superimposed upon it, a corresponding movement through the three familiar dimensions. In front of my straining vision were two images, superimposed one upon the other, as if I were moving slowly across a small region of space, outside of which the entire universe streamed past me in a blur of colour which belonged to no known spectrum.
 
   I saw the planets spinning around a sun that grew small and hotter as it contracted over the fleeing millennia. My passage across the solar system acted as a clock, giving me an indication of my progress into the future. As the long ages passed, I figured that by the time I was crossing the orbit of Mars, the dinosaurs were roaming the earth and although I had mentally commanded the vrach to return to that point in space and time, there was an increasing worry in my mind, apprehension which was not without some cause for at times I experienced a strange shudder. The first time it happened a sense of utter panic had seized me, for the only explanation I could think of was that my initial premise had been correct and that Great Cthulhu could still reach me, even though on Earth R’lyeh was now deep beneath the sea.
 
   But I had no sooner come to this conclusion than I was aware that there might be another explanation. The professor had told me that the powers of the device were virtually infinite, that they were powers conferred upon it by the Elder Gods Themselves. Yet were not the Old Ones almost as powerful? That tremendous mental blast which had hurled me across the entire solar system to Yuggoth … was it possible it had also affected the vrach in some way unknown to me? The more I pondered this, the more convinced I became. Each time this frightening vibration occurred, I felt a momentary withdrawal of the intermeshing ‘mind’ of the vrach, and I knew that somehow its power was diminishing. As the juddering increased in frequency and intensity, I began to doubt if I would ever reach my own time again.
 
   I had no idea how I could check whether there had been any power drain on the device. All I could do was cling resolvedly with all of my psychic strength in an attempt to steady my approach to Earth, which now showed as a whirling dot against the utter blackness of space. Once I began decelerating, I was able to make out details more clearly.
 
   Earth loomed before me as a vast, glowing crescent with the familiar Moon off to one side. All around me were the well-known constellations. Moments later, as I measured time, there came a jarring shock that struck through every nerve and sinew in my body. Unable to help myself, I fell forward, striking a hard, unyielding surface. With an effort, I thrust myself up onto my knees and stared about me.
 
   I was back in the familiar observatory in almost total darkness. Pushing myself to my feet, I fumbled my way to the door and within a few moments had started the small generator and snapped down the switch, flooding the room with electric light. The large telescope stood on its equatorial mounting and everything seemed exactly as I had left it, yet there was no sign of McKinrick!
 
   Sucking in a deep breath to steady my nerves, I opened the door and went down the stone steps into the main part of the house, calling his name. There was no answer, and the entire place was as silent as the grave. A search of all the rooms convinced me that the house was empty and what was more worrisome was that there was no sign it had been lived in for some time.
 
   Something was wrong. Not until I opened the front door and went outside, however, did I realise what it was. It had been autumn when I had left, but now the trees and plants around the overgrown lawns were just come into leaf. From all the signs, I estimated it was sometime in late May or early June!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   There is now so little time in which to record the events subsequent to my return to Charnwood House, and so many things have happened, that I found it difficult to decide what to do next. The fact that the season was clearly wrong, that I found my car was no longer standing outside on the drive, and the strange absence of Professor McKinrick and the two Americans, provided me with the clue as to what had happened.
 
   During that encounter with Cthulhu, when I had been hurled across the solar system by that terrific mental blast, the vrach had undoubtedly malfunctioned. It had returned me, not to my point of origin, but to some other time. I had no means of knowing whether I now existed in the past or future, but from the fact that the house appeared to have been untenanted for some time, common sense told me it was the latter. Almost certainly, the professor would have waited for my return, possibly expecting me to arrive back at almost the same instant I had left, as we had on that occasion we had visited that uncharted island in the South Atlantic. Yet if the days had lengthened into months and possibly into years, he may have given up all hope of ever seeing me again. He, himself, had believed that something unutterably horrible existed on the other side of that barrier which had prevented him from fulfilling this mission. What more natural than that, against all his hopes and better judgement, he should believe I had perished, perhaps at the hands of Cthulhu or another of the Old Ones?
 
   Going back into the house, I took the vrach from my pocket, holding it in both hands, staring down at that curious triple helix. If it still held any of the power of the Elder Gods, it might be possible for me to move slowly back in time. But the crystal was dead, utterly drained of energy. The helix was stationary.
 
   There remained, of course, the Akkadian crystal amulet around my neck but I had no knowledge of how to set the temporal and spatial coordinates, nor that guttural incantation which McKinrick had uttered on that previous occasion. I was forced to accept the inescapable fact that I could no longer travel through time.
 
   Sheer desperation at the futility of my position urged me to do something, if possible, to find Professor McKinrick, to find out exactly what date this was and, if it could be done, what had happened here in the interim. I realised that, at that moment, I wasn’t thinking straight. Not only was I confused and bewildered, but the memory of what had happened to me was still so strong in my mind that it tended to blot out all other thoughts. Those sigils I had copied from that seal the Elder Gods had put upon the planet immediately after the fall of Cthulhu were almost certainly the key McKinrick was searching for in his battle against the Old Ones. Yet how was I to get it to him?
 
   Reluctantly, I recognised that it was useless to act precipitously, that I had to think things out clearly and coherently. My recent experience had not only drained the vrach of its energy, it had also had the same effect upon me. Outside, the sun was setting and I realised just how tired I was, both physically and mentally. A search of the kitchen revealed a tin of fruit, which partially satisfied my hunger and thirst, after which I made my way upstairs to the room that had been mine before. I fell asleep almost at once, only to waken abruptly from a dreamless sleep. It was still dark and the house was deathly still, yet I had the odd feeling there was a presence close by. Sitting bolt upright in the bed, I stared around me, seeking the cause of this curious sensation. The overwhelming belief that there was someone in the room with me was so powerful that I instinctively drew out the amulet from my shirt and held it out in front of me.
 
   Nothing moved in the darkness. My initial thought was that the Jinnee, aware of my return through time by means of their alien senses, were closing in on the house. McKinrick had warned me on several occasions of their ability to detect any movement through time. By now, I was full awake and alert and slipping out of bed. I crossed cautiously to the window, peering out into the night. Moonlight threw long shadows over the grounds. Yet as far as I could see, there were no signs of those fire creatures. After assuring myself that this was not the cause of my strange apprehension, I returned to my bed and it was then that a most odd reaction manifested itself. I heard McKinrick’s voice, the words oddly faint as if he was speaking to me from a great distance.
 
   I almost ran to the bedroom door and pulled it open, believing that he had returned while I slept and was calling to me from the room downstairs. I was already at the top of the stairs and on the point of calling to him when I realised that the words had not been spoken but were in my head. Swiftly, I forced myself to concentrate on them.
 
    “… am impressing this telepathic message where the old ley lines meet and their ancient power may hold it in the event that someday, somehow, you may return. Look in the third drawer of my desk. If you are still able, and still wish to continue with our mission, pray follow those instructions to the letter.”
 
   As the words faded eerily from my mind, I felt a sudden excitement possess me. I had completely forgotten that telepathic link which bound me to those other members of the Organisation, and the realisation that I was not alone, in spite of that malfunction which had landed me at some point in the future, steadied my nerves.
 
   Ignoring the possibility of missing my step in the darkness, I descended the stairs two a time, pausing only to light a candle before making my way up to the observatory. Starting the generator, I switched on the electric light. Opening the third drawer of the desk, I found a single sheet of paper covered in McKinrick’s handwriting. With a deep sense of shock, I saw that it was dated September 23, 1992. How long ago it had been written there was no way of telling, yet it told me it was at least five years out of synchronism with the time I had left Charnwood House on that horrific journey into the far past.
 
   Shaking off the sinking feeling of dread, I read it through, hoping it might cast some light on what had happened.
 
    
 
   Dear Edmund, 
 
   Although I greatly fear that the worst has happened and you will never return to the present time, I am writing this in the forlorn hope that, somehow, you may find your way back through time to Charnwood House. Events have now reached the point where we must risk everything in order that that foul gateway on Yuggoth be utterly destroyed.
 
   The news from Coppell at the Cape Observatory grows worse with each letter. In his last communication two months ago he reports that the pulsations within the star are rapidly increasing in both amplitude and frequency. That can mean only one thing. Cthugha is on the point of breaking free, and once that happens He will undoubtedly make for Yuggoth and then the Earth. Somehow, He must be stopped. I had hoped that it might be possible to trap Him on Yuggoth by destroying the gateway after He comes through and then imprisoning Him there by means of the seal, those glyphs of power you went to find.
 
   If, against all the odds, you have succeeded and are reading this, you must go immediately to Kitson in Cambridge. He knows everything that has happened and he has all the information necessary for you to carry on your part in our mission. Do exactly as he says: it may be our only hope. Our American friends and I have awaited your return for as long as possible but now we are forced to act and I pray we are not too late. Tomorrow, we must use the talismans to cross the void to Yuggoth. We are left with no other choice. It may be that we shall fail, but that is a chance we must take.
 
   John McKinrick
 
    
 
   Stunned by what I had read, I sank down into the chair, letting the letter fall onto the desk. There were so many questions in my mind, so many intangible fears lurking at the back of my thoughts, that I must’ve sat there for several minutes in a daze. The news that McKinrick and our two colleagues had travelled to Yuggoth on what appeared to be a suicide mission filled me with hopelessness for, in spite of all their knowledge, I could not bring myself to believe they had any chance at all of succeeding in their wild scheme. To pit their puny power against Cthugha once He had been released from His fetters was futile and insane.
 
   Pulling myself together with an effort, I returned to my room, taking the professor’s letter with me. A glance at the clock told me it was three-thirty. I could do nothing until the morning when the ramshackle bus would arrive to take me into Mevagissey. From there I should be able to get a train to Exeter, thence to London and on to Cambridge.
 
   It is, perhaps, a tribute to everything I had experienced since meeting Professor McKinrick that I did not for a moment question what I intended to do. It is possible that anyone who might read this account will judge me mad to continue this insane quest to destroy the Old Ones. The ultimate horrors I had seen and met with would have been more than enough to make any man question his sanity. Certainly there were none, at that moment, who knew I had returned. It would have been the easiest thing in the world to slip away from Charnwood House, through the village to the main road, and there thumb a lift into Exeter and return to London, to that life I had known before that letter had arrived from McKinrick.
 
   Self-preservation is perhaps the strongest sense possessed by humankind; yet I had been accepted as a member of this Organisation and its aims were mine. I had been where no other man had ever been and seen more than any other man and, what was more to the point, I alone had that knowledge which might prove the only effective weapon against the incursion of the Old Ones into our solar system. In my heart, I knew the professor had spoken the literal truth when he had claimed that, once these ancient beings were free, it would spell the end of mankind and our region of the cosmos.
 
   Long before dawn broke I made a second, more thorough search of the house. In the library, I discovered that several of the books were missing and presumed that, at some time, these had been taken to Kitson’s place for safekeeping. In one of the desk drawers were several letters, all from the Cape Observatory and I read through these before replacing them. It was at once clear why McKinrick had become convinced that Cthugha’s release was imminent. Those frightful pulsations within that star were obviously becoming more and more violent and, if one took into account that star’s distance, what the astronomers were seeing now actually occurred twenty-three years ago. For all we knew it could have erupted years ago and the light from that flaring stellar detonation was still on its way to Earth!
 
   For a moment, my shock bordered on hysteria. More than anything else, it must have been this damning evidence that had prompted McKinrick and the others into their precipitous action. I had a mental picture of that hideous structure we had witnessed being erected at the Northern Pole of Yuggoth and those abnormal monstrosities that crawled and slithered over the surface of that abominable black planet, and it took every ounce of will to stop myself shuddering uncontrollably.
 
   By ten o’clock I was ready to leave, ensuring that the alien device of the Elder Gods and that scrap of paper on which I had copied those strange glyphs were safe in my pocket. A few of the sullen-faced villagers were abroad as I made my way towards the point where the bus would stop, and I could not help noticing how they deliberately crossed to the other side of the narrow cobbled street on seeing me and made a curious sign with their left hand as they hurried by.
 
   When the bus arrived, ten minutes late, I climbed on board and bought a ticket to Mevagissey, seating myself near the door. As I had expected, I was the only passenger and I was able to scan the surrounding countryside without any distractions as we left Torpoint. One disquieting fact about the terrain struck me immediately and sent a faint shiver through me. Through gaps in the thick hedges on either side I noticed several large patches where the vegetation had been burned. I knew it was the usual practice in certain parts of the country to deliberately burn fields once a cereal crop had been harvested, but the immediate thought that sprang to mind was that this was the work of the Jinnee.
 
   Here and there, wide swathes had been burned and curious zigzag patterns of black disfigured the land. When I noticed the blackened stumps of a small copse on a broad hillside, I knew without any doubt that I was right. Dear God, what had happened in those years I had been gone?
 
   My journey by train from Mevagissey, though long and tedious, was uneventful and the sun had set by the time the taxi, which I had hired at Cambridge railway station, dropped me off at the end of the narrow lane leading to Kitson’s house. Here was further evidence of the activities of the Jinnee: large areas covered with blackened, withered vegetation.
 
   I approached the wire fence apprehensively, knowing that Kitson would not be expecting me, and I had no wish to electrocute myself. Yet I had no sooner reached the gate than the front door swung open and I heard his voice calling to me.
 
   “It’s alright, Edmund. Come on inside. The power is switched off.”
 
   Pushing open the gate, I closed it carefully behind me and proceeded up the narrow path to the door, where I found him seated in his wheelchair, a broad grin on his face.
 
   “How did you—?” I began.
 
   “How did I know you were coming? To be quite honest, I didn’t. I’ve been waiting and hoping for months now, wondering what had happened to you, thinking you were dead, lost somewhere in time. But I have a new toy now, which I’ll show you when you’ve settled in. It gives me ample warning of anyone approaching the house.”
 
   Mystified, I went inside, and a moment later he followed me into the spacious front room.
 
   “Sit down, Edmund,” he said, gesturing me to a chair. “You must be tired after your long journey, and we have a lot to talk about.”
 
   After preparing an ample meal, which I ate ravenously since I had managed to get only a light refreshment on the train, he cleared away the dishes, then returned, drawing his wheelchair up in front of the empty hearth.
 
   “Now we have to talk,” he began seriously. “There is much I have to know, and much you will want to hear from me. But first, your story. When you failed to return to Charnwood House we all believed you must have perished. Either something had gone wrong with that device you used to travel through time, or you had fallen foul of one of the Old Ones. McKinrick knew a little of what you might encounter, since he had made a similar attempt some time before.”
 
   “He was right about the barrier,” I said. “And it had undoubtedly been placed there by Cthulhu.”
 
   “But you succeeded in breaking through it?” Kitson leaned forward in his chair, his eyes fixed on me.
 
   I nodded slowly. As briefly as possible, but taking care not to omit any salient details, I told him all that had happened, ending with the curious malfunction, which had resulted in my arriving back much later than I should.
 
   When I had finished, he gave a quick twitch of his head. “So that’s what happened. But you have the inscription from that tablet. Then perhaps there may still be a chance.”
 
   Rubbing his chin, he sat in silence for more than a minute, staring abstractly into space. Then he sucked in a deep breath as if to steady his thoughts. “But at least you are here and all may not be lost,” he said finally. “Before he left, the professor gave me certain instructions which I was to pass on to you in the event that, somehow, you might return. But first you’ll want to know everything that has happened since that afternoon, nearly six years ago.”
 
   Settling myself back in my chair, I listened attentively and with a growing sense of shock and horror. At times Kitson found difficulty in putting things into proper chronological order, but gradually I was able to piece together what had happened during my absence. That alien rod of midnight blackness we had discovered in the Wadi Hammamat had, on further detailed psychic analysis by Kitson, proved to be the means by which those denizens of ancient Yuggoth traversed the empty void between the stars. In a hoarse, shuddering whisper, he told of the first time he had succeeded in fully meshing his psychic mind with that ultra-mundane aura it emanated, of finding himself totally enveloped within an extraneous mind, drifting across seemingly endless light years of utter darkness and emptiness.
 
   His own conjecture was that it had somehow been lost by that group which had migrated to Earth, leaving them with no means of returning to Yuggoth, thereby explaining their vanishing long before mankind had evolved. Stranded here, they had ultimately died out in spite of their reputed longevity.
 
   On a wider front, there had been numerous reports in the media of unexplained fires and sightings of queer, luminous things near these areas shortly before each blaze was reported. Some rumours were dismissed by the authorities as cases of mass hysteria. Of a more sinister nature was the emergence of a new pseudo-religious movement calling itself the Fiery Pansophy Sect which had originated somewhere in India and now had thousands of adherents all over the world. The basic tenet of this cult was that of the coming of Ahrimanes who would bring an end to the world by fire. Only those true followers who bore the sign would escape eternal punishment and return to the new Earth once it had been cleansed in flame.
 
   “If we substitute Cthugha for Ahrimanes, we now have clear evidence that we are correct about the Old Ones breaking free,” Kitson said. “But there’s more, not indicative of much if taken individually, but when looked at synoptically, it makes terrible reading. McKinrick had maintained a file of accounts of unexplained fires, abnormal sightings and also any strange mental aberrations. After a period of only six months he had collected sufficient to realise that some odd psychic influence is present all over the world, and it appears to be getting stronger as time passes. There’ve been numerous cases of mass insanity from several countries, people hallucinating, claiming to have seen fire demons in the sky and monstrous creatures, half-man, half-fish, spotted swimming in droves close to land.”
 
   “The Deep Ones,” I said. “Followers of Cthulhu.”
 
   “Undoubtedly.” Kitson gave a slight inclination of his head, his features grim. “And most of the witnesses claimed these creatures were chanting. We succeeded in tracing several of the eyewitnesses, and all of them gave virtually the same rendering of this chant. You may recognise part of it from your reading of Lovecraft. Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgahnmmg fhtagn. Gnuftagn Cthulhu nflueh cftnu flemmng. The professor believed this could be translated as— In His house at R’lyeh dead Cthulhu lay dreaming. Now Cthulhu wakens and will rise again.”
 
   “Then there’s clinching evidence to support what we’ve dreaded all along,” I said. “Cthugha is about to break free from that stellar prison, and Cthulhu will soon rise from the Deeps off Ponape.”
 
   “I’m afraid so. And we can be sure that when that happens, the other Old Ones won’t be far behind.”
 
   “The others?” I realised I had been concentrating all of my attention on Cthugha and Cthulhu and had forgotten all about the rest of the pantheon.
 
   Kitson must have noticed my momentary consternation, for he went on: “So far, we have come across very little evidence that any of the Others have exerted any perceptible effect on Earth. Perhaps They’re too far away and have few, if any, gateways here on Earth. Hastur dwells in the Lake of Hali in the Hyades, and presumably He will rule over that region of the cosmos once He’s free. Shub-Niggurath is bound on an unknown planet, surrounded by Her thousand young who are said to burrow in the sand around a gigantic stone altar in the middle of the wilderness. Tsathoggua is an Earth deity. Legend has it, He was brought here from a planet on the rim of the solar system, though whether that was Yuggoth or some other world out there, maybe Kynarth, isn’t clear.”
 
   It was obvious that Kitson had learned a good deal about the Old Ones and, once started on the subject, he proved to be unusually loquacious in spite of the dread that filled both of us. Doubtless the absence of McKinrick and the two Americans, leaving him on his own, had something to do with it, and he was now glad of a companion to whom he could talk. He went on to speak of the two most powerful Old Ones: Azathoth who bubbled and seethed at the centre of infinity and Yog-Sothoth who existed throughout all time and space. These latter could hardly be described as ‘imprisoned’ in any conventional sense anyway, so it would be impossible to determine any evidence of when, or where, They might break free of any constraints.
 
   “And what of Nyarlathotep?” I asked finally. “According to what I read in the Necronomicon, for some reason the Elder Gods placed no confinement on Him.”
 
   “Ah, yes—the messenger of the Old Ones.” Kitson leaned forward a little and rested his elbows on the table. “His presence has been known on Kadath and in evil-haunted Leng here on Earth, although since He has a thousand different forms, few have recognised Him. But McKinrick seemed adamant that, all the time we were at Charnwood House, we should concentrate our attention on Cthugha and Cthulhu. At least we know They have Their gateways here, and mankind will be the first to suffer at Their hands.”
 
   I glanced at my watch and saw, to my surprise, that it was almost midnight. We had been talking for several hours and the time has slipped by almost unnoticed.
 
   Kitson must have noticed, however, for he pushed back his wheelchair from the table and said: “Forgive me, Edmund, I’ve been talking on about the Old Ones, and there’s still a lot more you have to know. But you must be tired after your long journey. Like the professor, I find I need little sleep, and I tend to assume others are the same. Moreover, you’ve had that terrible experience which must have taken its toll. We’ll continue in the morning. I have a room prepared for you upstairs, the same one you occupied … six years ago.”
 
   Six years ago! I still could not fully take in all that had happened. To me, it was only a few days earlier when I had last visited that isolated house. It was a mind-paralysing thought, yet one which I had to accept, no matter how fantastic it was.
 
   Bidding Kitson good night, I climbed the stairs to my room, closing the door softly behind me. Outside, the sky was clear with Capella glowing yellowly to the north. Now that I was alone with the utter confusion of my thoughts, I found it difficult to sleep. Prior to my meeting with McKinrick, I had been able to look up into the star-strewn night sky with a feeling of wonder, to see beauty in those glittering points of light. But no more; for I had seen for myself that nebulous evil which existed out there, malign forces which lay in wait just beyond the rim of normal, human consciousness, now on the point of taking possession of all humankind and this entire region of the cosmos.
 
   I lay for a long time in the bed, listening to the utter silence, turning over in my mind the revelations that Kitson had made, the appalling things that had occurred during my strange absence. The stillness lent itself well to my morbid contemplations. There could now surely be no reasonable doubt that the professor’s worst fears were soon to be realised. Soon, if it had not already happened, Cthugha would be free, the eruption of that tiny, insignificant star being our only visible warning, and a warning long after the fact, at that.
 
   Unfortunately, it would be at least another three months before Fomalhaut would be sufficiently high above the southern horizon for observation from Cornwall, and we would have to rely solely upon any reports we received from the Cape Observatory. There was one further point, which I had completely overlooked when speaking to Kitson. If McKinrick and his two companions had left on their suicidal mission to Yuggoth shortly after he had written the letter I had found in Charnwood House, they had been gone for several months! In my present mood of despondency, I could conclude only that they had failed in their attempt, that in spite of his knowledge and the protection he carried, McKinrick had been no match for Cthugha. I had no wish to contemplate what terrible fate might lie in store for anyone so rash. I fell asleep wondering what instructions McKinrick had left concerning me.
 
   It was late the following morning when I woke for the Sun was high in the sky, shining brilliantly through the window. I dressed hurriedly and went downstairs. 
 
   “I let you sleep on,” Kitson explained as he prepared something to eat. “We still have a lot of work ahead of us, and time is short.”
 
   “Too short,” I replied, more sharply than I intended. “It just occurred to me last night that if McKinrick and the others have been gone all this time, they must have failed in what they meant to do.”
 
   “That’s a possibility we have to face,” Kitson agreed. “But, it might not be the case. You were six years overdue and we all presumed you were dead. Yet here you are and there’s a perfectly logical explanation so let’s not jump to conclusions, Edmund.”
 
   I had the impression he was simply clutching at straws, trying to convince not only me but himself, that our three companions were still alive and had not fallen into the clutches of those creatures on Yuggoth or, far worse, Cthugha Himself.
 
   Thereafter, our meal was one of silence, each of us engrossed in our own thoughts. Not until we had finished and everything was cleared away did he say: “Yesterday, you wondered how I was aware of your approach. Let me show you something.”
 
   I opened the door for him as he propelled himself deftly into the next room. Glancing around in astonishment, I saw that there had been some major alterations since my last visit. The entire ceiling had been removed, and in the centre of the room was a large circular table with a smooth, pale-cream surface.
 
   “What on earth have you done here, Ewart?” I asked. 
 
   Before explaining, Kitson moved his chair to the far wall, pulling a chord that drew thick, heavy drapes across the window, shutting out the daylight. “You’ll see in a moment.”
 
   I heard him fumbling around, and the next moment there came the whir of hidden machinery from somewhere above my head. I looked up instinctively and noticed the opening that had appeared in the roof. A picture appeared on the table in front of me, and I knew instantly what I was seeing, a view of the surrounding countryside.
 
   “That’s right,” Kitson said. “A comparatively old invention, but nevertheless one which enables me to keep a close watch on any visitors I may have.”
 
   “A camera obscura.” This was the first time I had seen one; indeed, I had always considered them to be nothing more than scientific curiosities.
 
   “Exactly, Edmund. I had this one specially made to pick out, in detail, everything within a radius of three miles. As you can imagine, it’s particularly useful in case any of the Jinnee should come during the night.”
 
   Studying the scene spread out in miniature front of me, I could see his point. Such an apparatus would provide him with ample warning of any impending attack. Taken in conjunction with the high-voltage wire, which completely surrounded his property, he was probably a safe as anyone could be against the minions of those beings we were fighting.
 
   “It would seem you’ve thought of everything,” I told him.
 
   “I hope so.” For some reason I did not understand, Kitson did not appear optimistic. “I don’t possess one of those amulets you wear. Now you’re here, I feel a lot safer. But over the past year while I’ve been here alone, holding the fort as it were, I’ve sensed them growing more and more daring. I know too much, you see. The electric field generated by the current and that fence can effectively cage the Jinnee, but Cthugha has other servants, and sooner or later those others will find some means of breaking through.”
 
   His tone was so apprehensive that for several moments I could say nothing at all. Then I said: “Perhaps you’d better let me see those instructions the professor left should I return.”
 
   “Of course.” Kitson gave a quick nod and, after he closed the lens in the roof, we went back into the front room where he unlocked a drawer in his desk and took out a sealed envelope, handing it to me.
 
   Opening it, I found several pages written in McKinrick’s hand, together with two letters, which I laid aside for later perusal. The Professor’s instructions were brief, and some I did not understand.
 
    
 
   Dear Edmund,
 
   I am writing this in the faint hope that you may yet return. If it were possible to remain longer, I would do so but events have now conspired to make any further waiting impossible. If you are reading this, you will already know that the three of us have used the crystals to travel to Yuggoth in the hope that we may imprison Cthugha there once He breaks free of his prison and journeys through that accursed gate.
 
   All other members of the Organisation are aware of the latest developments and know what they must do. I can only pray that you will return and have been successful in obtaining that inscription of the Elder Gods, which alone has the power to restrain Cthugha and any of the Old Ones.
 
   Contact Coppell at the Cape Observatory. I have asked that any further correspondence should be sent direct to Kitson’s address. Immediately that star explodes (and explode it will!) use the amulet to follow us. In the meantime try to check on the information contained in the enclosed two letters. They may mean nothing – or everything. Above all, trust Ewart but no one else. There are now too many who may appear harmless but are, in reality, members of this new Cthugha cult which has suddenly appeared.
 
   John McKinrick
 
    
 
   Picking up the letters, I read them through with a growing sense of alarm and mystified consternation, aware all the time of Kitson’s gaze fixed on me.
 
   The first, dated more than a year earlier, had been written from Thule within the Arctic Circle. It made strange and frightening reading, for there was much in it which confirmed McKinrick’s worst fears and also indicated how little time remained before the Old Ones were free.
 
   It was apparent that the writer, a Doctor Philip Stanforth, knew of the professor’s interest in ancient myths, particularly those relating to fire-worship. There was no indication as to whether Stanforth was a member of the Organisation, although I suspected he was not.
 
    
 
   Thule,
 
   Greenland.
 
   February 10, 1992
 
    
 
   Dear Professor McKinrick
 
   Having read several of your papers on fire-worship among ancient sects I am taking this opportunity to write to you concerning certain strange and disconcerting happenings in this region. I myself work as a meteorologist at the weather station some five kilometres from Thule. Having learned their language, I have become accepted as a friend among a number of Esquimaux tribes in this region, and until recently there was no indication of any abnormal behaviour among them.
 
   Three months ago, however, a stranger appeared among them. No one seems to know who he is, or perhaps if they know, they’re afraid to speak. But since his arrival many of the Esquimaux have changed. It is as if some great evil has come among them with his arrival. I have tried to question those whom I have always regarded as my friends but even they are reticent about him, saying that he speaks to them of the coming of the Old Gods, led by Kooga who will come from the stars and Thulu who shall rise from the ocean, and with their coming men shall once again rise above all good and evil and revel in the age-old joy of killing.
 
   Only those who faithfully follow their ways will be saved when the rest of mankind are destroyed in the coming holocaust.
 
   You may, of course, put all this down to mere superstition, that this stranger is nothing more than one of their own kind intent on gaining power by playing on the superstitions of these people. After all, I’m sure you’re familiar with the ‘tornasuk’, the supreme elder devil, common to many of their beliefs. But three days ago, I travelled by sled to one of the settlements, which he was said to have visited and there I was shown the proof: a trail of footprints which stretched back towards the north as far as the eye could see.
 
   Dear God, those hellish prints were not even remotely human. They were three-taloned and they were melted at least four inches into the solid ice! 
 
   There is something abominably evil out here in the Arctic wastes which I cannot explain and dread even to contemplate. I can only hope you may be able to throw some light on this.
 
   Yours sincerely,
 
   Philip Stanforth 
 
    
 
   I passed the letter to Kitson who read it with an expression of growing grimness on his features. Glancing up, he said quickly: “You’ve probably reached the same conclusion as I have, Edmund.”
 
   “A Jinnee. Converting those people to await the coming of Cthugha and Cthulhu. It’s all beginning in earnest now. First the Fiery Pansophy Cult in India, almost certainly started and led by some minion of Cthugha, and now this.”
 
   The second epistle both confirmed and supplemented our surmise. It had been posted from much nearer home than the first and was evidently from someone with whom McKinrick had corresponded on a number of occasions.
 
    
 
   Craigdorran House,
 
   Caldronan,
 
   Scotland.
 
   April 21, 1992.
 
    
 
   Dear Professor McKinrick.
 
   Things are now getting very bad here with what I can only describe as an evil contagion spreading like wildfire throughout the entire region. As you already know, I have tried, by constant prayer and exhortation, to keep my small congregation from the path of this blasphemy which has come among us. Now, I fear, there are signs that it has spread even among them.
 
    I have read the transcript of the book you sent me so that I might know something of the nature of this evil. As a devout Christian I find it almost impossible to believe what this Necronomicon relates. This is not the Antichrist who is foretold in the Bible but something infinitely more horrible. Yet you maintain that all of this is truth and, God forbid, I have seen the evidence with my own eyes.
 
   Last night I followed a group of my flock and watched their hideously depraved dancing and chanting around the ring of standing stones five miles from the village and—Lord help me—some of the names they yelled were those given in your transcript! I greatly fear for my own life and this may be the last communication you receive from me. Even as I write, I can faintly hear that awful chanting again and through my window I can see flames as if they have lit a fire there, only these seem to be moving like the tongues of fire which descended upon the apostles!
 
   Rev. Duncan McCraig.
 
    
 
   “More of the Jinnee,” I said, suddenly depressed by what I had read. My reaction was, perhaps, a natural one. The forces of the Old Ones were gathering now, assembling Their might in readiness for Their coming—and everything written in these letters had occurred more than a year earlier. God alone knew how strong they were now.
 
   These monstrous cults had existed in pre-human times, surviving in hidden and inaccessible places throughout the world, and their ancient lore had been perpetuated down the long ages against the time when the stars were right. Now those frightful beings from a time before Earth’s beginning were about to rise from our own planet and those alien stars and worlds to which They had been banished all those aeons ago.
 
   With such depressing thoughts whirling through my mind, it is small wonder that I felt totally undecided what immediate course to take. With McKinrick almost certainly lost somewhere near that blasphemous planet on the rim of the solar system and these terrible events happening all over the world, with the feeling of inexorable time pressing on my shoulders, I found it difficult to think clearly.
 
   Asking Kitson to make some black coffee, I sipped the hot liquid slowly, scarcely aware of it scalding my lips and the back of my throat. Gradually I succeeded in calming my turbulent emotions. Setting the mug down on the table, I said: “The first thing to do is get in touch with the Cape Observatory. We have to know when it explodes as a nova or supernova.”
 
   “If it hasn’t already done so,” Kitson replied grimly.
 
   “There’s always that possibility,” I admitted. “But I doubt it; otherwise Coppell would have written.” The potentiality that this star has already blown itself apart in a cataclysmic detonation, releasing that hideous entity which had dwelt within its fiery interior for countless ages, did not bear thinking about. Certainly we had drawn some comfort from the thought that Cthugha’s prison lay twenty-three light years away but, recalling McKinrick’s assertion that the old ones were not bound by the laws of physics and relativity as we knew them, it was more than likely that Cthugha, composed of a different form of matter and energy from ours, could travel to any point in the cosmos where a Gateway existed in no time at all!
 
   With time running out fast, getting in touch with Coppell by letter was out of the question. Obtaining the number of the Cape Observatory from the International Directory, I dialled it, mentally calculating that it must then be mid-afternoon in South Africa. Fortunately, Coppell was at the observatory and within three minutes I was speaking directly to him. Explaining that I was Professor McKinrick’s assistant, I enquired whether he had the latest information regarding the star which was of particular interest to him, adding that it was vital we should know if there had been any marked change in its peculiar activity.
 
   I learned that cloud had prevented any observations being made for over a week, but the previous night conditions had improved during the early hours of the morning, permitting a short series of observations. These indicated that the period of the, as yet unexplained, oscillations had decreased dramatically and the brightness had increased by more than two magnitudes.
 
   “Are you still of the opinion that this star is not on the point of erupting?” I asked, attempting to keep the tension out of my voice.
 
   There was a momentary pause, then: “Forgive me for asking, Doctor Trevelyan, but there is something here I don’t understand. Professor McKinrick, whom I understand is an archaeologist and not an astronomer, has apparently been obsessed with this particular star for several years.”
 
   “That is so,” I acknowledged.
 
   “Yet in all that time he’s never once mentioned how he came to know about its peculiar, if not unique, characteristics which, I might add, only began about two years before he first brought it to our attention. Before then, it was completely normal. I find it hard to believe, but it’s almost as if he knew this curious behaviour was going to begin. I know that is utterly impossible, but I’m sure you can see my point. There are literally millions of stars out there which are as faint as this one and can only be seen with a powerful telescope and yet, somehow, he picked out this particular one.”
 
   I thought quickly, realising I had to tell Coppell something, but without divulging our real reasons for wanting the information. “I think that may have been more coincidence than anything,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “Professor McKinrick’s field of study has been ancient myths and cultures, and some of these, in particular, holds that their gods originally came from somewhere near Fomalhaut, and that their second coming will be heralded by the appearance of a new star in that part of the sky.”
 
   “And he believes that?”
 
   “Presumably; otherwise, he wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble. Whether there is any core of truth in this old legend or not, you have to admit there is something extremely strange about this star.”
 
   “Is it possible to speak to Professor McKinrick?” Coppell asked. “Not that I believe in these old superstitions but there are several questions I’d like to ask him.”
 
   “Unfortunately he is out of the country at the moment on one of his archaeological expeditions and I’ve no idea when he will return. But it’s vitally important for his research that we should know immediately if that star should explode. I’d be extremely grateful if you could phone this number at any time should that happen.” I gave him Kitson’s number, anxious to end the conversation as quickly as possible before he persisted in questioning McKinrick’s precognitive knowledge of this region of the heavens. Although it seemed that Coppell would have liked to learn more concerning the professor’s strange knowledge, that was where the telephone conversation ended with the Director agreeing to inform us immediately anything dramatic occurred in that small region of space.
 
   Replacing the phone, I turned back to Kitson. “At least there would appear to be some little time left,” I told him.
 
   “So what do you intend doing now?” he asked shrewdly.
 
   “Perhaps I should take a trip to Scotland,” I said. “The professor asked that I should try to check out the information given in these two letters. I realise they’re over a year old and apparently nothing more has been heard from either correspondent. I’ll leave tomorrow, but if any word should come from Coppell, get in touch with me at once. There should be an inn of some kind where I can put up for a few days and if there’s a phone I’ll ring you the minute I arrive and give you the number.”
 
   Kitson nodded gravely. “Be careful, Edmund. Somehow, I have the feeling you’re heading into great danger.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   After taking the night sleeper from London to Inverness, arriving early next morning, I had a two-hour wait for the train which took me on to Wick, where I enquired about transport to Caldronan which I had earlier ascertained was a small community some thirty miles inland. I discovered in a very short time that my only choice was to take a bus that went as far as Craigmellan, four miles from my destination. Boarding the bus I then settled back in my seat for the journey inland. In Wick I had ascertained there was a small hotel in Craigmellan where I might put up for a few nights, but none in Caldronan, which was a very isolated community and seldom visited by tourists.
 
   Leaving the seaport with its fine harbour, we took a narrow road that wound away from the sea towards the rugged mountains, which, though higher than the strangely humped tors around Tormount, possessed a similar aura of brooding malignancy. Even at that time of the year a few of the tallest peaks still bore traces of snow on their summits. Very soon we entered a breathtaking region of tall, sky-rearing peaks whose lower slopes bordered a road so narrow that there was no possibility of two vehicles passing each other and I noticed that, at intervals, there were passing places where a vehicle would wait until the stretch of road ahead was clear.
 
   All the time I was watching the scenery, part of my mind was concentrated on my present situation. There was, of course, the distinct possibility that I was here in the rugged highlands of Scotland on a wild goose chase. I dreaded to conjecture what had happened to the Reverend Duncan McCraig. What he had described was far beyond his Christian concept of evil and he would have been utterly helpless in the face of this terrible horror that had befallen his tiny community.
 
   Whether he was still alive, I had no way of knowing but if what he had witnessed had not been mere imagination and there had been some of the Jinnee present, I dreaded what the outcome might have been. It even occurred to me that some of the passengers on the bus might be minions of Cthugha or Cthulhu and I cast covert glances at the faces of those I could see without turning around, searching for any outward sign that they might not be what they first seemed. Of course, I saw nothing and realised that even given the circumstances, I was bordering on paranoia.
 
   It was at that precise moment that it happened: a transition so swift that it took me completely by surprise. Everything went black. I seemed to be hovering in utter darkness, yet I could feel the hard solidity of the seat under me. Immediately my vision grew more acute. I made out tiny pinpricks of light but in the centre of my view these were coated by a huge, dark mass … and suddenly I knew exactly what I was seeing.
 
   Yuggoth!
 
   That terrible black planet lay directly ahead of me and for a moment I had such a rush of blind panic that I almost cried out loud. Indeed, I believe I would have had not a familiar voice spoken to me, deep within my subconscious. McKinrick’s voice!
 
   “Thank the gods you managed to get back, Edmund. I’d almost given you up for lost.”
 
   “Professor!” I formed the word mentally. Now that this telepathic link had been established, a deep sense of calm settled on me in spite of the strangeness of what had happened and the horror of my surroundings. “Where are you?”
 
   “We’re quite safe … for the moment, but by now you’re probably aware that time is running out for us. All of the Old Ones are awakening and Nyarlathotep is abroad spreading the terrible word of Their coming. Where are you now? At Charnwood House or with Ewart Kitson? I’ve been trying to contact you for almost a year.”
 
   Momentarily I felt confused. What was I to answer? That I was in the mundane, everyday world sitting in a bus travelling through the grandeur of the Scottish highlands on a late spring evening, or hanging suspended in space close to that monstrous planet? Then I realised that Yuggoth was merely a psychic vision brought about by my mental link with McKinrick.
 
   “I’m at present on the bus to Caldronan,” I replied. “I’m checking on the information provided by the Reverend McCraig.”
 
   There followed a pause before McKinrick’s voice sounded once more within my mind. “Then it may be too late to stop you, Edmund. All I can do is urge you to take great care and be extremely vigilant if you should go to Caldronan. Something happened there since I received that letter from McCraig. Not just the Jinnee whom you know about, although they were undoubtedly there, but something infinitely more powerful and evil.” Another pause, longer this time, then: “Perhaps it would be safer if you were to abandon your journey and return to Cambridge rather than take such a terrible risk.”
 
   “If there’s something there which we should know about, I’ll accept the risk and responsibility,” I answered quickly.
 
   “The responsibility for your actions is predominantly mine, Edmund.” There was a note of denial in McKinrick’s mental tone. “Since I am the one in possession of most of the facts and I can sense that you’re heading into something about which you have no knowledge, I can only repeat—make no attempt to reach Caldronan. Perhaps it would have been better if I had not asked you to check on the contents of those two letters, but at the time I wrote that note, just before we left, I had no information of the real danger there!”
 
   “And how can you possibly know of it now?” I asked, mystified.
 
   “Ah, I see you’ve temporarily forgotten the Organisation and this telepathic link which exists between all members. I know a great deal of what has been happening there while I’ve been here, waiting for Cthugha to break free of His prison. But I sense you’re determined to go through with this and can only implore you to be vigilant, for I feel there’s something in Caldronan against which even the amulets may not protect you.”
 
   “And you’ve no idea what it might be?” I asked.
 
   “I only wish I had. All I can do is put you on your guard. And above all, if that star should explode, it’s imperative you use the amulet and bring those sigils inscribed on that primal seal of the Elder Gods with you. It’s our only chance of defeating Cthugha.”
 
   At that point, McKinrick’s mental commands faded, leaving my mind curiously blank. The reddish light of the setting sun glared into my eyes and I sank back against the seat, aware of the curious glances a few of the passengers were giving me. Ignoring them, I focused my gaze on the scenery outside, struggling to compose myself. Mixed with the sheer relief of knowing that the professor and his two assistants were still alive, even though millions of miles distant, was the shuddersome sensation of impending doom. It was not like the professor to exaggerate, and I knew better than to ignore his dire warning. If there was something even more powerful and evil than the Jinnee in this isolated place, I couldn’t imagine what it might be.
 
   Once the sun had set I could make out few details of the surrounding terrain although here, so far north, the sky was never dark during the summer months. We seemed to have left the mountains behind, and the few hills I saw on the skyline were curiously reminiscent of those around Tormount. There had been a number of stops along the way and now, as we approached Craigmellan, I found myself the only passenger.
 
   Craigmellan proved to consist of only a score of dwellings with the single narrow road running through the middle of it. The hotel was readily apparent as it was the only two-story building visible. There was a faint yellow glow showing through the lower windows, and going inside I discovered that this came from lanterns hanging from thick wooden rafters. Obviously, there was no electricity laid on to this remote area.
 
   There was no one visible at the desk, but before I could ring the bell someone came in from the back room, having evidently heard my entry. The man was of middle age with greying hair brushed back from his temples and deep blue eyes which examined me closely and with some surprise.
 
   “I’d like a room for a couple of days,” I said, placing my holdall on the floor at my feet.
 
   Recovering quickly from his surprise at my request, he said in the soft dialect of a highlander: “Forgive my curiosity, mister—?”
 
   “Trevelyan,” I replied.
 
   “Mister Trevelyan. But we get few visitors in Craigmellan, being so far off the beaten track. May I ask what brings you here?”
 
   “Business and pleasure,” I said, trying to appear casual. “I had to come to Wick, and I’m hoping to visit an old friend of mine who lives nearby—in Caldronan.”
 
   “Caldronan!” The proprietor’s reaction to the name was instantaneous. He became agitated, and I detected a note of fear in his tone. “We don’t talk about Caldronan here now.”
 
   “Why not?” I asked.
 
   “Because there’s queer goings-on in that place. Oh, it used to be a decent place not so long ago. Then things changed.” He spoke now in hoarse whispers as if afraid to be overheard, although I could see no one else around.
 
   “I’m afraid I don’t understand. In what way did they change?”
 
   “Nobody here in Craigmellan knows what really happened, nor do they want to know. And we certainly don’t ask any questions.”
 
   “But you must know something,” I persisted, determined to get as much information out of him as possible, even though it might be little more than hearsay. There seemed no doubt that, whatever had happened, it had had a dramatic effect on this small neighbouring community.
 
   “Only that about two years ago some strangers arrived here, enquiring about Caldronan; said they were interested in the stone circle there, asked a lot of questions about it, how old it was, whether any ceremonies were still held there, and what kind of religion the people of Caldronan had.”
 
   “That’s strange,” I said. “Actually, it’s the Reverend McCraig I’ve come to see.” I wondered what reaction this name would elicit and watched the proprietor’s face for any clue.
 
   “Haven’t seen him for months, although he came into Craigmellan often before this trouble started. Some say he’s gone away, but there are others who claim to have seen him out on the glen, mostly around nightfall. Since his congregation left to follow the ways of these strangers, he has no church.”
 
   I suppressed my alarm at these revelations and urged him to continue for, although he seemed quite open about his answers, I felt there were numerous lacunae in his account. It was possible he did not know any more, yet even in what he had told me much remained unspoken.
 
   “I don’t know what religion it is they follow now, Mister Trevelyan, but it’s certainly not Christian. Maybe they’ve reverted to the old pagan ways.” Here he lowered his voice still further so that I had to strain to pick out his words. “But some nights, when it’s particular still or the wind is in the right direction, I’ve heard things and once or twice I’ve seen lights out yonder, near the standing stones.”
 
   “Isn’t anyone curious about what’s going on?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head emphatically. “Nobody here has any wish to go there and find out. Not since—” He broke off, clearly believing he had said too much to a perfect stranger.
 
   “Go on,” I urged. “If anything has happened to McCraig and there is something odd going on, I intend to find out first thing tomorrow. But I think I should be warned if anything sinister has happened.”
 
   For a moment I thought he did not intend to answer, then he whispered: “I’m giving you fair warning to stay away from that place. If the Reverend McCraig has gone crazy, as some maintain, you’ll get nothing out of him, even if he recognises you. Best stay here for the night and then be on the bus back to Wick tomorrow morning. That way, you won’t go the same way as Alan McFee.”
 
   I assured him that I had no intention of leaving without visiting Caldronan and that, despite his obvious reluctance and fear of the place, I would appreciate whatever he could tell me, also promising I would tell no one in Caldronan he had given me any information. Somewhat disjointedly, he continued with his account. If I wanted to know what occurred on those nights when lights were visible near the ancient menhirs and occasional snatches of hideous sound drifted on the wind, there was no way he or anyone in Craigmellan could tell me. Only McFee had been foolish enough to venture there to see for himself, and he had never returned. From his tangled narrative I gathered that McFee had been a particular friend of McCraig’s for many years and following the odd happenings in Caldronan had become convinced that something awful had befallen the old minister, something closely associated with those strangers who had come to the area. Finally, unable to content himself, he had left the village one night when the flickering lights showed across the glen, determined to spy on the secretive gatherings around the standing stones. My host knew nothing of what had happened out there except for one odd phenomenon which he had witnessed himself from one of the upstairs windows. It was something he had told no one for fear of ridicule.
 
   Leaning forward over the desk, he whispered: “Those lights were still there close on midnight, moving, shifting as if the folk were carrying lit torches. Then there came this vivid flash, like lightning, only it arced upward into the clear sky!” When he saw that I evinced no surprise at the statement and did not laugh at what he said, he added: “You know something of what’s going on, don’t you? You didn’t come here just for pleasure. I get the impression you know more about McCraig than anyone in Craigmellan.”
 
   “All I know is that in his latest letter, he implied that the folk of Caldronan were returning to their old pagan ways,” I said, not knowing how far this man could be trusted. “Perhaps that’s all it is and, believe me, it wouldn’t be an isolated case. Contrary to what you might think, devil-worship goes on all over the world in some form or other.” I knew I could not tell him of the real reason I was there, nor what I feared, but Black Magic and Satan worship was something he could understand and if he believed I was merely investigating such things, he might be more open in his talk.
 
   “I still say you should leave here,” he reiterated, straightening up. “I wouldn’t like you to disappear like McFee.”
 
   “I’ll take that chance,” I answered. “Now, can I have that room? I’d also like a meal if that’s possible … and maybe we can talk some more.”
 
   “Very well, on your own head be it.” Taking a key from a small wooden rack behind the desk, he led the way upstairs, showing me into a small room at the rear of the building. Placing the candle he had brought with him on the small table by the window, he moved back to the door. “I’ll have something prepared for you downstairs in half an hour.”
 
   Once he had gone, I went over to the window, staring out into the semi-darkness. In my bag I had a small but powerful pair of binoculars and, taking these out, I scanned the distant region, sweeping the area from left to right. From my memory of the geography of this region, I judged Caldronan to lie almost due north of Craigmellan, about five or six miles away with the circle of standing stones approximately a mile due east of the former community.
 
   Outside, the sky was clear and from the position of Capella, low on the horizon, I reckoned that my window faced almost due north. Standing there, I had the strongest of forebodings as I realised that, somewhere out there, lay Caldronan. I could make out no lights, although the binoculars would have picked out any at a distance of only five miles. A moment later, however, something swam into view, which sent a shiver through me. Ugly and ominous, the stones stood out clearly against their background. At first, it did not occur to me that even using the enhanced vision provided by the binoculars, those dark monoliths should not have stood out so sharply and clearly against the dim backdrop. Not until I had looked twice, adjusting the focus of the binoculars, did I realise, with a sudden sense of shock, that those stones were glowing. A pale, green luminosity clung to them, making them shine with a nauseous aureole, the cause of which I was at a loss to understand.
 
   I knew that some minerals possess the property of glowing in the dark but felt that this was something more than a natural phenomenon, something connected with recent events. Some evil had come to Caldronan, and there had been two unexplained disappearances if McCraig was no longer present there. My initial fears for his well-being on reading that year-old letter had now crystallised into something more definite and horrendous. The warning, which I had psychically received from McKinrick came back into my mind with renewed force. Whatever god it was those people now worshiped, it was certainly not Satan or one of their Celtic deities from olden times but something far more dreadful.
 
   As I ate the excellent meal half an hour later, I had no doubt that those strangers who had come to this isolated area had brought with them the tidings of the coming of the Old Ones.
 
   Once I had finished eating, the proprietor, who now introduced himself as Angus Hannah, led me into his room adjacent to the kitchen and motioned me to a chair. There was a cheerful fire burning in the wide hearth, throwing a cosy warmth into the room. Crossing to the cupboard in one corner, he brought out a bottle of whiskey and a couple of glasses. Pouring out two drinks, he pushed one towards me.
 
   “I don’t know your motives, Doctor Trevelyan, for being here and wanting to go to Caldronan, although I suspect you’re much more interested in what’s happening there than in meeting McCraig.” Taking a sip of his drink, he continued: “There’s a great evil there, of that I’m sure, and I think that, whatever it is, you’re against it. If I thought for one moment you were another of those strangers, I’d tell you nothing and see to it you were on the bus out of here tomorrow morning.”
 
   I assured him I was no part of the horror that had visited this region and my only intention was to try to stop it if I possibly could. With this he appeared to be satisfied for, despite his obvious agitation, he now proved to be oddly talkative.
 
   Hannah, it turned out, was the local antiquarian and knew a great deal of the ancient history of the area, particularly with reference to the standing stones. There were, he averred, numerous legends associated with those menhirs, some of which dated from such remote times, they were scarcely remembered. Like most of the standing stone circles found up and down the country, they dated from prehistoric times, but according to some of the oldest myths, their purpose was far more sinister than those found in other places.
 
   There was a supposed belief that the Old Folk, who dwelt in this region even before the Picts came, called something from the sky by means of chants and rituals. That was all superstition, of course, but like most superstitious, Hannah believed there had to be a germ of truth in it. Now, perhaps, it was all beginning again and if the inhabitants of Caldronan had been won over to this ancient belief and McCraig had attempted to make a stand against it, it would not be surprising if he had unaccountably vanished.
 
   As he spoke I expressed a growing sense of dread, recognising several of the features he mentioned. My suspicion that those monoliths were a gateway to one of the Old Ones now appeared to be confirmed. When I enquired about the strangers who had come to Caldronan, he appeared vague, claiming that he had seen little of their features and even his memory of their number seemed hazy. From what little I knew of the minions of the Old Ones, I could guess at the reason for this. Those who served the Old Ones also possessed special powers, and it was quite possible they were able to erase such memories from people’s minds.
 
   By the time I retired, I had learned something, although I could have wished Hannah had known more. But I felt I had sufficient information to tell that these mysterious visitors who came here some two years before were followers of one of the Old Ones, attracted to this inaccessible spot by the special properties possessed by the standing stones. Somehow they had alienated the minds of McCraig’s congregation and, unless I was very much mistaken, they were hoping to open that blasphemous gateway to something Outside.
 
   It was now almost one o’clock, but before getting into bed I used the binoculars once more to examine the distant ring of stones. The vague shimmer outlining them was still visible and at times I imagined there was a flickering tracery of scintillant sparks surrounding them, whirling rapidly around the entire site. 
 
   Stretching myself out on the bed, I lay for a long time staring up at the ceiling, aware of the utter silence, complete and absolute, around me. I felt abnormally tired, no doubt because of the several strong whiskies I had drunk with Hannah, yet my mind refused to allow me to sleep. Was it possible that, not less than five miles from where I lay, some hideous cult dedicated to the resurgence of the Old Ones, was planning to call down something from those outer realms? Or had they already done so?
 
   No sooner had that thought crossed my mind than I recalled the professor’s warning during that telepathic link. I fear there is something in Caldronan against which even the amulet may not protect you. Since I had had his assurance, on several occasions, that the amulet was a sure protection against the followers and minions of the Old Ones, that could only mean that one of the Old Ones, one of the lesser deities in that foul hierarchy, was already present.
 
   It was with this shocking possibility running through my mind that I eventually drifted off into a doze, and almost at once my sleeping mind was submerged in one of those wild nightmares, which seemed to have haunted me since my meeting with McKinrick. I was in a vast stone building, a great chamber whose ceiling was lost in a writhing mist, yet it must have been tremendously high, for I was utterly dwarfed by the titan stone columns which supported it. There was light of a kind, for I could see many of their nearer details clearly; the massive five-sided pavings which, by some curious distortion of the sides and angles, fitted together perfectly, contrary to all normal mathematical possibility.
 
   There appeared to be a window of truly colossal size and one wall made of some strange crystal which did not reflect any of the light from inside the room. Through it I found myself looking out into a limitless void, a ghastly green immensity in which hideous forms swarmed like monstrous larvae, occasionally thrusting themselves against the window as if they sensed my presence.
 
   I knew instinctively what they were, the unspeakable offspring of the Old Ones who waited outside the gates, forever seeking entry into the three-dimensional world of the cosmos. Here and there were other gigantic protoplasmic life forms; gelatinous masses that continually changed shape as they devoured those other denizens. These, I knew, were the Watchers who stood at each gate, waiting for a time when the seals of power should lose efficacy and the aeon-long reign of the Elder Gods would come to an end.
 
   And then, far-off, but striding closer with every passing second, there came another shape. It was manlike in general outline, huge beyond all imagining, with bloody, incarnadine eyes that glowed in a devil-face. Long, taloned hands reached out towards the window as if to smash through and pull me into that soul-destroying void where only terror lurked.
 
   With a sudden cry, I stumbled back into that gargantuan room, expecting for a moment to see the crystal shatter into a million fragments and those terrible hands to come through. I saw the hideous features thrust up hard against the window, saw the triumphant expression change abruptly to one of rage and frustration. In the instant before I sprang upright in the bed, drenched in perspiration and shaking uncontrollably, I saw etched deeply into the stone above the window and now glowing with pure white light, those terrible sigils, which had been placed on earth immediately after Great Cthulhu had been hurled down from the heavens. 
 
   I dressed quickly, going downstairs to the small dining room. Hannah’s wife, a small, homely woman, served me breakfast, placing the dishes before me without a word. When I had finished, I went back to my room for my binoculars. Coming back down, I found the proprietor waiting for me at the foot of the stairs.
 
   “You still mean to go to Caldronan?” he asked in a low voice.
 
   Nodding in affirmation, I said: “This is something I have to do. As you can doubtless guess, there is something there that is far more evil than you can possibly imagine. If I can, I hope to destroy it, or at least remove it.”
 
   “And if it’s something which cannot be destroyed or removed, what then? You’ll go the same way as McFee and God knows how many others.”
 
   “Perhaps.” I tried to speak calmly. “But McFee knew little, if anything, of what’s out there. I’ve met such evil before and I know far more of these things. Believe me, if I were to tell you the true facts, you would think me mad.”
 
   Hannah stared at me for several moments, then accompanied me to the door. As we parted, he said solemnly: “No, I don’t believe that you’re mad, Doctor Trevelyan. There’s a strangeness about you which I can’t analyse. But I do fear for your safety.”
 
   Promising him that I would return before nightfall, I made my way through the village and then struck off across the glen, intending first to take a close look at the stone circle before proceeding to Caldronan. The weather had changed completely from the previous day with a leaden, overcast sky and dark clouds hanging over the summits of the distant mountains on the skyline.
 
   At intervals, I stopped and swept the area in front of me with the binoculars, not wishing to run into any of the inhabitants of Caldronan before I had a chance to survey that ring of monoliths which I could now see clearly about four miles away. In the daylight I could make out no sign of the odd luminescence I had noticed the previous evening. The individual stones stood out black and featureless on a low rise.
 
   As I approached I became aware of a peculiar fact, one that impressed itself immediately upon my heightened senses. Whereas the wild moorland that I had crossed had been silent with not even a distant bird cry to disturb the stillness, there was a curious auditory illusion, a faint humming which seemed to touch some part of my brain without registering on my ears. It brought back a sharp recollection of that sound I had heard deep inside that black tower from the Wadi Hammamat, so much so that for one frantic instant I expected to find myself transported to some other realm. When nothing more happened, I advanced cautiously into the centre of the ring of standing stones. There was some weird electrical phenomenon present, for I distinctly felt my hair rise.
 
   There was also something peculiar about the layout of these black stones: they were not placed in the form of a ring as I had first assumed; rather, they formed a rough seven-pointed star. What the significance of this geometrical arrangement might be I had no idea, yet this prehistoric divergence seemed sinister in the extreme. Some also bore crude inscriptions, some of which sent a shudder through me as I recognised similarities to certain inscriptions given in the Necronomicon and other ancient texts I had read.
 
   Acting on a sudden impulse, I placed my palm against one of the megaliths, then withdrew sharply, as an icy chill spread along my arm and into my body. For a split second there had been the unshakeable impression that my hand had actually penetrated the rough stone, almost as if some weird force had pulled my flesh into the pitted surface and if I had maintained contact any longer it would have been embedded inside the rock!
 
   Small wonder that Hannah had warned me against these ancient stones and the people of Craigmellan shunned them like the plague. This was no prehistoric observatory like those at Stonehenge and Caithness, erected simply to predict the times of solar and lunar eclipses. This site stretched back much further in time and had been used for a more sinister purpose. Here, without doubt, was another of those gateways into the Outer Realms that McKinrick had spent his life hunting down and attempting to permanently seal.
 
   All the time I stood there that strange, unearthly humming was beating incessantly in my brain. I gladly stepped outside that accursed spot and turned across the glen towards the small huddle of buildings that was Caldronan. 
 
   There were a few people going about various tasks, and I eyed them closely without giving the impression of scrutinising them. Outwardly they appeared normal, although there was a speculative curiosity in their glances. Yet if I was conscious of something more as I made my way along the earthen track which served as a road: the proximity of some vast and ancient power which exuded an air of utter malignity both tangible and potent.
 
   There is something in Caldronan against which even the amulets may not protect you.
 
   Once again, McKinrick’s premonitory warning echoed within my mind, although I could not define the intangible fear that enveloped me. For some reason, I had no wish to question any of these people, for I suddenly had the foreboding that to do so would be to put myself in danger. The person who might be able to give me any information was the Reverend McCraig, and accordingly I made my way to the tiny church, which stood a little way beyond the houses.
 
   As I walked towards it, I was all the time aware of being under close scrutiny, not only from the folk I could see but also from behind shuttered windows and closed doors. I had expected to find the church closed since, from what McCraig had written in his letter a year before, he was rapidly losing all of his congregation to this new faith which had appeared. Yet when I twisted the handle and pushed, the thick oak door opened slowly on protesting hinges and I stepped inside.
 
   Contrary to my expectations, there were no signs that the church was no longer in use. The pews on either side of the central aisle were in good condition and a large book rested on the pulpit, lying open with a purple and black ribbon marking the page. All of this I noticed in a single glance, but then a sudden movement at the side of the altar drew my attention in that direction.
 
   Someone had come in and was standing in the shadows, evidently watching me. As I walked towards the altar rails, he stepped forward so that I could see him plainly: a man dressed in the garb of a highland minister.
 
   “Reverend McCraig?” I said, extending my hand.
 
   “Aye. I am he. But who may you be?”
 
   I noticed he had made no attempt to shake my hand, but I put this down to the fact that he was obviously startled to see a stranger in his church.
 
   “My name’s Trevelyan,” I replied. “I’ve been associated with Professor McKinrick for several years. I’ve come in response to a letter you sent him just over a year ago.”
 
   His reaction was immediate, nor was it one which surprised me. “We can’t discuss such things here,” he muttered in a hoarse whisper. “Come into the vestry where we’ll not be overheard.” 
 
   “I apologise if I’ve put you in any danger,” I went on, following him into the small room beside the altar, “but the professor has reason to believe there’s something here that’s vital to his research. Naturally, I can’t ask questions of your parishioners, since you intimated most of them no longer subscribe to the orthodox Christian faith and—”
 
   “You should never have come. There’s danger here, grave danger.”
 
   “From what source?” I enquired. “From those people out there … or the strangers who came?”
 
   “My flock and those strangers are now all the same,” he retorted, and I detected a note of bitterness and defeat in his throaty voice. “They no longer worship in the church as their forefathers did, but out yonder in the glen.”
 
   “At the standing stones?”
 
   “Where else? This new religion that those people brought and preached here is evil, pagan. They worship something older than the Earth; they speak of a coming which is imminent, when beings from the stars will rule every living creature that walks, crawls, swims and flies. I myself have heard some of their teaching, and their eloquence is far greater than mine, so much so I’ve even found myself half-believing it.”
 
   “And what is it they say of these so-called gods?” I asked, feeling my interest quicken, for it was evident that McCraig knew a great deal of what was happening in this remote spot.
 
   McCraig was silent for several moments, his craggy features twisted as if in indecision; then, surprisingly, as if adroitly changing the subject, he asked: “Before I answer any more of your questions, do you carry any proof that you belong to that Organisation Professor McKinrick mentioned to me in several of his letters? For all I know you may be one of them.”
 
   For a moment, I debated whether to show him the amulet I carried, but then it occurred to me that by confronting him with the crystal I would be certain whether he was one of the minions of the Old Ones. Unbuttoning my shirt, I withdrew it and held it out so that the grey daylight shining through the solitary window fell full on it. The sight of it evoked little response from him apart from a faint and momentary expression of surprise.
 
   He gave a brief nod. “First, you should understand that all the folk of Caldronan were God-fearing Christians before these strangers came. Who they are, whence they come, no one knows. But they’ve claimed the minds and souls of everyone. Assuredly, they are evil, bringing wickedness and internal damnation with them. Even though I have opposed them, and will continue to do so, they speak quite openly of what it is they worship. Not Satan, for Him I can fight. This appears to be something far older, which I cannot fully understand. There’s talk of a pantheon of gods, some who dwell here and others in places among the stars.”
 
   “Cthugha and Cthulhu?” I watched his expression closely as I mentioned the names, saw at once that he recognised them.
 
   “I’ve heard those blasphemous names many, many times, spoken in Caldronan and chanted out there among the standing stones on certain nights.” McCraig shuddered visibly. “This is something I cannot fight. So far, my continued presence in Caldronan has been tolerated, as if they know I am utterly helpless and they’ve nothing to fear from me. But soon, I’m afraid, they will take me out to the pagan place in the glen and—” He deliberately left the remainder of his sentence unsaid but his meaning was implicit in his silence. After a long, uneasy pause, he said harshly: “Now, perhaps, you can see your danger if you remain here. They’ll know you’ve talked with me. You must leave … now. But before you go, perhaps you’ll tell me why Professor McKinrick sent you here rather than coming himself. It’s over a year since I last heard from him. I trust he’s still alive and in good health.”
 
   “Oh, yes,” I replied.
 
   “And still in Tormount?”
 
   There was a curious insistence in McCraig’s tone which I noticed immediately and for the first time since meeting him—and in spite of the evidence that he was not a minion of the Old Ones—I felt a sharp warning tingle along my spine.
 
   “He’s still in Charnwood House?” McCraig repeated as I hesitated.
 
   “He was when I left three days ago,” I lied, keeping my face as straight as possible. “Why do you ask?”
 
   McCraig shrugged. “Not having heard from him so long, it occurred to me that he might be off on another of his archaeological expeditions.”
 
   I knew instinctively that, for some reason, McCraig was also lying. He clearly had some grounds for wanting assurance that McKinrick had not left Charnwood House, but I could not fathom what it might be.
 
   Taking my leave of him, I left the church by the door I had entered and struck off across the open ground, having no wish to pass through that cluster of ancient buildings over which hung a tangible aura of evil. I deliberately resisted the urge to glance back to see if I was being followed, for I wished to give any watchers the impression I was returning to Craigmellan. My real intentions, however, were far different. It was obvious that this cult-worship, which had originated with the Fiery Pansophy Sect had centred on this place because of its proximity to the circle of standing stones, but I had the unshakeable feeling that there was yet something else amiss in Caldronan. It was something I couldn’t quite put my finger on, little more than a nagging thought at the back of my mind, but nevertheless something I had to discover before I returned to Craigmellan. Taking a narrow track that led south through the course grass and heather towards a low hill, I skirted around the prominence until I was out of sight of anyone in Caldronan.
 
   I felt somehow certain that something was about to happen that night, and I continued to be impelled by the curiosity that had led me there, determined to remain until nightfall. Making my way up the treacherous slope, I eventually reached a sheltered spot from where I could observe both the village and the menhirs without fear of being seen. Here, I remained as the long afternoon wore on, occasionally using the binoculars to keep an eye on any activity. Overhead the sky remained dull and overcast. Shortly before dusk a faint mist began to form which, although it must hamper my vision, should enable me to approach the standing stones without being spotted in the event that anything should take place.
 
   As darkness fell, I noticed with a sense of apprehension, that the tall stones had taken on that peculiar, ghastly luminescence I had seen before. In virtually the same instant, I became aware of a faint ululation in the distance, and with a faint shudder I saw that a multitude of flickering yellow lights had appeared among the scattered houses. The mist had thickened appreciably, but I was still able to make out sufficient detail to recognise that these were not lights in the windows, for they moved in a long line out into the glen.
 
   It was apparent that a great many people, possibly the entire population of Caldronan, were proceeding in a long, straggling parade towards the ring of glowing monoliths. Even with the enhanced vision provided by the binoculars, it was difficult to make out individual details of that moving column. Yet I had no problem hearing that roaring, bestial ululation which rose from dozens of throats. There are certain sounds made only by men and others that are produced by animals; it is horrible to hear a blend of the two that should never have been produced by human vocal chords.
 
   With the wild shrieks reverberating across that desolate glen, and with that fiendish mist swirling and congealing into fantastic shapes, the scene was that of some insane nightmare. And the manner in which some of those people moved bore such a resemblance to a bestial gait that I was frozen to the spot, the binoculars shaking in my hands. Only madness could possibly explain the scene I was witnessing.
 
   Motivated by some hideous force, led by a loping figure dressed in some outlandish garb, a flowing robe over his shoulders, they advanced on the stone circle. Now and again the baying, bellowing, roaring cries gave way to more articulate sounds, and even from that distance I was able to pick out the words as they were repeated over and over again.
 
   “Aaaiah! Aaaiah! Cth’ayak drovglmm thruk Cthugha. Vangltu Cthulhu wgah’nm nfthul Nyarlathotep!”
 
   Whether it was some vagary in the delineations of the glen, or there was a bog in that region, I could not tell, but the fog seemed far more dense around the standing stones and once that screaming horde reached them they became almost completely lost to sight. Only a diffuse reddish-yellow glow marked the spot where they had halted. With an effort, I managed to get to my feet and moments later I was running, doubled-over, across the treacherous grass. Although I could see little, the shifting glow waxed brighter and the bestial roaring grew overwhelming as I neared the monoliths. I knew there were more than a score of these celebrants inside that ring of ancient stones, but I was relying upon the power of the amulet to protect me and perhaps to disperse them.
 
   While I was still twenty yards from the stone circle, the mist abruptly thinned and for the first time I saw clearly everything that was happening. A solitary figure, the same one I had earlier seen leading these people stood in the centre of the monoliths, while around him the depraved members of that small community danced and swayed around the irregularly-shaped perimeter, bearing their flaring torches aloft so that they formed an endless ring of fire.
 
   By now, the incessant chanting had risen to an ear-splitting crescendo and, glancing up, I saw that something monstrous was happening in the sky immediately above the standing stones. At first, I thought it was a figment of my imagination, an illusion produced by some trick of the fog, but then I realised that this was no delusion. An intense darkness hung above the stones, an isolated region of ebon cloud, which spiralled weirdly in synchronisation with the chanting. In the centre of the stones, the stooped figure suddenly straightened, threw back his head, arms upraised, and a sharp shock of disbelief pass through me as I recognised the Reverend McCraig.
 
   But this was impossible!
 
   That man had stared directly at the amulet in the vestry that morning and no minion of the Old Ones could have failed to react to it. Yet there was no doubting his identity, and a moment later I saw his fanatically blazing, apocalyptic-laden eyes fix on me and I knew I had been seen. Even as he opened his mouth to shout a warning to the others, I ripped open my shirt and drew out the amulet, brandishing it with rigid fingers. I saw the nearer men and women take a step towards me, but they went no further, recoiling violently at the sight of the Akkadian crystal.
 
   Somehow I found my voice. “I should have known you would throw in your lot with these people,” I shouted hoarsely. “What was it? Did they promise you power, more than you ever dreamed of, if you’d help them to open the gateway?”
 
   “Fool!” McCraig’s voice dripped contempt. “You seek to thwart the coming of the rightful possessors of this entire universe. You believe that feeble trinket will prevail against me? Against Them?”
 
   Above the hushed throng, the whirling cloud began to descend, and from it I saw a writhing tendril emerge, then more, oozing their protoplasmic mass towards the earth. 
 
   All around the weirdly shining stones, the flames from the flaring torches mounted. A horrible, guttural cry came from McCraig’s lips, and what happened then is burned into my brain for all time. McCraig’s body changed, enlarged, elongated. The clothes he wore burst open at the seams and fell away in shreds. I saw now that his human form had itself been but a kind of concealing garment. Within moments, he was gone and in his place stood a gigantic figure that towered twenty feet above the dazed celebrants.
 
   The figure was manlike … but not a man! The face was almost angelic, but the slanted eyes burned like the fires of hell with a crimson, hypnotic glow as they stared down at me from that stupendous height. I knew in that mind-searing instant what had come to this desolate place and taken the guise of the Reverend McCraig. I knew why the amulet had had no effect upon him that morning in the church.
 
   This was no minion of the Old Ones but Nyarlathotep, The Crawling Chaos, one of the Old Ones Themselves; He who had been allowed by the Elder Gods to roam the universe unfettered!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   In that cataclysmic moment of absolute horror, knowing the identity of that huge, anthropomorphic creature which stood within the standing stones, I felt within me the utter chill of empty space. My limbs were locked, my outstretched arm rigid, unable to move. Even those villagers who, but scant minutes before, had been dancing in a wild orgy of shrieking ecstasy around the menhirs, seemed frozen, utterly motionless as if time had suddenly halted.
 
   McKinrick had warned me against coming here; Kitson had warned me. But like a presumptuous fool I had come, confident that the amulet I wore would prove sufficient protection against anything I should encounter.
 
   The stentorian voice came again, filled with triumph, dripping with contempt. “I am the Messenger of my masters, the Old Ones. Even now, the greatest of Them all stirs and mutters in His sleep at the centre of all Infinity. Once He wakes, this universe will be swept away and the new one will dawn. While the Elder Gods sleep in far off Orion, Cthugha shall rise in flame, that which was sent beneath the ocean shall rise and Cthulhu shall lumber forth to claim His Dominion. Hastur shall ride the winds between the stars from His abode near Aldebaran, Yog-Sothoth will rule all time and space, while from that great planet whereon lies the Altar of Axaroth, Shub-Niggurath shall come with all Her young and all Their spawn and those who have worshipped Them since the cosmos was young shall claim that which is rightfully theirs. I am the Opener of the Way. There are those who shall come first in preparation for the awakening of my masters; those who abide at every portal, who have hungered in the Outer Realms, until this time, who know the secret chants and rituals for the great awakening.”
 
   A great taloned hand reached down and icy fingers closed around my waist, plucking me from the ground and lifting me high above the monoliths and flaring torches, up towards the looming nimbus of Stygian darkness from which glistening tentacles drooped in a tangled network of amorphous horror.
 
   Below me, the chanting began again and, even above the madness that seared through my brain, I thought I heard strange, antiphonal echoes coming from within that cloud above my head, abominable sounds like the slithering of nameless entities that groped and grunted as they strove for entrance into our world. Grasping and dizzy in that taloned grip, I nonetheless retained the clarity one feels in moments of extremity, and I was acutely aware of what I had read in those blasphemous texts: that before the gateway could be fully opened a sacrifice was needed. I was to be that sacrifice! I struggled desperately against the grip of those claws, which thrust me ever closer towards the grasp of these nameless horrors that lurked mockingly within that void of madness.
 
   And then, as that howling cacophony rose to an ear-splitting crescendo, there came a memory from somewhere deep in my whirling mind: a vague, fleeting recollection of my dream vision of the previous night; the lurking, capricious horror beyond that huge window and those carven sigils above it.
 
   Almost before I was aware of it, I was yelling those guttural, aeon-old syllables, my vocal chords straining as I shouted them at the top of my voice. Dimly I was aware of those archaic gutturals penetrating into that vacuity above me, seeming to permeate vast regions of non-space and non-time. Then, without warning, there came a deafening thunderclap and a vivid flash of blue-white light that blinded me. 
 
   I felt myself falling, yet in slow-motion as if something invisible were buoying me up. In spite of this, I hit the ground with sufficient force to knock all the air out of my straining lungs, and I lay quite still for several moments before pushing myself to my knees and staring wildly about me. There was no sign of that monstrous god-thing which had risen within the standing stones; and even the menhirs themselves were dull and lifeless, utterly bereft now of their earlier hellish glow.
 
   The torches still flared in a circle around me, but the faces of those who held them seemed vacant of all expression. Overhead that dense blackening had vanished, and the stars were visible with Vega shining brightly near the zenith. Inside my head was a fading echo of a hellish scream of rage and impotence. Getting to my feet, I walked unsteadily out of the ring of standing stones, heedless of the villagers. I knew I had nothing to fear from them. That evil monstrosity which had come into their midst had been banished, and with it the hypnotic magnetism which had bound them.
 
   Nyarlathotep was not destroyed, of that I was certain. Whether any of the Old Ones could ever be utterly annihilated, even by the powers of the Elder Gods, I doubted very much. But for the time being, at least, that hideous gateway to the Outer Realms had been closed. I felt totally drained, both physically and mentally. Somehow, I managed to make my way across the ground to where the faint lights of Craigmellan showed, eventually stumbling up the short path to the door of the inn where I was met by the white-faced innkeeper. Angus Hannah was both relieved and surprised to see me alive. Once night had fallen, he had reluctantly come to the conclusion that I would never return and when he heard that terrific clap of thunder, followed by that lightning flash, setting all of the dogs in the village howling frenziedly, his fears had seemed confirmed.
 
   I told him little of what had happened; even now it was doubtful he would have believed me. I merely stated that I could find no sign of the Reverend McCraig who appeared to have left Caldronan several months earlier. As far as the villagers themselves, I simply told him I had found them to be a sullen and uncommunicative lot who would say little of the former minister and nothing at all of any ceremonies held at the standing stones. Hannah accepted my statement but I had the definite impression he did not believe me.
 
   The next morning, however, as I left to catch the bus back to Wick, he accompanied me to the door and pressed something into my hand. In a low, serious voice, he said: “I don’t know who you really are, Doctor Trevelyan, but I do know you’re a man dedicated to fighting some evil about which I’ve little knowledge. Whether it’s the Devil you’re battling against or something far older I’m not sure, but I want you to take this. It was given to my uncle who emigrated to America just after the turn of the century. He said he got it from a friend of his, a Doctor Armitage, the librarian at Miskatonic University. There was some talk about that time of some horror at a place called Dunwich, and Armitage claimed this has some power against an evil which he was certain was not of this world. Keep it. Whatever it is you’re after, it may prove of some help.”
 
   Glancing down at the object on my palm, I saw it was a curious stone shaped like a five-pointed star. Greenish in colour, it had a strange soapy feel, and in the early morning sunlight it seemed flecked with silver striations. Thanking him, I asked if he had any information concerning its origin, for it looked extremely old.
 
   “Armitage had some strange belief that it’s more than a million years old. Not that anyone believes that, of course. It’s far too intricately carved to be a Stone Age artefact. You’ll know that better than I do. But there’s something odd about it which I don’t understand.”
 
   “What’s that?” I asked.
 
   “Some years ago, I sent it to a fellow antiquarian who had contacts at Edinburgh University, and apparently they examined it with a spectroscope. Seems they were very excited about it at the time. Apparently its composition is similar to that of certain rare meteorites, but there were some lines and spectra that they couldn’t identify. I gather they didn’t want to commit themselves and claim they’d discovered some new chemical element, but that’s what they suggested.”
 
   Just at that moment, the bus arrived, forcing me to curtail the conversation. Slipping the strange stone into my pocket, I climbed on board. Five minutes later I left Craigmellan with its nearby evil-haunted neighbour and headed east towards Wick.
 
   * * * *
 
   It was mid-morning the next day when I arrived at Kitson’s house. As before, the door opened as I approached and I knew he had been keeping watch with the camera obscura. His relief at seeing me again was obvious. He seemed desperate to learn what had happened, but he forbore to question me until I had settled in and we were seated in the front room.
 
   Briefly, but taking care to omit no details, I told him all that had occurred in Caldronan. He listened attentively, his craggy features growing more grave by the minute. At mention of Nyarlathotep, he hunched forward in his wheelchair, alarm registering on his face. 
 
   “Dear Lord, Edmund,” he exclaimed forcefully. “You’re absolutely sure it was Him? But of course you are. Events are now coming to a head and with the professor no longer here to guide us, what can we do? Perhaps other members of the Organisation …?”
 
   I recalled how Ingram and Mansell had known of my translation of the Yuggoth Fragments. “Somehow I think they’re already aware of what’s happened,” I replied. “And at least that particular gateway has been closed. It must have been pretty important to the Old Ones for Nyarlathotep to have come.”
 
   “Perhaps it may have been the gateway through which Cthugha was to come to Earth,” Kitson suggested. “Anyway, I hope you can read Arabic as well as you can translate hieroglyphics.” Crossing to the bookcase, he extracted something, which he brought back and laid carefully on the table. It was the long metal tube, which contained the tattered papyrus of the original Al Azif. Taking it out gently, he unrolled it, placing two brass paperweights at each side. “My knowledge of Arabic is pitifully inadequate and unfortunately McKinrick’s is little better, but over the past three years we made some headway in transcribing some of this. As you know, I’ve read through the Latin version of Olaus Wormius, and God knows that was bad enough, but what little I’ve managed to read of this is a hundred times worse. I’ve marked a couple of paragraphs that appeared to refer specifically to Cthugha and Nyarlathotep, but the script here is so faded as to be almost illegible. Perhaps you can make something of it.”
 
   This was the first time I had actually held that abhorred parchment in my hands and even the feel of it beneath my fingers as I pored over it sent a shiver of nameless dread through me. In many places the characters had indeed faded to the very limit of visibility and it was not until Kitson brought me a large magnifying glass that I was able to make them out. The paragraphs that my companion pointed out were not long, but it was only with extreme difficulty that I succeeded in reading them. The brittle, yellowed papyrus crackled ominously as I traced the lines of characters with my forefinger, reading aloud so that Kitson might make a copy of the relevant passages.
 
   Even as They remain in Their aeon-long slumber, the Old Ones shall call out to Their followers beyond the Gates and on those worlds whereon They are imprisoned. Yet he must beware who would call forth Those Devourers who dwell in the blackness of the abyss wherein both the greater and the lesser evils reside, before the time is right.
 
   Then shall the Great Old Ones arise as before and Their followers, the Mi-Go, the Tcho-Tcho, the Deep Ones, those of Yuggoth and all others shall be honoured and exalted. All these shall know when the time comes for then shall the gates shine and at the last Nyarlathotep shall appear in His thousand guises to open the Ways.
 
   Once he had finished writing this down, Kitson unrolled the scroll and indicated a second paragraph, which was even more obliterated than the first. Even with the aid of the magnifying glass there were some words I had to guess at or omit altogether. To me this passage was highly significant since it explained that curious object which Hannah had pressed into my hand on my departure from Craigmellan.
 
   Many are the talismans which have power against the followers and minions of the Great Old Ones and … greatest of these is the five-pointed star, graven with the sigils of Nodens, Lord of the Abyss which … carved from that grey stone found only … the lost city of Ib in ancient Mnar. Blessed is he who has such a stone for no man now knows where Ib lies. Yet in my visions have I glimpsed a more potent ward against such creatures; a gem fashioned by the Elder Gods Themselves. He who carries it shall be free of the fetters of time and space … may journey to the beginning or the ending of the universe … even unto that … place wherein no thoughts, nor dreams, attain; for there abides the Daemon Sultan, Azathoth, the Devourer of Stars. Yet let him who may, in time to come, hold such power – beware … that which is light shall become dark, and dark will be light … he shall become, if not one of Them, undead and unending … 
 
   After reading through the transcription that Kitson had made, I realised that these passages were filled with the most horrifying implications. Yet what to make of those final sentences? Without doubt, they referred to one who held the power of the Akkadian crystal or, perhaps, more precisely, that device of the Elder Gods by means of which I had travelled back into the past, back beyond that time when Cthulhu had been flung down from the stars.
 
   There was a dire warning for me here, but one which neither I nor Kitson could fathom. Reading through the passage, however, reminded me of the curious stone that Hannah had given me and, taking it from my pocket, I handed it to my host, explaining how it had come into my possession.
 
   “It may be a fake,” I said, “but even so, it’s certainly supposed to be one of those stones mentioned in this text.”
 
   “Let me see if I can get any impression from it,” he suggested, holding out his hand. Taking the stone, he gripped it tightly in his right fist and leaned back, his eyes closed. His face became mask-like, unmoving, except for a tiny muscle that twitched spasmodically high up, beside his right eye. Beneath the closed lids, his eyes seemed to be moving rapidly as if he were seeing things behind the lids. He sat in this trancelike expression for more than five minutes, his breathing shallow and ragged. Then, abruptly, his eyes flew open and he drew in a deep, shuddering breath, easing himself forward slowly in the wheelchair. When he finally found his voice, he muttered harshly: “There’s no doubt about it. This must be a genuine Mnarian stone.”
 
   “Why? What did you see?” I asked tautly.
 
   “A lake, green in the moonlight … a city of stone, full of lights and noise and revelry. There was a temple and a monstrous green idol and—” Here he shivered violently for several seconds before composing himself. “—and something in the lake; something hideous which I couldn’t see, but I knew it was old and evil. I got the impression it was huge and that idol was a crude representation of it. Evidently those people were worshipping it, for they kept repeating a strange name during this orgiastic ritual.”
 
   “Bokrug,” I interposed. “The great Water Lizard.” 
 
   “Yes, yes!” He nodded emphatically. “That was it.”
 
   He made to return the stone, but I pushed into his hand. “I think it might be better if you were to keep it,” I told him. “You’ll need some form of protection and I have the Akkadian crystal.”
 
   I noticed him eyeing the stone dubiously. “I don’t understand how this can be a protection against the followers of the Old Ones if it came from that place of ancient evil.”
 
   “That stone came from Ib,” I explained, recalling certain of the old legends I had read in McKinrick’s library. “Ib was old in the land of Mnar ages before the first men came there and apparently the beings who built that city were not human. When men came, they built Sarnath close by after slaughtering the last of that earlier race.”
 
   “So it must have been Sarnath I saw in my vision.”
 
   “If it had been Ib,” I assured him, “you would have known it from the inhabitants. Lovecraft mentions them, although whether he ever saw the brick cylinders of Kadatheron, which are supposed to give the history, I’ve no idea. Legend has it those beings came from the moon together with that blasphemous stone city.”
 
   Although still looking doubtful, Kitson thrust the stone into his pocket. Then, carefully rolling up the priceless original of Al Azif, he returned it to the bookcase.
 
   That afternoon Kitson retired to the room containing the camera obscura, still fearing some further attack by the Jinnee, or any others who might have fallen under the hypnotic spells of the Old Ones. I went up to my room to examine the strange crystal that had carried me through time and space. Ever since arriving back in Charnwood House I had worried about the way it had apparently lost its power during that nightmare return across the solar system. Taking it from the drawer in which I had placed it for safekeeping, I carried it to the window. I had no doubt that the cause had been that titanic bolt of psychic energy which Cthulhu had hurled at me, possibly the same power which had erected that temporal barrier through which McKinrick had been unable to pass.
 
   McKinrick had claimed that its powers were virtually infinite, conferred upon it by the Elder Gods who were, if our information was correct, supreme above all others in the universe, and even more powerful than the Old Ones. How, then, had Cthulhu succeeded in draining it of its energy? While I was pondering this, I examined the curious triple helix which, when I had first looked at it, had spun and twisted in hypnotic spirals. Now, even though I stared hard and long at it, it remained perfectly stationary, and I could easily make out every twist and curve of that curious design. The vrach was dead, utterly lifeless.
 
   At first, I could see no solution to the paradox. Then, it suddenly occurred to me that perhaps my thinking was confused. Perhaps the crystal still retained its original attributes and that terrific mental blast had been directed, not at the vrach, but at me. It had been my mental and psychic powers which had been impaired and not those of the crystal. The thought sent a shiver of nameless dread through me. If I were no longer able to mesh my mind with the vrach, or the Akkadian crystal on my neck, I had no hope whatever of reaching my three companions when the time came and Cthugha emerged from his aeon-long imprisonment in a blaze of stellar radiation.
 
   With a numbing sense of shock and horror, I recognised the full implications. I took out the amulet, holding it up to the sunlight so it illuminated the clear crystal depths. Desperately, I strove to focus all of my attention on it as I had before, but that image which I had seen earlier steadfastly refused to come. 
 
   There was nothing within the amulet’s clear depths!
 
   Sinking into the chair, I tried to think things out in some coherent fashion. Panic was not only futile, but dangerous. There had to be a way out of this predicament, yet for the life of me I could think of none. Going downstairs, I found Kitson at the large circular table, intently keeping watch on the region around his house. He listened carefully as I explained to him what I had discovered, his expression growing graver by the second.
 
   “You’re absolutely certain of this?” he asked when I had finished. “Both of these talismans are useless?”
 
   “Both of them,” I answered.
 
   “And yet you received that telepathic warning from the professor while you were on the bus going to Craigmellan.”
 
   “That’s true,” I conceded. “But telepathy and the faculty of melding with the crystal appear to be two different attributes.”
 
   “And without that melding, you’re helpless.” Kitson’s eyes were troubled as he stared at me across the table. I could see there was something else on his mind, and a moment later he went on gravely: “I have a feeling, Edmund, that there may be more to this than you realise.”
 
   “More?” I failed to grasp his meaning. “What more could there be?”
 
   “I may be wrong, and I hope to God I am, but I suspect you may also have lost your telepathic ability.” For some reason he suddenly sounded deliberate and calm. “You’ve made yourself known to Them, Edmund. First you got hold of those sigils on the seal, which the Elder Gods placed on Earth just after the Old Ones were defeated and Cthulhu was cast down from the heavens. Secondly, you banished Nyarlathotep Himself and closed that gate through which we believe Cthugha was supposed to have come. Don’t you realise what you suddenly became? With that knowledge, you were Their greatest enemy on Earth; you were possibly the only one who had the slightest chance of ruining Their plans and stopping Them. They may even be aware that you’ve communicated with the Elder Gods in Orion. If They are to succeed in Their plans you must be stopped.”
 
   I heard what Kitson was saying, but it was something I did not want to believe. Ever since I had thrown in my lot with the professor I had looked upon him as the leader of our small group, had relied on him to make all the vital decisions. I was totally unprepared to accept this role that Kitson was suggesting.
 
   “It may be They cannot kill you. But at least They can isolate you, cut you off completely from the others. I believe Cthulhu deliberately removed your ability to make use of these ancient relics of the Elder Gods, and I strongly suspect that, before you banished Him, Nyarlathotep destroyed your telepathic powers. As far as They are concerned, you are no longer a Threat to them.”
 
   No longer a threat. Then what use was it to fight any longer? In spite of my reading of the ancient texts, despite that strangely vivid vision of floating in space within that region of Orion and hearing that awesome voice in my mind, without the special abilities I was utterly impotent. Everything the professor and his Organisation had worked for, striven for, for many years, depended upon my actions once that distant star exploded and Cthugha came striding upon the star-winds towards this new Yuggoth. And now I had no more power to aid my companions than any of the teeming millions in the world who suspected nothing of this great cosmic evil.
 
   “There must be something I can do?” I muttered desperately, though I realised I was merely clutching at straws.
 
   Kitson looked as helpless as I felt at that moment. “There’s nothing I can suggest, Edmund,” he said finally. “I know far less of these matters than you do. Perhaps we should have foreseen that the Old Ones would never allow you to interfere. You did what They feared: you discovered too much about Their weaknesses, and They did what we would have expected Them to do. They stopped you.”
 
   “I think I should return to Charnwood House as soon as possible,” I replied. Why that particular thought should have occurred to me, I wasn’t sure—or had I thought it? Was it possible that somehow, in spite of my telepathic loss, McKinrick or one of the others has succeeded in implanting that idea in my mind? Noticing Kitson’s expression of surprise, I said: “Don’t ask me why I feel it so urgent to return, I can’t answer that. It’s just a feeling I have.”
 
   “Then act upon it, Edmund. There may be something there that can help. McKinrick was—is—a strange man with even stranger powers.”
 
   Now that I had made that decision, nothing would stop me. I hurriedly packed my belongings and, after ensuring that Kitson would, at all times, carry the Mnarian stone on his person, I took my leave of him, promising to keep in constant touch by telephone. A taxi took me to the railway station where I caught the express to London and from there to Mevagissey, arriving in Tormount by taxi shortly before midnight.
 
   Charnwood House looked just as I had left, yet I felt a sense of impending disaster as I walked up the long drive and opened the front door, a sensation so strong that I was unable to shake it off. Despite my initial feeling that this had been the right thing to do, an odd sixth sense warned me to be constantly on my guard. There was also a distinct aura surrounding the village, silent and dark, one of intent watchfulness as if the inhabitants had somehow been expecting my return.
 
   Going inside, I locked the door behind me and then lit several of the tall candles before setting about making a fire in the wide hearth, for the night held an unseasonal chill. Once I had the blaze going to my satisfaction, I ate the few remaining sandwiches I had purchased on my journey and then, acting on a sudden impulse, made my way up to the observatory where the large telescope rested on its oiled mounting.
 
   The sky was perfectly clear with no moon, and Altair shone high in the southern heavens. Low down in the east I could just discern the characteristic square of Pegasus and reckoned that Fomalhaut would be visible near the horizon later in the night. Yet even the thought of using the telescope to observe in that direction filled me with a tense apprehension. I dreaded what I might see there once Piscis Austrinus rose above the flat horizon.
 
   I had the impression that time was running out far more quickly than any of us realised. On the table, in the flickering candlelight, I noticed several star charts and pages of calculations written in the untidy scrawl McKinrick used when working with mathematical equations. I had ignored these the last time I had been there, being more absorbed in trying to determine what had happened while I had been gone. Now I studied them more closely. The professor had evidently spent a lot of his waking hours determining star coordinates during those years I had been lost somewhere in time.
 
   On one side of the table was a thick wad of sheets on which he had drawn what appeared to be stellar constellations, apparently plotting star positions from the results he had worked out. His major interest had been in three celestial regions, and the top sheet was transparent paper on which he had traced these areas from the charts. The others, all of which were labelled with a number in the top right-hand corner, obviously represented the same three regions, which I readily identified as Taurus, Orion and Pisces Austrinus, but here there was a gradual change in the delineations of the constellations until, approximately midway through the batch, they were so distorted as to be utterly unrecognisable. Thereafter, however, this deformation seemed to be gradually reversed until, on the very last page, the resemblance to those on the first, traced, page was almost exact.
 
   I assumed that the sheets were all in the proper order and this appeared to be borne out by the numbers he had written at the top. These increased in irregular steps until the very last, which was given as 3,800,000,000. Almost at once, I realised that McKinrick had been plotting these constellations as they were back in time to the formation of the Earth … indeed, to that time when the Old Ones had been defeated at the hands of the Elder Gods. Here was the irrefutable evidence of what was written in those most ancient of texts. Somehow, in spite of the widely different proper motions of the stars through space and in their ceaseless wheeling around the centre of the galaxy, these three constellations were now identical with those at the time of the great cosmic battle!
 
   There were, of course, certain minute differences in the brightness of some of the stars but the positions were undoubtedly the same. And how could those remote writers have known this without the mathematical and astronomical knowledge that McKinrick had in his possession, unless they had been given such cognizance by telepathic communication with the Old Ones?
 
   Shivering a little, I turned my attention to the small notebook that lay beside the drawings. In it the professor had jotted down various notes which I soon saw were divided into two sections. The first were obviously taken from recent reports, from a wide selection of international newspapers, television and radio broadcasts, and some from his wide-ranging correspondents. In the main, they were concerned with major outbreaks of fire, hurricanes and tornadoes, and tsunamis which, from the number of instances given, appeared to be increasing dramatically in frequency. At the end of the section, he had written: ‘More evidence of the growing influence of Cthugha, Cthulhu and Hastur?’
 
   The second subdivision contained extracts from far more ancient references, the more disturbing of which seemed to be incantations for contacting the Old Ones and other beings who dwelt immediately outside the gates. These McKinrick had written phonetically, and to my studious gaze it seemed fortunate, that, in the main, most of these phonic gutturals and syllables appeared incapable of rendition into human speech. There was no indication of the sources from which he had obtained them—perhaps just as well for the sanity of mankind.
 
   On the final page, McKinrick had written:
 
   It would seem that as far as most of these invocations are concerned, one has only to transpose them backwards to put down Whatever is called up by means of them. From what I have so far determined, it would seem that an incantation has been recorded for all of the Old Ones and Their immediate servants, yet none exists to summon any of the Elder Gods. There are only those sigils of power inscribed around the Kh’yrog Tablets and, if it truly exists, the seal which They set upon the earth in olden times and which Edmund has gone to seek.
 
   Setting the notebook down, I leaned back and closed my eyes. What the professor had written there was undoubtedly true, yet curiously it had never occurred to me before. It was almost as if once They had defeated Those who had rebelled against Them, the Elder Gods had merely washed Their hands of the affair and retired to that Elysian planet in Orion for all eternity.
 
   Dear Lord, what chance did mankind have of overthrowing these beings whose origins lay in the beginning of the universe and about which science knew nothing and against whom all of our weapons would be useless? For the first time I felt absolutely certain that McKinrick and his colleagues would fail. Cthugha and His Brothers were all-knowing and, by striking at me, they had certainly destroyed any chance we might have had of preventing Them.
 
   Taking from my pocket the paper on which I copied those awesome characters engraved upon that shining seal set in the mountain, a mountain which now lay sunk in some deep ocean trench off Ponape, I found I still possessed the ability to understand them as I had in that dim, remote age when I had first seen them. 
 
   That these syllables had not completely lost their potency, I knew for certain since their utterance had been instrumental in banishing Nyarlathotep and closing that abominable gate at Caldronan. By now they were imprinted so deeply in my consciousness that I found myself repeating them over and over again in a low monotone which echoed eerily within the silence of the observatory.
 
   I suppose I was subconsciously hoping that the repetition might, in some way, invoke some aid from the Elder Gods, but the silence persisted and nothing happened. Then, perhaps by some involuntary action instigated by my reading of McKinrick’s final sentences in the notebook, I found myself reading them backward, struggling and hesitating over the weird combinations of consonants and vowels.
 
   It was, of course, a foolish and dangerous thing to do, for common sense warned me that if this invocation had been the means of expelling Nyarlathotep back into those black realms beyond normal-angled space and time, reversing it would produce the opposite effect and bring Him back; yet the odd compulsion was so strong that I could not resist until I had spoken the final, awesome word.
 
   What happened next is scarcely capable of expression in human terms. I was in the observatory with the table in front of me and the telescope on its massive pedestal only a little distance away, yet a part of me was somewhere else. My mind—and body—had been dichotomised. By some awesome disturbance of space and time, I was existing in two places at once! Twin impressions registered on my brain in a confusion of images, smells and sounds. For what seemed an eternity, I struggled to differentiate my twin sensations, attempting to concentrate the whole of my attention upon the alien scene to the total exclusion of the normal one, finally succeeding to the point where the image of the observatory faded into the background.
 
   I was standing in a truly cyclopean place, which, at first, I thought was that vast hall I had seen in my dream with the inscription etched above the huge rounded window. The great vaulted chamber was constructed of vast pillars of some palely shining stone like onyx, while overhead the curved, domelike structure was all but lost in shadow. Around the walls, I made out strange instruments, complicated equipment, whose purpose I could not begin to guess. What in the name of heaven was this place? Certainly it was nowhere on earth, unless that part of me which had split from my normal consciousness had somehow travelled far into the distant future. There was a roaring in my ears as of stupendous energy releasing through the air all around me. For an instant I felt that part of my mind beginning to shut down, as if it was experiencing something far too advanced and full of wonder for the human brain to withstand.
 
   It was then, as my straining vision became foggy and distorted, that a voice spoke deep within my mind, and suddenly everything steadied, and a deep sense of calm came over me, for this was a voice I had heard once before when I had watched in awe as the planet of the Elder Gods rolled majestically beneath me against the magnificent backdrop of the Orion Nebula. 
 
   “You have done well. The Old Ones we imprisoned more aeons ago than you can visualise are stirring, and Their followers on many planets and, even more so, those who lurk and prance and gibber just beyond the gates, are preparing to free Them. In this, we shall not interfere. Know you that They are our kin and there must come a time, be it short or long, when They shall have their dominion over that part of the universe which was rightfully Theirs. Yet in that time of testing there shall be those, like you, who have the blood of our race in their veins from olden times, who will find the power to fight against Them until that final Armageddon whose outcome even We cannot foresee. In your struggle, two of the Old Ones sought to remove from you those special faculties without which you cannot continue your fight. These I now restore to you. Now, return, for the hour of destiny has come. The stars are right and soon the seals will be broken.”
 
   The sonorous voice faded; and in the midst of that devastating dichotomy, a narrow pencil beam of pure white light, similar to that which I had seen inscribe those words of titanic power on Earth’s seal, lanced out from some source unknown and unimaginable, and struck me on the forehead. Some extraneous force surrounded and pervaded my entire being, which in addition to its local presence within me, seemed to be not only conterminous with all space but also coexistent within all time. For a moment there was a mind-paralysing terror of being in touch with something I could not believe capable of existence. Then, barely aware of the transition, I was back in the observatory, once again in a single body with a single mind. That other place, wherever it was, vanished, leaving me limp and drained, slumped forward over the table. Sucking in a deep breath, that rasped deep in my throat, I managed to straighten my arms, thrusting myself back in the chair.
 
   Had that experience merely been a mental vision, or had my recitation of those stupendous syllables taken me into the realm of the Elder Gods? Confronted with such an enigma, I knew there was only one way to be certain. With shaking fingers, I drew out the amulet and held it up to the candlelight, forcing myself to concentrate on those deep carmine depths. Moments later, the image of the hand raised in the Elder Sign appeared, clearer and more substantial than before. My psychic ability to mesh with the crystal had returned and had increased a hundredfold!
 
   Even as the realisation hit me, I became aware of a sound, faint and distant. But this was quite a normal sound. It was the persistent ringing of the telephone in the main part of the house. Grabbing up the candle, I hurried down the stone steps and through into the lounge. The ringing continued, and I lifted the receiver with a sudden sense of foreboding, knowing that only Kitson was aware of where I was and that he would not ring at that time of the night unless it was something of the utmost importance and urgency.
 
   “Trevelyan,” I said harshly. 
 
   “Edmund, thank God I’ve got hold of you.” Kitson’s voice sounded oddly strained over the line. “I’ve just received a call from Coppell at the Cape Observatory. That goddamned star has exploded! He reckons it must have happened sometime during daylight because it was at its normal brightness last night. Now it’s almost as bright as Fomalhaut!”
 
   I paused for a few moments to allow the implications of what he said sink in.
 
   “Are you still there, Edmund?”
 
   “Yes, yes, I’m still here,” I replied hoarsely. “That can only mean that Cthugha is free and—” Mentally, I made a swift calculation. “—and since the light of that nova has only just reached Earth, it means the actual detonation occurred twenty-three years ago and Cthugha Himself needn’t be far behind.”
 
   “But that’s impossible. From what the professor told me, the four of you were somehow transported to the original Yuggoth when you were inside that black tower near Yrrhh and that was less than seven years ago.”
 
   I could understand Kitson’s confusion; indeed, I felt some of it myself. “I can’t explain that, Ewart,” I said. “Unless that experience we had in the tower was of some other time. But thanks for phoning. I know exactly what I have to do, and it may be I won’t see you again.”
 
   “But how—?”
 
   “Don’t worry, Ewart. There’s no time for explanations now, but I got my psychic and telepathic facilities back, even better than before.”
 
   “So what are you going to do now?”
 
   “First, I’ll check on that star with the telescope. I have to see it for myself. Then I’ll follow the professor’s instructions to the letter. If all goes well, I should meet up with him somewhere near Yuggoth, and if we can trap Cthugha on that accursed planet we may gain a little time. If not, then God help us.”
 
   Replacing the receiver, I returned to the observatory. I still had the vrach in my jacket pocket. Once inside the observatory I took it out and stared hard at it in the pale candlelight, feeling its cold weight in my hands. Now there was no doubt about it. The strange triple helix spun and gyrated eerily in the light, seeming to recede and then emerge from infinite cosmic distances.
 
   Placing it on the table, I crossed to the telescope and moved the domelike shutter on the roof until the opening pointed almost due east to where Fomalhaut was just visible low down on the horizon. For a moment I thought there was something wrong with my vision, or I was seeing some peculiar atmospheric phenomenon, for it appeared oddly fuzzy and out of focus, far brighter than I had expected. I knew I was viewing it through a greater thickness of air than when it was near the zenith, but surely that would have made it appear dimmer.
 
   Swiftly, I moved the telescope on its equatorial axis, aligning it on the star and then, trembling a little with a curious excitement, I placed my eye at the eyepiece. Instantly, I saw the reason for its odd appearance. It was a double star and that evil, reddish orb which now outshone Fomalhaut was the fiery star that had been Cthugha’s interminable prison from which He was, even now, darting through the interstellar gulfs towards the rim of the solar system! 
 
   Perhaps it was my overwrought imagination, or some optical defect in the telescope, or maybe some atmospheric disturbance in the sky where the dawn was just beginning to break, but I believed I saw a thin beam of angry erubescence to one side of the nova, and my fevered fancy instantly translated it into the outline of Cthugha’s eventual path between the stars.
 
   Reluctantly, I tore my gaze away from the scene, knowing that if I stared at it much longer I would imagine I could see that fearsome fiery shape darting through the black interstellar gulf, intent on reaching Yuggoth and then, aided by those frightful creatures that crawled like gigantic woodlice on its surface, move Sunward towards Earth.
 
   * * * *
 
   I know now what I have to do. Outside, the sun is just coming up and perhaps this is the last sunrise I shall ever see. For some strange, unaccountable reason my mind is now crystal clear. I know that Cthugha is now free of the sorcerous chains with which the Elder Gods bound Him long ages ago. He is the first, as McKinrick so correctly deduced.
 
   But there are Others whose awakening is imminent. On Earth Cthulhu will rise from the ocean deeps, bringing with Him that accursed stone city of R’lyeh; Dagon and the Deep Ones will surface from sunken Y’hanthlei; Yog-Sothoth will freely roam all time and space; Shub-Niggurath will break loose from that hideous grey planet; and Hastur will ascend from the Lake of Hali in the Hyades. At the centre of infinity, the eternal beating of maddening drums and the wail of vile flutes will suddenly cease, and Azathoth will awaken from His aeon-long slumber, and the very fabric of space-time as we know it will be rent asunder.
 
   All of this will come about—and the Elder Gods will not intervene.
 
   Perhaps there is some Fate even greater than the Elder Gods or the Old Ones, to which even They are subject. I do not know, although I believe that in an infinite multiverse all things are possible.
 
   This manuscript, together with a copy of those sigils engraved upon the Seal of the Elder Gods, I leave to my nephew, Vincent Trevelyan, since I consider that he alone, of all my living relatives, has that spark of superhuman imagination which, if he possesses the necessary will, may enable him to continue this battle against the greatest evil this universe has ever known.
 
   The vrach I also leave to him, for now I know how to manipulate the amulet to transport me to accursed Yuggoth where I hope to meet my three companions. Together we will face those multitudinous horrors that infest that black planet and the crowning nightmare … Cthugha!
 
    
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed THE COMING OF CTHUGHA, we would be really grateful if you could leave a review on the Amazon page and Goodreads.
 
    
 
   For weekly updates on our free and discounted eBooks sign up to our newsletter.
 
    
 
   Follow us on Twitter and Facebook.
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