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Perhaps the most frightening thing about the universe in which we live is not that which can be seen using the most powerful optical and radio-telescopes at our disposal, nor even the dark, invisible matter which cosmologists have postulated to explain certain discrepancies in the total sum of all matter and energy in the universe; but the black, hidden corporalities which lie concealed within the awesome splendour of the cosmos. Those who have studied the most ancient myth cycles have hinted darkly at weird relics from a remote time which have persisted to the present day; monstrous creatures which some have called ‘gods’.

My own knowledge of these half-remembered horrors from a past age began with the arrival of a bulky manuscript written in the hand of my late uncle, Edmund Patrick Trevelyan, together with a curious object, the likes of which I had never seen before and which, although clearly extremely old, had odd properties that marked it out as utterly alien. As my uncle had designated me as his heir and executor, it was my duty to go through his papers and carry out his stated wishes. Yet even while doing this I experienced an odd sense of disquiet, for as far as I could determine, nowhere was there any concrete evidence that he was dead. That he had vanished under extremely mysterious circumstances was undeniable. Neither the police nor the private investigator I engaged to look into his odd disappearance, were able to turn up any indication of his whereabouts or how he could have so inexplicably vanished into thin air.

And as for the fantastic statements given towards the end of the manuscript...what was I to make of them? That somehow, he had left this planet and travelled to some unknown world on the rim of the solar system where he expected to meet with three other people in order to battle some monstrous intelligence that had been imprisoned inside a star twenty-three light years from Earth?

Yet fantastic as my uncle’s writings appeared at first reading, there were certain pieces of evidence he gave which I was able to corroborate for myself. Professor McKinrick and two Americans had indeed vanished without trace in similar circumstances to my uncle’s and from the same place—Charnwood House in Cornwall—over a year prior to my uncle’s disappearance.

A singular electrical phenomenon had been witnessed by several people in the vicinity of the circle of standing stones near Caldronan in Scotland on the night given by my uncle in his manuscript and, perhaps of even greater significance, there was a letter from the Cape Observatory and the inescapable fact which, as an astronomer, I was able to personally verify...the outburst of an exceptionally bright nova near Fomalhaut!

So far as I was aware, Edmund Trevelyan had exhibited no indication of eccentric traits when I had known him several years before when he was lecturing in archaeology, yet there was no doubt that he had sincerely believed in everything he had written. My first conclusion was that he had fallen in with some weird cult, which involved research into occult and esoteric practices based upon some old form of pagan worship, which had descended from prehistoric times. Finally, however, in view of my uncle’s hope that I might carry on with his work, I decided to keep an open mind on what he had written and at least look into several of the things he mentioned. I determined that my first task, and the easiest to accomplish, was to examine what had been discovered concerning the nova in Piscis Austrinus. Since the study of novae was not my particular field of astronomical research, that particular morning, I sought the advice of my colleague, Doctor Alan Nathan, finding him poring over a collection of photographic plates.

I explained I was interested in knowing if the recently discovered nova had exhibited any peculiarities either in its light variation or spectrum.

Nathan paused with a magnifying glass in his hand before saying, “It’s strange you should ask that, Vincent. To tell the truth, this is the damnedest nova I’ve ever seen.”

“In what way?” I asked.

Leaning back in his chair, he went on, “Firstly, from what we know of that star in its pre-nova state, it couldn’t possibly explode like that. Both its mass and temperature were far too low. Then there’s its spectrum.” He indicated the photographic plate in front of him with his pen. “During a typical nova outburst the spectrum shows evidence of an expanding spherical shell of gas, thrown outward by the explosion, normally travelling between eight hundred and a thousand kilometres a second.” With the tip of his pen, he pointed out several sharp lines in the spectra. “These,” he said soberly, “are something else; something I’ve never seen before. They indicate a large mass of gas, clearly at a very high temperature, which has been ejected in a highly specific direction...straight towards Earth. And whatever it is, it’s moving this way at close on a hundred thousand kilometres a second.”

“But that’s—” I was going to say ‘impossible’, then went on, “incredible. Have you any idea what it might be?”

“None that makes any sense.” Nathan shook his head in obvious bafflement. “I’ve shown these spectra to Professor Eldon and, I might add, this has been confirmed both by Palomar and the Cape. There’s absolutely no doubt that a mass of glowing gas is heading towards us from that nova with a velocity over half that of light.”

I felt a shudder of nameless dread pass through me at Nathan’s words for, extraordinary as it seemed, it fitted in so well with what my uncle had written in his manuscript. Could there possibly be any truth in what he had written? Had this Professor McKinrick really stumbled upon some unguessed horror that was about to befall Earth and the entire region of space around the solar system? If these calculations were correct and that...thing...was moving towards us at this incredible velocity, it would be close to the sun in a very short time.

I realised Nathan was eyeing me speculatively, an expression of frank curiosity on his craggy features. “Alright, Vincent,” he said finally, “let’s have it. Evidently something must have given you the idea that this isn’t a typical nova. What made you think there might be something odd about it? We’ve only discovered this anomaly over the last couple of days.”

I knew there was little point in telling him the real reason, what my uncle had written concerning this particular star and McKinrick’s belief that some aeon-old deity named Cthugha had been imprisoned there long before our planetary system had been born. Nathan was a scientist like myself, but he dealt only in facts that could be verified by observation or experiment. He would doubtless think I was mad even to suggest such a possibility.

“It was nothing really definite,” I told him. “Just that I’ve been reading through some notes which were among my late uncle’s effects. Apparently he worked with a Professor McKinrick who was extremely interested in that star long before its eruption. It seems McKinrick pestered Doctor Coppell at the Cape, asking him to keep it under observation because he was convinced it would turn nova in the very near future.”

Nathan appeared mystified. “McKinrick?” He shook his head for clearly the name meant nothing to him. “Never heard of him. Which observatory did he work with?”

“None of the observatories,” I said. “As far as I can gather, he was an archaeologist like my uncle, although he was apparently something of an amateur astronomer. Don’t ask me what prompted him to enquire about this star.”

“Strange,” Nathan murmured. “It’s almost as if he had some precognitive sense. After all, at that time it was so faint it would require a fair-sized instrument even to see it.”

I knew Nathan wished to ask me further questions, for he obviously believed I knew far more of this affair than I was telling him, but I excused myself, returning to my own work in a much more disturbed frame of mind than earlier, for this new information only served to enhance my own feeling, that whatever McKinrick and my uncle had been searching for held a germ of truth, no matter how outlandish it all seemed on the surface.

*

It was later that afternoon when Professor Eldon came to my room, closing the door carefully behind him. From the grave expression on his face, I guessed he had something important on his mind. Drawing up a chair, he scrutinised me speculatively for several moments before speaking. Then, deliberately pitching his voice low as if afraid of being overheard, he said: “I understand you had a talk with Doctor Nathan this morning concerning the new nova, Vincent.”

Nodding, I agreed that this was so, inwardly wondering why he appeared so concerned about it, since it was perfectly normal procedure among the senior members of staff to discuss their respective projects.

“You no doubt know about the curious behaviour of the star and the evidence we have of something approaching the solar system with an exceptionally high velocity.”

“So I was given to understand,” I replied. “But I don’t see why—”

He held up a hand to halt my flow of words. “Let me first say that I am aware of some of the research your uncle was carrying out in collaboration with Professor McKinrick. I’m also aware of the very peculiar circumstances under which they disappeared.”

“Do you know what happened?” I asked.

“I can only say that I’m absolutely certain they’re not dead,” he answered enigmatically. “And if that is so, I also know where I hope they are. And, perhaps, since you are now involved in this matter, whether you like it or not, I think there are other things you should know.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand any of this.” There was something about Eldon’s attitude which I found strange. Certainly I could not recall him ever being in such a serious frame of mind.

“No, of course you don’t,” he responded. “And I’m afraid that what I have to tell you may make it even more difficult for you to do so. Unfortunately, time is short and steps of a truly drastic nature may have to be taken. You’ve read through your uncle’s manuscript, I presume?”

“Of course.”

“And you don’t really believe a word of it.”

“I believe they made a number of highly important archaeological discoveries, although I can’t guess why they never made any of them known through the literature. But all this talk of the Old Ones, professor? Gods who were engaged in some great cosmic battle with other beings from Orion billions of years ago, who still exist, waiting to emerge again and take over the universe?” I realised I was smiling at the incongruity of the possibility, even at the risk of giving him offence.

However, he gave no outward indication that he was aware of my cynicism. “Would it surprise you to know that your uncle, and Professor McKinrick in particular, have discovered the hideous truth behind the ancient myth cycles; that every word Edmund Trevelyan wrote is nothing less than the literal truth?”

“You can’t be serious.” I knew, even as I spoke, that he was being absolutely sincere.

“I’ve never been more serious in my life, Vincent. Professor McKinrick is a very remarkable man in many ways, a man who can see beyond the ordinary, down to that core of truth that is the basis of all myths and legends. Tell me, are there any references in your uncle’s manuscript to an Organisation dedicated to searching for the whereabouts of these Old Ones and the gateways through which They will come?”

“Why yes,” I answered, without hesitation. “You know of it?”

Instead of replying, Professor Eldon unbuttoned his shirt and drew out something that glinted redly on the end of a silver chain. “Do you recognise this?” he asked.

I nodded slowly in shocked surprise. Although I had never actually seen one, I immediately perceived it to be an amulet identical with those described in minute detail by my uncle! “Then you are a member of that Organisation,” I said, suddenly fascinated against all reason. I experienced a sense of confusion mingled with dread, for I was abruptly faced with the existence of something which went beyond all common sense and logic. Where I had, up to that moment, believed that everything my uncle had written was, if not something based merely upon myth and superstition, at least a complete misinterpretation and distortion of the facts; I was now faced with an awesome reality which spoke of a nebulous and incredible evil which threatened to engulf all of mankind.

“There are many of us, all over the world, in the Organisation,” Eldon informed me. I listened in growing wonder and trepidation as he spoke of ancient gods whose lifespan was virtually infinite and of the ghastly cults, which had appeared even in pre-human times among numerous races down to the present day, enlarging upon the information I had already read. His grimly forbidding manner and persuasiveness gradually converted my initial scepticism and doubts into an unwilling half-belief in what he was saying and clearly believed.

Although he had been a member of the Organisation for several years, he knew only a little of what McKinrick had been engaged upon for so long and requested that he should be allowed to read my uncle’s manuscript at the earliest possible opportunity, since he felt sure it contained information which, in the absence of the writer, should be communicated to the other members as quickly as possible.

After agreeing that he could pick up the manuscript from my rooms that very evening, I pressed him to continue with his narrative, since by now I was so deeply immersed in the mythology of which he spoke that I wished to know as much as I could. While most of what he said I had already learned from my uncle’s writings, he was able to add certain deductions he had made himself from direct observation or had learned from his colleagues in America.

McKinrick had obviously concentrated much of his attention on Cthugha in the belief that He would be the first of the Old Ones to break free and His emergence had been the signal for the remainder of these creatures to arise and take Their rightful place in the cosmos. Eldon, on the other hand, had devoted his attention to Those who were reputedly the greatest among the Old Ones...Azathoth and Yog-Sothoth.

“According to the ancient texts,” he maintained, “Yog-Sothoth is bound by no restrictions either in space or time. Some of the old books, especially the Necronomicon, call Him the All-in-One and One-in-All. He exists everywhere and everywhen.”

“And Azathoth?” I asked.

“Ah, now there we may have what I believe is direct observational evidence.”

Astonished, I said, “You’re saying there may be scientific evidence that He exists?” I stared at him in disbelief.

Eldon paused, almost as if for dramatic effect, then continued, “I’ve no doubt that many of my learned colleagues would consider me eccentric, if not mad even to suggest such an explanation as I’m about to give you. But hear me out. The Necronomicon describes Azathoth as the Daemon Sultan who seethes and bubbles at the centre of all infinity. Naturally, we must take into consideration that the Necronomicon was written over a thousand years ago by a virtually illiterate Arab, Abdul Alhazred, who seemingly discovered too much about these evil deities for his own good, hence his untimely and mysterious demise. He was clearly attempting to describe something indescribable, using his own terms.” In what seemed an abrupt change of subject, he asked, “Have you read the latest volume of the Astrophysical Journal?”

I confessed I had not, wondering what this had to do with his discourse on the Old Ones.

“I’ve just finished reading an interesting paper by Charles Sugden of Mount Wilson on certain observations they’ve made in the infrared in the direction of the centre of the galaxy. I think you should read it. Briefly, his team have measured some activity there at the galactic hub, something of a violent and extraordinary nature which they can’t explain.”

I found myself shifting uncomfortably in my chair as I tried to follow his line of thought. Dear Lord, if he was suggesting that...

Almost as if divining my thoughts, Eldon said harshly, “The conclusion is inescapable. Just think of it, Vincent. We know the stars are right; the Organisation has known this for some time. Now something is stirring into violent life at the centre of the galaxy. Whether it be madness or not, I believe that is Azathoth.”

It was warm in the room, but suddenly I found myself shivering. Here was Professor Andrew Eldon, a Fellow of the Royal Society, a highly respected scientist, calmly and seriously talking about some monstrous, immortal deity existing some thirty thousand light years away at the galactic centre, suddenly burgeoning into life after aeons of inactivity. Had it been anyone else, I would have instantly considered him a candidate for some psychiatric institute. And still, in spite of my regard for him, I found it almost impossible to accept anything of what he was claiming.

“Surely there’s a logical enough explanation for this,” I interrupted as he paused momentarily. “We have long suspected that black holes might exist at the centres of galaxies and there is some evidence for them. This could simply imply that we have one at our own galactic centre and nothing more.”

Eldon uttered a noise which sounded like an exasperated snort of derision. “Don’t you think I considered that possibility the minute I read Sugden’s paper? It’s the first thing that occurred to me. But read it for yourself, particularly the figures he gives for their intensity measurements. The peak of the energy distribution lies well into the microwave region of the spectrum and it’s coming in pulses, extremely regular outbursts. Good God, man, a black hole simply doesn’t act like that!”

Regular pulsations!

Something stirred in my mind at his words, and I recalled what my uncle had written about the curious variations in brightness of that tiny star close to Fomalhaut, how he and his colleagues had likened it to a gigantic heartbeat. But surely this was impossible. If that analogy was to be applied to the phenomenon Eldon had just described, it implied something beyond all imagination and human conception. Some vast and ageless intelligence perhaps hundreds of light years in diameter. I felt awe, terror and utter disbelief as I tried to visualise it.

“Just think about it, Vincent.” Eldon pushed back his chair and got to his feet. “And above all, try to keep an open mind. I can assure you I’m not the only one who believes implicitly in the truth of this ancient lore, and if we’re right then mankind will soon face the greatest evil it has ever known.”

My mind still whirling under the implications of what he said, I somehow managed to speak. “Very well,” I agreed. “I’ll think it over.”

“Good. I’ll call around this evening for the manuscript. In the meantime, I’d like you to read through this if you have some time to spare.” He took a thin sheaf of sheets from his pocket and placed them on the desk.

“What is it?”

“It’s a photocopy of certain notes made over a century ago by an anonymous passenger travelling in one of the clippers which plied the tea trade between China and Britain. Once you’ve read it, I’m sure you’ll understand why he chose anonymity. The original, by the way, is kept under lock and key in the library vaults of Miskatonic University. You can give me your opinion on the contents this evening. I’ll be interested to know if it coincides with mine.”

With these enigmatic words, Eldon left. I picked up the sheets, seven in number, held together with a paperclip. Having no urgent work on hand, I sat back and skimmed through them. Most appeared to consist of jottings made over a period of days. From the marks on the copies I deduced that, in places, the original sheets had been torn and stained, possibly by the action of seawater, rendering several of the words virtually illegible. On reading the first few pages, it appeared that the ship had run foul of a typhoon in the South China Sea which had thrown the vessel well off course and caused sufficient damage to the masts and rigging to necessitate anchoring offshore of a small island somewhere in the Indies where the crew could effect repairs. Up to that point in the narrative there was nothing strange or sinister, but then the tenor of the writing changed. Whereas formerly the sentences were those of a man making normal observations, now the epistle consisted of oddly disjointed fragments of which the following were representative:

May 27th 1868

Repairs almost complete. Natives previously helpful but now anxious we should leave immediately. Strange sounds from island last night. Deep sonorous booming which no one can identify. Saw...out to sea. Odd blue lightning over the ocean to the south.

May 29th1868

Left the island just after daybreak after taking on provisions. Natives extremely agitated...talk of something deep below the sea on the ocean floor...R’lyeh...stone city which sank aeons ago taking with it Great Cthulhu. Evidently some ancient sea deity of theirs. Seem terrified of something horrible happening if we remain in the vicinity. Notice many canoes being readied. Captain warned not to approach Ponape Island. Big ceremony there in two or three days’ time. Sound heard again last night...somewhere beneath the island. May be the sea rushing into deep subterranean caverns.

June 1st1868

Wakened shortly before midnight by the wind in the rigging. Had been totally becalmed all day and the squall must have...without warning. Captain Wilberson on deck when I went up. Something very strange...sea absolutely calm but the wind sweeping in from the north-east driving us before it. A curious reddish phosphorescence all around us. Very bright moonlight. Wilberson pointed out a weird phenomenon off the port bow. Odd wall of dense fog about two miles distant. Cannot understand...fog not moving yet the wind almost gale force.

Brought my telescope up from the cabin to get a better look. According to the captain, he had altered course to run before the squall. Charts indicate that we are passing due north of Ponape which lies somewhere within that fog bank. Then the lightning started, if it was lightning; vague blue flashes just visible in that white mist...saw them only dimly but they appeared to be striking upward and I swear there were others, crimson streaks arcing downward!

...used my telescope to watch this curious phenomenon...something black where the fog momentarily thinned. Common sense tells me it was Ponape I was seeing, the island distorted by the fog. That’s what I tell myself, what I desperately want to believe.

Maybe the fog and the moonlight played tricks with my imagination; maybe it was those hellish flashes causing curious after-images on my vision. But God help me, that island moved and changed shape constantly during those few moments I saw it clearly. And those threshing shapes around the oddly bulbous summit – were they nothing more than gigantic palms whipping in the wind...or monstrous tentacles?

June 2nd 1868

Strange shapes in the water keeping pace with us. The crew say they are dolphins or porpoises but in the telescope they appear to have semi-human faces...legs and arms. Have made no mention to anyone of what I thought I saw last night. Millard, however, reported hearing an odd high-pitched whistling which seemed to come from somewhere in that fog but he puts it down to the wind.

What did this rambling narrative signify? That certain strange things had allegedly been seen somewhere in the South Pacific? So far as I could determine, there had been no independent witnesses, and the suggestion that there had been some monstrous creature concealed in that fog was based upon a fragmentary glimpse seen under highly abnormal conditions.

I had the impression that Eldon had asked me to read the notes, hoping they would convince me that some proof of these creatures from the dawn of time existed. Yet, as a scientist, I was by no means convinced. Darkness, fog and moonlight could easily combine to make a person see almost anything they wished and I had no doubt that, as far as this anonymous writer was concerned, the odd tales he had clearly heard from the natives, combined with that peculiar sound they had heard, had so worked on his imagination that the most normal and innocuous things had assumed supernatural proportions.

Yet there was one disturbing facet about these jottings that gave me a sense of disquiet. I had come across the name Cthulhu and his vast stone city of R’lyeh many times during my perusal of Edmund Trevelyan’s manuscript. Furthermore, the two descriptions tallied almost exactly. Unless this unknown writer of more than a century ago had read those forbidden and abhorred tomes, how could he have known what Cthulhu looked like?

I laid the pages on one side, intending to question Eldon that evening, and unlocked the drawer of my desk, took out the curiously carved box containing the artefact which my uncle had left me, studying it closely in the light. Even in broad daylight, there was a strangely alien look about it. Whether it had been fashioned from a single crystal, cunningly cut to give the impression of two crystals fused together, or there actually were two melded together, it was impossible to tell. Both were a deep carmine in colour and with the aid of a magnifying glass I was able to discern odd characters inscribed around the circumference of the lower, larger crystal which was roughly hexagonal in shape. The upper one bore a curious helix composed of three interlinking strands, somehow reminiscent of the DNA molecule I recalled from my chemistry lectures.

It was this which seemed to exert a strangely hypnotic effect upon me as I stared hard at it. I imagined it to be turning, slowly at first, then faster until it seemed to be spinning at a fantastic rate, drawing my gaze into the crystal. Without doubt it must have been some form of self-hypnosis, which was responsible for the extraordinary happenings which followed.

I was sitting at my desk, vaguely aware of an insistent, throbbing drone inside my head that swiftly ascended in pitch and volume until it sounded like a multitude of voices all speaking at once, each striving to make itself heard above the others. Following quickly upon this auditory phenomenon there came a visual one which was even more frightening and inexplicable. The room around me grew misty as if a cloud had passed over the sun, details faded, and there remained only the whirling helix, which expanded until it filled my entire vision. How long this phase of the hallucination lasted, it was impossible to tell. I must have closed my eyes momentarily in an effort to break the mesmeric spell which had taken such a hold on my senses and when I opened them again I was no longer sitting in my room but standing in some vast space facing two men. One of them I recognised immediately as my uncle. The other was a shorter, older man with white hair and a trim goatee.

Behind them rose massive stone pillars of gleaming white onyx, several bearing gigantic symbols, some vaguely reminiscent of those I had made out around the crystalline rim of the strange artefact. So huge were the proportions of this building that I could not tell with any certainty whether I was standing inside it or outside it.

“Pray do not be alarmed, Doctor Trevelyan,” said the old man calmly. “My name is John McKinrick, and doubtless you recognise my companion.”

Somehow I found myself able to speak. “What is this? Where am I?” I knew that whatever was happening to me, it had to be a dream or a particularly vivid illusion. Certainly I could never in my wildest dreams, have imagined any place on Earth such as this.

“We are in one of the Great Chambers on Glyu-Vho, the abode of the Elder Gods in Orion,” my uncle told me. “And let me impress upon you, Vincent, this is not a dream, nor an illusion, as you doubtless believe. You were brought here by the power of the vrach.”

Before I could ask any of the burning questions which seethed in my mind, McKinrick put in, “Events within the universe are fast approaching a crisis. We ourselves possess certain powers which, though small by comparison with those of the Old Ones, nevertheless enabled us to contact you.”

My shock still hung poised on the edge of hysteria. This was all utterly impossible, because if it was real it could only mean that everything my uncle had written in that manuscript was true.

“What is it you want of me?” Somehow I got the words out, struggling to speak as calmly as these two men.

“Unfortunately, there is far too little time to tell you all,” my uncle said gravely. “Believe me when I say this menace is real; the stars are right and the Old Ones are awakening and very soon, unless we can stop Them, They will rule the universe as They did long ages ago. Two of our colleagues are even now keeping watch near Yuggoth, awaiting the arrival of Cthugha. We must return there and hope we can close that gateway and imprison Him there.”

Breaking in once again, McKinrick said harshly, “But Cthugha is merely one of the Old Ones. Already the servants of Cthulhu are preparing to open the portals of normal space-time so that He might rise from the Deeps. He is the major threat where Earth is concerned. The first thing you must do is discard all of your conventional scientific notions. These creatures are not composed of normal matter, and it is doubtful if any of our weapons can harm Them.”

“Then what—?”

“We can only use the old magic—or, perhaps, magic is the wrong term to use—the science of the Elder Gods,” McKinrick continued. “You must continue your uncle’s work while he is otherwise engaged. I’m sure you possess many of his natural attributes. Accept all of this as the literal truth. Trust in the Organisation and above all, guard the vrach with your life. Not only is it your only protection against the minions of the Old Ones, but there are many who would use it for their own ends to bring about the victory of the Old Ones.”

“In addition,” interposed my uncle, “memorise those words I copied from the Seal of the Elder Gods. But only use them as a last resort if you should be threatened by the Old Ones should They break through from the Outside.”

“One more thing, Doctor Trevelyan,” McKinrick said. “Try to obtain as much information as you can on the One which we, in our single-minded pursuit of Cthugha, overlooked.”

“Azathoth?” I asked. “Professor Eldon believes there is something strange happening at the centre of the galaxy which may be traceable to Him.”

I felt sure that this was what McKinrick was referring to, but he shook his head emphatically.

“We’re aware of Azathoth and Yog-Sothoth,” he replied solemnly. “I’m alluding to the primal source of the Old Ones Themselves—Ubbo-Sathla, The Primogenital Beginning. If possible, try to discover where it lies.”

I opened my mouth to ask more, but before I could utter a single word the two figures, the backdrop of massive onyx pillars, the whole fantastic scene, vanished. Sunlight struck my eyes blindly as I suffered a whirling sense of nausea and unbalance, finding myself seated in my chair, slumped forward across a table, the fingers of my left hand clenched tightly around the curious crystal.

Weakly, I pushed myself upright, struggling to marshal my chaotic thoughts into some form of order. In the bright sunlight, I noticed that the triple helix had ceased its dizzy spinning. If that had been some kind of hypnotic trance it had been astonishingly realistic and so highly detailed that, in spite of what logic told me, I found myself instantly rejecting the idea. There was a gnawing fear in my mind, a kind I had never experienced before.

Instinctively, I attempted to formulate some natural theory to explain what had happened, yet there was no doubt that my reason had been undoubtedly shaken and that final name which the older man had spoken—Ubbo-Sathla. It was not one I had come across, yet it seemed to hold a terrible significance for me.

*

It was a little after seven that evening when Professor Eldon arrived. Somehow he seemed to know that something out of the ordinary had happened, for his first words were, “Forgive me for saying this, Vincent, but I have the feeling you’ve experienced something, possibly due to the vrach; something you don’t understand.”

“How could you—?”

“You must have read in your uncle’s manuscript that we of the Organisation have certain talents,” Eldon explained patiently. “We are all highly telepathic.”

“You can read my thoughts?”

He nodded. “Believe me, we don’t invade other people’s minds, but in your case I must confess it was almost impossible not to pick up what’s troubling you. Somehow that crystal transported you to some other place in the universe. Isn’t that so?”

I gave a nod of affirmation. “Then it was not imagination or self-induced hypnosis brought on by that spinning helix?”

Eldon gave a brief smile. I was hoping he would be able to provide me with a logical explanation, because the alternative seemed too horrible to contemplate. “I’m afraid it was all real,” he said after a reflective pause, all the time studying me gravely from beneath his bushy brows. “I realise all of this is extremely difficult for you to accept. If it’s any comfort to you, I felt the same way at the beginning. This is the reason the Organisation has to work in absolute secrecy. Not only to keep our activities concealed from the minions of the Old Ones who are everywhere, but if this knowledge should get out into the world at large, there would inevitably be panic on a worldwide scale.”

“God, I’m not sure I want to believe it,” I said harshly.

“You must, Vincent!” There was an odd insistence in his tone as he leaned forward and touched my shoulder as if to reassure me. “You became involved once you read your uncle’s manuscript. He wanted you to read it because he believes you have the necessary qualities to understand what it is we’re fighting.”

“Ancient beings from the beginning of time? Evil creatures who are still alive, waiting to enslave us all?”

“Exactly. Ignorance is bliss, Vincent, but in this case it’s also highly dangerous. I can assure you that now, They know. If They were unaware of you before, once the vrach was energised, They became aware of it.”

“They?”

“Those who follow the Old Ones. I can only give you the same advice your uncle must have been given when he joined Prof. McKinrick. Forget logic, common sense, and much of the science you’ve been taught. The ‘universal’ laws we know don’t apply to these creatures. Time and space mean nothing to Them.” Again he looked at me for a long moment in deep contemplation, then said briskly, “But now you must tell me everything that happened. Omit nothing. This is vitally important.”

His tone was so grave and ominous that for several seconds I was unable to say anything. Then, a trifle shakily, I related all that had occurred during that weird transition. Eldon listened attentively, not once interrupting. I could see his expression becoming more serious with every passing second.

When I had finished he sat in silence for a moment, then said quietly, “This is far more serious than I had thought.” He got up quickly from his chair and walked to the window, staring out, his hands clasped behind his back. “I don’t like asking this of you, Vincent, because there’s danger involved, grave danger. Not just physical peril, but soul-destroying mental risk. Your uncle knew of it and accepted it. That’s why he is where he is now, somewhere out there on the rim of the solar system awaiting a hellish thing from Outside. But I need your help. You have the vrach and clearly, like your uncle, you are somehow attuned to its powers. That, I’m certain, is no mere coincidence. If I’m right, you can be invaluable to us. Are you willing to continue your uncle’s work, to follow the instructions he and the professor gave you?”

I hesitated. I knew he was being perfectly serious, yet all this talk of ancient gods returning from hidden places within the universe still seemed so utterly fantastic I could hardly accept it; yet, in spite of my doubts, there was a challenge in what he asked which excited my natural curiosity.

“Very well,” I answered, trying to force calmness into my tone. “What do you want me to do?”

“First, I’ll arrange for you to take sabbatical leave. As soon as possible, I want you to visit the British Museum. I’ll give you a list of books you should consult where you may find references to Ubbo-Sathla and also to Cthulhu. Make notes of everything you find, no matter how strange or trivial it may seem. In the meantime, I’ll go through your uncle’s manuscript. It’s vitally important I should know all that happened.”

I gave him the manuscript and shortly thereafter he left, leaving me disturbed beyond anything I had previously experienced. Curiously even that frightening experience during the afternoon was not nearly as alarming as his hints of a monstrous evil from a time so remote as to have been forgotten except in myths and legends; hideous monstrosities lurking outside known time and space.


CHAPTER TWO

Such had been Eldon’s insistence that, combined with a strangely compulsive urgency on my part, I decided to visit the British Museum the very next day to search out the references in the old volumes he had given me on his list. I had informed him of my intention before leaving and, after warning me that most of these were kept under lock and key, and allowed only for consultation by special readers, he had given me a small white card with instructions to present it to the curator. On doing this two hours later, I watched the worthy gentleman deliberately turn the card over, and for the first time I saw that Eldon had drawn three curious symbols on the reverse side in red ink. These evidently satisfied Doctor Feltham, the curator, for without a word he immediately led me to a small room equipped with a table, chair and reading lamp where, after leaving me for a short time, he returned bearing three of the tomes.

Picking up the first, a slim volume bound in tattered leather with a dull metal hasp, I found it to be entitled The Book of K’yog. I had no knowledge of the language in which the original had been written, and this was obviously a much later translation. Even so, it was clearly extremely old and penned in archaic English, which I found difficult to read. Fortunately, it was not necessary for me to read through the entire volume, merely to skim through the brittle, yellowed pages for the names Cthulhu and Ubbo-Sathla. I came upon the latter five minutes later, reading through the relevant passage twice before laboriously transcribing it into my notebook. Had it been some work of fiction I might have laughed aloud at what was written there. But this purported to be fact, a hideous record from distant ages pertaining to entities that existed at the very dawn of the universe.

In ye beginning was ye void. Then before all that followed came ye Ubbo-Sathla who was ye eternal ooze from which all things were to come. Ubbo-Sathla is ye First and ye Last; ye exordium from whose substance sprang ye Ancient Beings—ye Elder Gods and those who, in later times, rose up to challenge Them, ye Old Ones.

Those who worship ye Old Ones are legion; ye Tcho-Tcho, ye Mi-Go, ye Gnophkehs, ye Deep Ones, ye Shoggoths, ye Dravin and those who, in past ages, have mated with these. From ye time of ye Earth’s youth have they sacrificed and kept ye age-old chants and rituals so that when ye time is right, They might rise again. Yet none have worshipped Ubbo-Sathla. Those followers of ye Old Ones know ye path to where They abide. None know where Ubbo-Sathla dwells, nor dare they follow ye path to where He lies.

Ye Old Ones shall rise again, shall take Their rightful place, even after deathless aeons. Then shall things be as before and those who followed and served Them shall be exalted and share Their dominion. In ye Book of Dyzan it is truly written: Ubbo-Sathla is ye source and ye end of all things. When He stirs from His final sleep, it will signal ye return to ye Void.

In light of what little knowledge I possessed of these ancient writings, I experienced a sensation of utmost dread on reading this passage. On the face of it, it seemed to be merely an interpretation of the Biblical version of the creation and the end of the world; yet there were frightening references to the Old Ones which, if Professor McKinrick and my uncle were to be believed, occurred in numerous other texts, all apparently unrelated in time or space.

All of this pointed to a common origin for these beliefs which encompassed not only normal space-time but other realms of existence about which modern science knew little, if anything. Further on in the text I came upon some apparent confirmation of this, for here I found an unambiguous reference to that darker, virtually unknown, side of existence.

There be those who, from ye beginning of time, have sought to penetrate ye Veil which divides this sphere from those of others which lie beyond; from that black vastness which surpasses all human understanding and from which, in ye beginning came forth Ubbo-Sathla from Whom all things were spawned. He who would seek to rend ye Veil, let him be warned. In ye sands of time are ye footprints of those who have entered ye Veil, yet there be none to show that any have returned.

I turned from my perusal of this book with a scarcely repressed shudder, for to my uninitiated mind much of it seemed like Black Magic of the most dreadful and blasphemous kind. Dear Lord, what awful affair had my uncle got himself into? Here were myths far older than Man which, although they had clearly varied and diversified down the ages, all spoke of tremendous cataclysmic events, which had taken place about the time the Earth and solar system were formed.

My examination of the two remaining volumes turned up little further information concerning Cthulhu and Ubbo-Sathla. In the main they dealt with weird rituals and incantations designed to call up beings from Outside. Many of the diagrams depicted were reminiscent of those used in the Middle Ages for the summoning of demons and, although the names of several of the Old Ones were mentioned, I soon laid them aside.

My thoughts were interrupted by the curator carrying a large volume with more than usual care. Placing it on the table, he remarked in a curiously hushed tone, “This is the last book on your list, Doctor Trevelyan. As you may be aware, it is extremely rare; only five copies are known, and all are translations of the original Arabic volume.”

Glancing at the title, I nodded. “The Necronomicon. The Al Azif of Abdul Alhazred.”

For a moment he looked surprised, then recovered himself quickly. “Very few people are aware of the existence of this particular book, and fewer still know the name of the original. I think I should warn you that it is not considered wise to consult it.”

“May I ask why?” I inquired.

“Let us say that it has a very unpleasant history, Doctor Trevelyan. Legend has it that the original author died in strange circumstances in 731 A.D. and that Olaus Wormius who produced this Latin translation was found dead in a locked room with terrible wounds on his body which have never been explained.”

I forced a nervous laugh. “Surely you don’t believe in these old stories, Doctor Feltham?”

He remained silent for a few moments, then went on solemnly. “Perhaps they are nothing more than stories. But I do know that the last person to consult it here, a Professor McKinrick, disappeared some years ago, and that nothing has been heard of him since.”

“No doubt there’s a rational explanation,” I said firmly. “I can assure you I have no intention of disappearing.” The curator fixed me with an odd look, then picked up the three volumes I had finished with and left.

I felt a shiver pass through me as I touched the incredibly old book with its odd hieroglyphs embossed on the cover, experienced a curious reluctance to open it. I knew of this awesome tome only from what I had read in my uncle’s manuscript. At that time, I had considered it to be nothing more than a collection of vague myths written by a charlatan or someone under the narcotic influence of some Middle Eastern drug. Now, however, seeing it for the first time, I felt certain dark suspicions forming in my mind. Already I was beginning to reluctantly accept that there might conceivably be malign forces present within the universe of which the vast majority of mankind remained ignorant. I knew, of course, that Satanism was still a potent religion, even in England at the present time. Black masses and witchcraft were still practiced, just as they had been in the Middle Ages. But this...this was something on a far vaster scale; something which encompassed not only the Earth, but the entire cosmos. I had hoped to read through these volumes objectively, without any preconceived notions of what might be the truth and what mere fantasy. Now, I found that impossible. Too many awesome ideas were seething within my mind.

I opened the Necronomicon. It seemed as if someone, or something, had taken control of my actions, directing me towards a certain page. The volume seemed to open of its own accord, and I found my attention drawn towards a specific passage. There, Latin words appeared to stand out boldly from the rest of the text, attracting my gaze immediately:

The portal to where Great Cthulhu lies dreaming had sunk and risen countless times since first He was banished to Earth from His place among the stars. Deep within the slime-bedecked stone city of R’lyeh, He sleeps in ageless slumber until that time when the stars are right and His minions shall call Him forth once more.

Only those who know Cthulhu know where R’lyeh now lies, far to the east; yet in my visions have I glimpsed that awful city in all its titan wonder, sealed at the portal by the stone Kh’yrog Tablets, set there by the Elder Gods, and watched over by the Deep Ones. He who would seek out R’lyeh should search for the black isle whereon dwell those who mated with the Deep Ones, for their blasphemous lineage is forever stamped upon this hybrid spawn of evil.

While the five-pointed star of Mnar or the Akkadian crystal will protect the wearer from any of the minions of the Old Ones, be they creatures that walk, crawl, swim or fly, they have no power whatever against any of the Old Ones Themselves should any of the Kh’yrog Tablets be removed from the place where they are set. Therefore let none approach dread R’lyeh.

After writing down my translation carefully in the notebook, I turned over several more pages, still feeling that odd compulsion, not knowing what more I expected to find. It was while I was in the process of doing this, my actions oddly mechanical, that I did come across something unusual. It was nothing connected with things of a bygone age but simply an ordinary scrap of paper, clearly torn from a notepad. On it, someone had scribbled in pencil:

Check the Johansen narrative. Appears to be an anomaly in the position of the island on which the Emma landed after being attacked by the Alert. Should the position have been given as S. Latitude 49° 51’, E. Longitude 128° 34’, not W. Longitude? Position as given would place island almost due south of Easter Island, not south of the Indies.

There was no indication of the identity of the writer and I could not visualise how important the Johansen narrative alluded to might be. Acting on a sudden impulse, I removed the slip of paper and thrust it into my pocket. At the time I had no idea whether it was of any importance to Eldon, but on my return to the observatory he appeared highly excited when I showed it to him.

“You say you found this inserted between the pages of the Necronomicon?” he asked.

I nodded but said nothing of the weird compulsion that had come over me on reading the book. “Is it important?”

“It could be tremendously important. It may explain why no one in the Organisation has yet been able to locate R’lyeh.”

“And this Johansen narrative? What is the relevance of that?”

“Gustaf Johansen was second mate on the schooner Emma, which sailed from Auckland on February 20th 1925, bound for Peru. Apparently they ran foul of a violent storm that not only threw them hundreds of miles south of their course but also brought them into the path of the Alert, a heavily armed yacht manned by privateers. There was a fight, which resulted in the sinking of the Emma, but her crew succeeded in boarding the Alert and killing all of the half-castes on board, albeit not without casualties among themselves. Since both Captain Collins and the First Mate were killed in the fight, Johansen took command and for some reason decided to maintain their earlier southward course rather than turn north towards the usual shipping lanes. There is a suggestion he did this because the crew of the Alert had warned them merely to turn back on their first encounter. Maybe he figured there was treasure of some kind, which the half-castes were guarding now. However, the day after they took over the Alert, Johansen and his crew came upon an island that was not marked on any of the charts of the area and from what he subsequently described, it could only have been R’lyeh, thrust up from the ocean floor by some sub-oceanic disturbance. That something of this nature occurred at that time was confirmed by seismograph readings in both Australia and New Zealand.”

Eldon went on to describe how the eight men landed on the island where six of them died mysteriously. All Johansen would say was that they had somehow fallen to their deaths down a chasm that had suddenly opened up on the rocks. Clearly they had discovered something on the island which had driven Johansen’s companion totally insane and had seriously affected the Norwegian’s own mind. Whether his later recollections were based upon fact or the result of some delirium was a matter of conjecture, although the naval authorities chose the latter explanation. His nightmarish description of the anomalous delineations of the central peak, of strangely-angled contours suggestive of some alien construction rather than a natural formation were dismissed as fever-induced delusion, as was what he had written concerning some monstrous creature which had, in his words, ‘oozed from some opening in the rock and pursued the vessel!’

“And you believe that was Cthulhu?” I asked when he had finished.

“To my mind, it could have been none other,” he retorted decisively. “Not that you would find many who would believe such a fantastic story. Johansen certainly did, and his description fits that hellish monstrosity exactly.” For a moment, he stared down at the slip of paper he held in hand, and there was a strange fanatical gleam in his eyes that I had never noticed before. “We’ve had three expeditions combing the area given by Johansen over the past thirty years. None of them came up with anything positive in spite of using the most sophisticated sounding equipment available. Perhaps this,” he waved the paper expressively, “is the reason. We were looking in the wrong place.”

“So what happens now?” I asked.

“Once I’ve passed this information on to the others, we shall have to decide our next move. If, as I believe, the decision is to mount a further voyage to search for R’lyeh, I’d like you to accompany us. Would you be prepared to do that, Vincent?”

I hesitated, uncertain of what to do in the face of this direct challenge. In spite of all the evidence I had been given, despite that curious episode with the alien crystal, I still could not comprehend the full enormity of what I was being asked to believe so implicitly. I had the feeling I was being pressured into accepting all of this as the absolute truth and behind it all was a frightful knowledge that, if these people really were on the trail of such powerful and evil entities, only death or madness could lie at the end of such an insane mission.

But my hesitation was only momentary. Perhaps my uncle had been right when he had stated that I was like him in many ways for, overriding all of my natural fears and doubts, there burned that spark of scientific curiosity which must have driven Edmund Trevelyan to throw in his lot with Professor McKinrick.

“If it can be arranged for me to take sabbatical leave, of course, I would like to go,” I said.

“Good. Just one more thing. I’m sure you understand that all of this must be kept secret from everyone. No one must know of it...no one.”

“I understand perfectly.”

“Excellent. I was sure you would. I’ll make all of the necessary arrangements. I’m afraid there’s no way of telling how long we’ll be away, nor what the outcome will be. Nor will I conceal from you the fact that there may be grave danger. I’ve read through your uncle’s manuscript, which as well as being highly informative, also underlines the urgency of our mission. There are a number of preparations I shall have to make over the next few days since we must cover every possible contingency.”

I did not ask in the nature of these preparations but guessed that they might be something to do with the ultimate in horror which might arise, namely that we were successful in locating R’lyeh and, unlikely though it seemed, Cthulhu Himself.

*

Although I had no idea of the full extent of the Organisation to which these people belonged, it was soon evident that it was both highly organised and possessed of impressive funds and contained persons in high places. For four days later, Eldon and I were on a flight to Melbourne. During the flight, my companion gave me a large book that proved to be full of newspaper cuttings pasted onto the pages.

“Read through these while we have the opportunity,” he ordered. “They will provide a background of what we’re heading into. I’ve collected these via an international press cuttings service over the past six months. I think you’ll understand the implications behind the reports.”

While he settled back in his seat, his eyes closed, I perused the clippings. All were in English, though they appeared to have been culled from several Far Eastern periodicals. In the main, they dealt with mysterious losses at sea, occurring chiefly in the South Pacific Ocean. I was already aware that this region was prone to typhoons which could blow up without warning and were often of sufficient force and ferocity to send small vessels to the bottom without trace. Some of these accounts, however, defied all logical explanation and one in particular caught my eye. Leaning sideways so that the sunlight through the window fell full on it, I scanned it carefully.

VESSEL VANISHES IN BROAD DAYLIGHT

Mystery surrounds the disappearance of the Andros. The vessel sank within minutes in a calm sea and in full view of the Droma. Two survivors rescued. One speaks of the ship being boarded by creatures from the sea. Inquiry reveals no other vessel but the Droma in the area at the time.

The freighter Droma bound from Mollendo, docked at Hobart this evening with two survivors from the Andros. According to Captain Alvarez, the Andros was sighted on the morning of September 23rd sailing a course roughly parallel to his own and approximately two miles south of him. The seas were calm and weather conditions are described as good with only a moderate wind. Radio contact was established with the other vessel but then, at precisely 11:28 according to the Droma’s log, transmission from the Andros ceased abruptly and all attempts to re-establish contact proved futile. Ten minutes later, the Andros was observed to be settling rapidly in the water, and Captain Alvarez immediately gave the order to alter course for the stricken ship. Two members of the Droma’s crew, Miguel Sanchez and Carlos Dominico reported seeing frenzied activity aboard the Andros before she went down. By the time the Droma reached the spot there was no sign of the ill-fated vessel, nor was any wreckage sighted which might have provided some explanation for her disappearance. Two survivors were, however spotted on the water and both men were taken on board the Droma where they were found to be in a delirious condition. Neither man could offer any reasonable explanation for the disaster. Both were questioned separately and gave the same story, of creatures resembling men but greenish in colour, who came swarming up the sides of the ship—in the words of one man ‘Clinging like limpets to the side’.

Captain Emerson and First Mate Malcolm Drewer had fired on the raiders from the bridge but their bullets appeared to have no effect and, within minutes, the entire crew, with the exception of the two survivors, had been slaughtered and thrown overboard. Both men claimed they had distinctly heard something huge strike the keel as if some gigantic grapple had fastened itself on the underside. The next moment the vessel shuddered as it was dragged downward and they found themselves in the water where they were picked up by the Droma.

The Admiralty enquiry established that the Andros had been kept under surveillance for almost a year, suspected of carrying drugs from South America, although on the two occasions when it had been boarded nothing incriminating had been discovered. The vessel was known to sail far south of the normal shipping lanes, and it is generally accepted that in this instance the captain mistakenly believed the Droma to be a Government vessel shadowing them, possibly with the intention of boarding and carrying out a search, and he had deliberately scuttled his ship rather than have the cargo inspected.

While the report was brief, it evoked strange and frightening ideas in my mind. Certainly no sudden typhoon had been responsible for the sinking of the Andros. There was also no possibility of running aground and having the bottom of the ship ripped out on dangerous, hidden shoals. Those two survivors had been questioned separately and both had given almost identical accounts, and there would have been no opportunity for them to conspire with each other while floundering in the ocean.

Even if such an option had been available, why should they concoct such a fantastic story as this; one of which they must have known would never be believed? More than before, I felt that I was teetering on the edge of some cosmic evil almost beyond imagination. Who knew what grotesque and unimaginable creatures existed in those Deeps, forgotten relics of a bygone age when they had possibly walked on dry land, long before Mu and Lemuria had risen above the waves?

Utterly fascinated, and yet with a growing sense of dread, I skimmed through the remaining pages. As I have said, most of the cuttings were in a similar vein, telling of missing vessels and derelicts discovered in that region of the Pacific. There were accounts of wreckage washed up on lonely beaches bearing curious marks burned into wood and metal, great oval indentations which completely baffled the marine biologists who subsequently examined them, for if they had been made by some oceanic creature it must have been of gargantuan dimensions.

In a separate section at the end of the book, I came upon a small number of articles dealing with odd cults among the natives of certain small islands. All of these apparently dealt with various gods associated with the sea. While this in itself was not unusual, for the ocean was after all the one thing which ruled their lives, there were disturbing hints of some hideous entity to which all of these people offered special prayers and sacrifices; a grim horror that had come down from the stars at Earth’s dawn. Naturally, I studied the reports with special interest, for all of them clearly related to Cthulhu, still dreaming in that corpse like stone city on the sea bottom, attended by the Deep Ones and other unmentionable creatures.

One brief report, in particular, caught my attention. The communication had originated with Father Thomas O’Brien, a catholic missionary, who resided on a small island some seven miles south-west of Ponape. Most of the native population were Christians, having been converted to the Catholic faith almost a century earlier. For three weeks he had noticed an odd behaviour among the people of the island. He had witnessed mass excursions during the night, accompanied by weird chanting and drumming, and the distant red glow of fires, all of which indicated that, in spite of their outward veneer of faith, the inhabitants still clung to many of their older pagan beliefs.

But then, one night, something even more startling and alarming occurred, an event for which he had no rational explanation. Shortly before midnight, the entire population had taken to their boats and fled the island in a blind panic, despite all his efforts to prevent them. All he could get out of them was the name, Kooloo.

They had been seized by some irrational terror, but he could determine no reason for it. Furthermore, this armada of canoes had not headed in the direction of Ponape, a mere seven miles distant, but almost due south to a course which would take them out to sea where the nearest landfall lay hundreds of miles away. Alone on the island, Father O’Brien waited for four days and then, when the natives failed to return, he had taken his own canoe and paddled to Ponape where he had told his story. It would be wrong to say that he was not believed for, without exception, those to whom he had spoken made a curious sign with their left hands and, although none would indicate that they accepted his statement as true, it was obvious they knew more of the matter than they would tell.

Closing the book, I noticed that my companion had opened his eyes and was watching me expectantly. When I said nothing, he asked, “Well, what do you make of them, Vincent? Are all those reports capable of some other logical explanation or do you think, as I do, that they all relate in some way to Cthulhu?”

“It would appear so,” I admitted. “Certainly there would seem to be something queer going on in that area.”

“Very queer.” Leaning closer, he whispered, “You have the vrach with you?”

“Of course.” I felt in my jacket pocket to satisfy myself the curious gem was still there.

“Good. While you’re carrying that, you’re safe from those who are following us.”

It was only with an effort that I stopped myself from glancing round at the faces of the other passengers. “We’re being followed? By whom?”

“Believe me, there are many who serve Great Cthulhu. We’ve been shadowed ever since leaving the observatory. Once we arrive in Melbourne we shall take a special plane to Campbell Island, south of New Zealand. There will be a ship waiting for us there, and we’ll also meet up with others of the Organisation.”

“Is it likely these people will follow us there?” I asked tensely.

“It is possible, I’m afraid. These hellish creatures are everywhere, and many of them receive their information directly from Cthulhu Himself. I believe I told you how the Old Ones communicate with Their servants in dreams.”

“And Cthulhu is aware of us and what we’re trying to do?”

“Cthulhu is aware of everything,” Eldon replied ominously. “And we must remain equally vigilant. As you’ve probably guessed, our main mission is against Cthulhu. McKinrick and his companions will attempt to bind Cthugha on Yuggoth.”

“And the other Old Ones?”

“Ah yes, we must never forget Them. We already know about Azathoth, but for the time being there is nothing we can do about an entity thirty thousand light years away.” Sighing, he continued, “Even with all the knowledge we have gained from the old texts, there remain so many things we don’t know. Their powers are far greater than anything we can conceive. Even our science is puny compared to Theirs. Who knows...if They can travel in excess of the speed of light, the distance from the galactic centre to Earth means nothing to Them. And from your uncle’s account, travel through time is not impossible.”

I sat there listening to him in a kind of numbed trance, wondering if my uncle had experienced the same sense of incredulity when he had first encountered Professor McKinrick and been introduced to this almost unimaginable world of elder secrets and mysteries. So much of it went so far beyond conventional assumption as to be utterly unbelievable. Small wonder that the writings of such men as Abdul Alhazred who, above all others, had revealed so much of these beings, had been denounced and burned. It was, I supposed, instinctive that men should seek to repudiate such beliefs rather than accept them as possible and examine further any evidence for their actuality.

On our arrival in Melbourne, we embarked on another plane which was waiting for us in a corner of the airfield and which took off immediately we had settled into our seats. The fact that we were the only two passengers on board indicated that this was no normal, scheduled flight.

Once we were airborne, Eldon went forward and conversed in low tones with the pilot, at intervals pointing out something on the map he had taken with him. They talked together for quite a time, for when Eldon came back and resumed his seat we were flying over Tasmania, and beyond lay the open expanse of the Southern Ocean stretching for endless miles towards the great white continent of Antarctica.

Eldon went on to speak of the plan once we reached Campbell Island, of how it was the ideal point from which to search for R’lyeh, whether that accursed island lay closer to the position given in the Johansen narrative or further to the west. Spreading the map open in front of him, he traced the route we were taking at that moment, across Tasmania and then south-eastward, passing close to the southernmost tip of New Zealand before turning south once more, over Auckland Island and then on to our destination. Apart from these last two islands there was nothing shown but empty ocean.

It was almost dark when Campbell Island showed on the horizon, a black speck almost lost in the immensity of the sea. The plane landed on a small, evidently makeshift airstrip and we disembarked quickly, the pilot following with our luggage. There were three men waiting for us in a small wooden building; two Americans, one in naval uniform, and a man of mixed race but probably Polynesian. I noticed, with some surprise, that each of the men made a strange sign with his left hand, to which Eldon responded before shaking hands.

Turning in my direction, Eldon made the usual introductions. “These are Commander Glaston of the American Navy, Gerald Kolwieski, a marine biologist, and Tumo Yuvali. His speciality is the study of ancient native art. All three are members of our Organisation.”

“I understand you are also an astronomer, Doctor Trevelyan,” Kolwieski said. He glanced obliquely at Eldon as he continued, “But not one of our members.”

Before I could reply, Eldon said quickly, “That’s true, Gerald. But as you’ll see, he not only knows much of our aims, he also has something which can aid us greatly in our search for Cthulhu, hence his presence here.”

Eldon made a motion towards my jacket pocket, indicating I was to show them the curious crystal. Taking it out, I held it forward in the palm of my hand. Yuvali uttered a low whistle through his teeth and took a step forward, peering at it closely.

“The vrach,” he murmured in a low, awed tone. “The last we heard of it, it was supposedly in Professor McKinrick’s possession. May I ask how you came by it?”

“It was among the effects left to me by my uncle, Edmund Trevelyan, together with his manuscript,” I answered.

“You’re aware of where that originally came from and the properties it has?” interrupted Kolwieski excitedly. “The ancient lore says it was fashioned by the Elder Gods aeons ago. It enables the bearer to move unrestrictedly through both time and space as well as being a potent protection against even the Old Ones.” He smiled faintly. “Perhaps it may even destroy Cthulhu.”

“I think not,” Eldon said harshly. “Nevertheless, I’m relieved we have it. I think none of us underestimate the dangers we may face once we locate the island.”

“When do we leave?” Glaston inquired. “We have a tremendously large area to cover, and from the message you sent it would seem we are not even sure of its position.”

“We leave tomorrow,” Eldon said briskly. “Is everything in readiness here?”

“We’re all ready to sail,” Glaston acknowledged. “I would suggest we first set a course for Ponape. If we can get in touch with Father O’Brien we may obtain more information from him. Those natives didn’t leave that island for nothing, you know. And the fact that they apparently headed south leads me to surmise they were heading for R’lyeh itself. Somehow, they know when that accursed island rises.”

Eldon looked doubtful but finally agreed with this proposal, then suggested we should eat and turn in. Six bunks had been made ready inside the hut, which, as far as I could determine, was the only building on the entire island. After a brief meal, during which the technical details of the forthcoming voyage were discussed, we retired to our bunks. Even though I felt exhausted after the long journey, I found it difficult to sleep. The bunk was comfortable enough but the feeling in my head that behind all of this there loomed something deeply disquieting kept me awake.

I could not analyse the sense of evanescent horror that invaded my thoughts. Perhaps it was something to do with being on this microscopic speck of land in the midst of the Southern Ocean, miles from anywhere, or the proximity to things and events that I did not fully understand. So many inexplicable occurrences had taken place over the past few days that I felt poised on the rim of some gaping black abyss of evil into which I might plunge at any moment. All of us, I am sure, felt the same, yet the others had been immersed in this incredible lore for many years, were aware of the terrible ramifications of these hideous relics from an age so remote as to be virtually inconceivable.

Try as I might, I could not put these ideas out of my mind. Finally I fell into an uneasy doze dominated by a dream, which consisted of kaleidoscopic flashes of nightmare which followed each other in rapid sequence.

There was a huge mass of incandescent energy that moved swiftly through the heavens like a comet, a shape of fiery intelligence sweeping out a trajectory of malevolence between the stars. I saw a huge dark crescent, its delineations visible only as it occulted the distant stars and then, rising into view, a hellishly glowing complexity that thrust a hideously twisted apex towards the empty heavens.

What warped brains had conceived such a fantastic monstrosity, I could not imagine, nor the malign purpose for which it had been created, yet I knew, with an odd conviction, that it held some supremely important significance to what was happening and what was yet to come.

Abruptly, the scene changed. Around me a nauseous bluish radiance which filtered down from some illimitable spaces above me, lighting a colossal door of stone. It stood partially open, yawning blackly in the midst of towering pillars, draped with long, intertwined strands of noxious weed. Before it stood three gigantic stone slabs bearing the sign of a five-pointed star around which were inscribed other curious symbols, whose meaning I could not guess. Surging currents thrust me back and forth, clutching and picking at me as if they strove to hurl me headlong into that gaping abyss of midnight darkness which led into unfathomable depths wherein lurked something huge and monstrous.

At the very rim of my straining vision, gargantuan shapes coiled sinuous lengths around lofty spires, and a myriad of smaller shapes swam in and out of frightening caverns, froglike creatures that were horrific travesties of human likeness.

This nightmarish vision of sunken R’lyeh, for it could have been none other, also faded instantaneously as if a veil had been drawn across it. Then I witnessed a swift succession of scenes: a vast, tentacled mass of utter blackness that writhed and spun uncontrollably, sucking in suns and planets with an insatiable appetite, and in my dream I thought I heard the screams of sundered worlds as they vanished into oblivion. I saw an icy plateau around which great, carven images were ranged like grim sentinels—unknown Kadath in the Cold Waste—and an atramentous sun set amid a multitude of gloriously-hued stars.

Finally, just before I woke, drenched in perspiration and shivering uncontrollably, I glimpsed something else which seemed the very antithesis of all that had gone before. Spread out before my dreaming gaze was a vision of ethereal loveliness, such magnificence that I believed I cried out in my sleep at the sight of it. Majestic and awesome beyond description, it lay before me in the glowing light of a giant sun. Golden and white it shimmered like an eternal gem, scintillating in the orange sunlight, filling me with a strangely poignant memory of things half-forgotten.


CHAPTER THREE

Early next morning we cast off from Campbell Island and headed into the open sea. The vessel was a sturdy ocean-going craft with ample room on board for the five of us, together with a crew of eight all of whom, Eldon assured me, had been chosen carefully for the voyage. I think he was thinking of those followers of Cthulhu who went under the guise of men and I noticed that each man, including Captain Daniels, gave the same queer sign with their left hand on first meeting us. This, Eldon explained later, was the ancient Elder Sign, which no minion of the Old Ones dared give. Thus reassured, I took a stroll around the deck, noticing that the ship was heavily armed and fitted with some impressive deep-water sounding equipment. On either side of the bow and at the stern were three heavy machine-guns. These, I presumed, were for use in the event that we ran into trouble with pirates, for our course would take us far to the south of normal trade routes and even now piracy was a common scourge of these waters. It was only later that I discovered the weapons were protection against things other than men.

Pausing by the rail, I was soon joined by Kolwieski. He looked both grim and apprehensive as he stood beside me, staring out to sea. For a moment he remained silent, then turned to face me. “Do you mind if I ask you a few questions, Doctor Trevelyan?”

“Why no, of course not,” I replied. My first instinctive thought was that, since I was not a member of the Organisation, he needed to satisfy himself that, in spite of my possession of the vrach, I was fully aware of all the dangers attendant upon this mission.

“How much do you know of this menace we’re facing?”"

“Only what I’ve read in my uncle’s manuscript and what little I’ve learned from Professor Eldon,” I replied. “And, of course, what I transcribed from the old books in the British Museum.”

“Then you’ve read some of the Necronomicon?”

“Only a little,” I admitted. “I was only asked to search for any passages which related to Cthulhu and Ubbo-Sathla.”

“But you understand that these are but two of the Old Ones, that there are others, even more fearful, and They, too, will enter from the Outside?”

I assured him that I was acquainted with this although I found it difficult to reconcile the belief in this incredibly ancient lore with my own scientific training.

“That is perfectly understandable,” he remarked, “and I must confess it was the main reason I was against you accompanying Professor Eldon when he suggested you should come on this mission. Let me be frank, I too had serious doubts concerning the validity of these myth-patterns when they were first brought to my notice many years ago. The very idea of such entities as the Old Ones surviving from remote pre-human times to the present day went against everything I had come to believe. I was a confirmed atheist. I believed that everything we observe in the universe can be explained by the laws of physics and chance. This cosmos didn’t come into existence and develop because of some outside intelligence. But now, from what I’ve seen and discovered since joining the Organisation, I know differently. I can accept that the Great Old Ones do exist, as do the Elder Gods; that the age-old legends are not merely stories made up by primitive people to explain things that they did not understand. They are, without doubt, a true record of events which occurred so long ago that they could only have come down to the present day in one way.”

“And what way is that?” I asked as he paused and resumed his introspective scanning of the ocean.

“By a telepathic communion between the Old Ones and certain members of their various races which have existed on this planet since the dawn of its creation.” He turned and stared directly at me as he continued, “And it’s absolutely essential you should recognise this if you are to retain your own sanity.”

“I don’t quite understand what you’re getting at,” I said hesitantly. There was an expression on his face that I could not define.

“Don’t you? I think you do.” He spoke with a compelling self-confidence. “You had a strange and frightening dream last night, didn’t you? You saw Cthugha winging His way from Fomalhaut towards Yuggoth. You dreamed of the sunken city of R’lyeh and that ravening chaos in the centre of the galaxy where Azathoth is stirring even now.”

“How could you possibly—?” I began, staring at him and utter amazement. “Unless you’re telepathic.”

He uttered a short laugh, but there was no mirth in the sound. “No, I’m not probing your mind, Doctor Trevelyan. And even though I do have certain psychic powers, that isn’t the answer.”

“Then how—?”

“If you were to question everyone, I think you would find all had precisely the same dream. Cthulhu is aware of us. Indeed I believe He wants us to discover where R’lyeh lies, knowing there is nothing we can do to harm Him. As I said, you must be prepared for anything; otherwise, I fear for your sanity.”

“Then you believe we will find this island?”

“Beyond question. Whether Johansen was correct, or the unknown writer of that slip of paper you found in the pages of the Necronomicon, we’ll find it.”

He waited for me to make some argument, but I said nothing. What he had said made little sense. Five men, all dreaming exactly the same dream? I shuddered inwardly at the thought. The idea that some alien creature could invade my subconscious and manipulate it in some extraneous manner was repulsive.

By now Campbell Island had disappeared over the horizon behind our stern and we were heading almost due west into a limitless expanse of empty ocean. Ten minutes later, Eldon joined us, coming from the direction of the bridge where he had been in deep conversation with Captain Daniels.

“We should sight Ponape in two days,” he said briskly. “Most of our preparations have been made. There are enough high explosives in the hold to blow that entire island apart if we can find it.”

“You think high explosive will destroy Great Cthulhu?” Kolwieski sounded dubious.

“Not Him,” replied Eldon emphatically. “But if we can seal that portal, we might be able to buy ourselves a little time. If He were to appear, perhaps not even a hydrogen bomb would be sufficiently powerful to destroy Him.”

“Surely nothing could survive that?” I said.

Eldon smiled grimly. “You forget, Vincent, these Old Ones came originally from Outside, from some other realm of existence. They aren’t composed of the same kind of matter we are.”

I did not ask him how we might protect ourselves in the event of coming face to face with Cthulhu. Clearly this possibility must have occurred to him, and if it were at all possible, the Organisation would have made provision against such a contingency.

*

The first two days out from Campbell Island passed without incident, although we did notice that all of us had the conviction that we were under close scrutiny from unseen eyes. Even in broad daylight, with the blazing sun high in the sky near its zenith, it was perceptible and growing more pronounced as we approached Ponape. Shortly after midnight on the second night out from Campbell Island, I went up on deck, unable to sleep. Normally the slow rocking motion of the vessel would have been a sufficiently strong soporific, but this odd sensation of being watched was so intense I felt curiously wide-awake, every nerve in my body tingling. On deck I found Yuvali leaning over the rail, staring out across the moonlit ocean. He swung around quickly as I approached as though expecting some kind of danger, then relaxed visibly.

“Doctor Trevelyan,” he said softly.

“Were you expecting someone else?”

I saw him hesitate as if unsure of how to reply. Then he shrugged his shoulders. “Out here,” he said enigmatically, “one learns to expect anything, especially the unexpected. You’ve probably guessed that my people are Polynesian, and it is not easy for us to ignore the legends of our race.” When I made no effort to speak he went on, “We are an island race, Doctor Trevelyan, and there are many islands in the Pacific, but even from time immemorial some of these have been shunned because of some nameless evil. Men landed there and built their villages, but later, when others arrived, it was to find their buildings destroyed and no sign of the populations. They prayed to our gods, but to no avail. Something evil came out of the sea and obliterated them without warning. Not once did anyone escape to give news of what had happened.” He made as if to continue, then suddenly caught my arm in a tight grip and pointed urgently out to sea. “What do you make of that?” he asked in a low whisper.

Following the direction of his outstretched arm, I strained to pick out anything unusual, but at first I could see nothing beyond the sparkling motes of silver moonlight on the water. Then, far-off, I glimpsed something that dove in and out of the swell. An instant later I saw others, visible only as brief flashes whenever the moonlight caught them, the pallid radiance glistening off smooth hides.

“Dolphins?” I said.

“They’ve been shadowing us ever since we left Campbell Island,” Yuvali asserted. “That isn’t the normal behaviour of dolphins.”

They could easily have been fish, yet as I watched them closely I sensed a peculiar unnaturalness about their movements. At times they would vanish altogether and then reappear some distance away with only their heads showing above the water. At times when they approached closer to the ship, I could have sworn I saw luminous eyes, much larger than those of any fish I knew. Yuvali did not appear unduly perturbed by the sight of these creatures. Indeed, it was almost as if he expected them to be there and would have been disappointed had he not seen them.

“You’ll see no sign of them during daylight,” he added grimly. “I have the suspicion that, for some reason, they don’t like the light.”

“You’re suggesting they might be Deep Ones. Is that it?”

“I’m sure of it. I spotted them last night, and believe me, neither dolphins or any other kind of fish behave in that manner. Besides, there was something else last night. If it happens again tonight, you’ll see it for yourself.”

He fell silent at that and for perhaps fifteen minutes he stood by the rail, watching the erratic behaviour of those singular swimmers in the distance. The night was exceptionally still with only the muted sound of the ship’s engines disturbing the utter silence. Then, towards the south-west, I noticed an odd phenomenon. The moon, almost full, was now past its zenith, dipping towards the west. But no longer did it shine with its normal yellow-bright light. There was an odd, greenish tinge, which first I put down to some strange atmospheric condition, but a quick glance assured me that the sky was completely clear and cloudless.

“Is that what you saw?” I asked, turning to my companion. “What is it?”

“The fog,” he replied ominously. There is a mention of the green fog in The Book of Dyzan, and Alhazred refers to it as well in the Necronomicon. It is said to come at the bidding of Cthulhu to conceal R’lyeh and also at other times whenever a shoggoth comes to the surface.”

In the distance, some way beyond the weird swimmers, I now saw that his description was correct. There was a fog, curling upward in vaporous swirls from the sea, thickening by the second. Moments later, I noticed that the creatures—whatever form of marine life they were—were moving swiftly towards it and, for an instant, I thought I heard faint sounds emanating from somewhere within that nauseous mist; high-pitched ululations and a queer whistling that came to us across the ocean.

Tensely, I found myself staring fixedly at the enveloping mist, oblivious to everything else. I was scarcely aware of it when Yuvali grabbed my arm and pulled me sharply away from the rail. The maddening sound swelled louder, taking a curious hold on my mind. There was something concealed within that fog which exuded such an air of malignancy, it was almost tangible.

Dimly, I heard Yuvali shout something to the bridge, one arm waving frantically in the direction of the dense green cloud. There came an answering yell, and a few moments later Glaston came running towards us, his face ghastly in the glaucous moonlight.

“Shoggoth!”Yuvali yelled the name again. “Headed this way.”

What happened next was a confusion of shouting and hallucination. There was the sound of something huge ploughing through the water, a horrid squelching, sucking noise. Out of the depths of the enshrouding fog came a stench that choked us all; a smell of something old and alien. Coughing uncontrollably, I struggled to make out the source of that sickly, cloying odour. A hideous shape, black and monstrous, showed in tantalising glimpses giving the impression of a frightening sinuosity that reared twenty or thirty feet into the air, swaying high above the side of the vessel. I found myself clutching one of the cabin doors, unable to tear my petrified gaze from the horrific sight. Legends of sea serpents flooded into my brain, monstrous denizens of the deepest trenches in the ocean, reputedly witnessed on numerous occasions during the days of the old sailing ships. But even the size and shape of that great, snakelike body looming over the deck was not the worst. That was reserved for something else. I had expected to see a great gaping maw with rows of serrated teeth. But there was nothing like that; merely a conglomeration of weirdly-glowing globules, grotesque pustules of protoplasmic flesh that changed shape horribly as I watched.

There came the sound of an explosion from somewhere along the deck as one of the heavy machine-guns opened fire. I saw the explosive shells strike the jellified monstrosity, saw chunks of flesh fly in all directions. But then, incredibly, the plasma flowed back, reforming the original shape.

Rigid with shock and horror, I saw the vast head swoop down towards the deck. One of the crew, running for the shelter of the bridge, was caught up in a wide gap that appeared suddenly amid the glistening bubbles. In less time than it took the man to scream, he was gone, swallowed up within the great amorphous body that rose colossally out of the fog.

Eldon had appeared from somewhere and was yelling something inaudible in the confusion of noise. Then, in a blinding flash of clarity, I made out what he was shouting:

“The vrach, Vincent. Use it, for God’s sake! It’s our only hope!”

It took several precious seconds for his words to penetrate my numbed mind. Then, almost of its own volition, my hand moved, thrust inside my jacket pocket. My stiff fingers closed around the crystal. Pulling it out, I gripped tightly, thrusting it in front of my face. I had no idea what might happen and for several seconds, nothing did. There was a strange feeling that time had suddenly stood still, all motion frozen. Then, without warning, the strange crystal abruptly blazed with a blinding carmine light. Dazzled by it, I almost dropped the vrach in shocked bewilderment as a thin beam speared from between my clenched fingers and struck the shoggoth.

The effect was instantaneous.

A shrill, ear-piercing screech seared through the sudden, unnatural silence, almost deafening me. The shoggoth roared back as that cry of mortal agony rang multisonously through the mist. The next second, the shoggoth turned and fled back from the ship, sending huge waves crashing against the side of the vessel. Weird echoes of that tumultuous cry reached us from the distance where the virescent fog swirled after the retreating shoggoth, dissipating within moments. Overhead, the moon had resumed its normal silvery glow.

Shuddering, I stared down at the vrach in my trembling hand. There was now no sign of the glowing erubescence. Shakily, I returned it to my pocket as Eldon came over. His features were ashen in the moonlight, but he had regained some of his composure.

“Thank God you acted quickly, Vincent,” he said hoarsely. “The vrach was the only thing which could have saved us.”

“What in God’s name was that thing?” I muttered.

“A shoggoth, as I said earlier,” Yuvali interposed. “Together with the Deep Ones they stand guard over R’lyeh.”

“You’ll find a reference to them in Lovecraft,” Eldon said before I could ask any further questions. “They were originally created millions of years ago by some Elder Race which came to Earth from some unknown region and settled in the Antarctic. They’re also mentioned in the Necronomicon, although there you’ll find that Alhazred states they exist only in dreams, not in reality on Earth.”

“Until now,” Yuval added, “very few people have ever glimpsed one of these creatures and lived to tell the tale, the reports of the gigantic sea serpents can be found over several centuries. But mention them to a present-day scientist and he will laugh at you.”

Shuddering, I asked, “Is it likely to come back?”

Eldon shook his head slowly and stared out across the sea, which had now resumed its former tranquillity. “I’m certain we’ll be safe from attack until we reach Ponape. My guess is that the shoggoths, having no real minds of their own, are under the mental control of the Deep Ones, and we’ve already amply demonstrated our power to defeat them. Now that they know that we possess the vrach, they’ll hesitate to send any more against us. Even the Deep Ones will give us a wide berth.”

Ten minutes later we arrived at our bunks. Somehow, I felt oddly drained, both mentally and physically, and within moments of stretching myself out in the cabin, I was asleep. This time, my slumber was untroubled by dreams, or at least I could recall none when I woke the next morning to find that there was land on the north-west horizon.

We docked in the decaying harbour an hour later and went ashore, leaving the crew on board. While I surveyed our surroundings, Eldon held a brief conversation with Yuvali and Kolwieski before both men left, going off in different directions.

Coming back, Eldon must have seen the expression of mute inquiry on my face, for he explained, “Now we’ve arrived, it’s time for our two friends to begin their investigations. There are a number of important clues to be followed up which might eventually lead us to the exact location of that island. Kolwieski will question the natives concerning any strange marine creatures they may have seen or pulled up in their nets.”

“And Tumo?” I asked.

“As you know, his study is that of ancient native art. There’s some evidence, admittedly tenuous, from Innsmouth about a certain Captain Obed Marsh who traded in this area over a century ago. Apparently he took back with him a veritable treasure hoard of gold jewellery and other artefacts, mostly displaying designs of batrachian creatures. He obtained them from the islanders someplace not too far from Ponape.”

“And what do you expect this to tell you?”

“Surely that’s obvious. If the Innsmouth records are correct and Marsh brought back to America not only gold and precious stones, but also some of these natives who had apparently mated with the Deep Ones, then somewhere within a radius of perhaps a hundred miles of here lies the centre of this blasphemous trade...and there we will find R’lyeh.”

Leaving the dock side, Eldon and I walked towards the small township along a rough dirt road, all the time acutely aware of the curious looks we received from the natives we passed on the way. By now, I had come to accept the factuality of what I had learned so that I found myself studying these people closely, although trying not to make it obvious, seeking to find any evidence among them of mixed blood, and in particular, anything in their features which might indicate something non-human in their lineage. Once or twice I thought I detected facial characteristics that seemed to deviate from those of the normal Polynesian stock: long, receding foreheads and protuberant eyes, lips which were thicker than usual for these people. I had the inescapable feeling that these aberrant individuals eyed us with something more than casual curiosity.

Eldon did not appear to notice them, but as we entered the outskirts of the small port he murmured softly, “It’s as I suspected, we’re being followed.” I told him I had already noticed, and he gave a slight nod of approval. “They may have guessed our destination,” he whispered. “But just in case they haven’t, I suggest we lose them. Follow me closely.”

Halfway along the narrow street, my companion suddenly darted quickly into a narrow alleyway, which lay in deep shadow. Breaking into a run, we hastened to the end, jumping over piles of rubbish, then turned left, running silently for perhaps twenty yards before Eldon halted and pulled me into a wide, dilapidated doorway. There had not been a living soul in sight as we had run along the narrow street, but a few moments later I picked out furtive sounds from the direction we had come, and three individuals stepped out of the alley, looked intently up and down the street, and then moved off in the opposite direction to our hiding place. I had caught only a fragmentary glimpse of their features but it was sufficient for me to tell that they were not the usual inhabitants of Ponape. Their features were more batrachian than human, and their gait seemed odd, a shuffling hop with both legs moving in unison rather than a normal stride. Their clothing, too, seemed to hang on malformed frames as if covering alien limbs. We waited tensely until the trio had disappeared, then Eldon motioned me to follow him.

“Where are we going?” I whispered harshly.

“To see if we can find the missionary, O’Brien. It may be he has returned to the island, but there’s still a chance he may still be on Ponape.” As a grim afterthought, Eldon added, “That’s if he’s still alive.”

“You believe he may be in danger?” I asked as my companion led the way along devious alleys, always alert for any sign of pursuit.

“I think the minions of Cthulhu may believe he saw and heard too much on that island,” Eldon replied grimly. “Those natives didn’t leave for nothing. And since there is apparently no evidence they ever returned, it makes me wonder where they went in such a hurry...and why?”

There was no further conversation as we made our way cautiously towards the centre of the small township. As we progressed, I must confess that the entire area had a most sombre effect upon me; for it was obviously a well-populated region and yet it seemed curiously devoid of life. I had always considered the Polynesian islanders as happy, carefree people, yet here was a tangible atmosphere of gloom and depression as if some invisible cloud hung over the whole island, an air of malevolent foreboding which continued to eat at my nerves as I followed my companion until, eventually, we came within sight of a long wooden building with a sign above the door which proclaimed it to be the Roman Catholic mission.

Unlike the majority of the ramshackle buildings we had seen, this one appeared to have recently been given a fresh coat of paint and the letters on the sign stood out clearly from the green background. Eldon tried the door and, finding it unlocked, we went inside. The interior was evidently a place of worship; there was an altar at the far end with rows of wooden pews facing it and, in spite of an air of foreboding, a cross above the altar signalled a wholesome Christian faith.

“Obviously this church is still in use,” Eldon observed as we walked slowly along the aisle. “I just hope we find Father O’Brien and can get something out of him.”

There was no one in sight as we moved towards the altar, and the only sound in the stillness was that of our own footsteps on the stone floor.

“Father O’Brien?” Eldon called the priest’s name loudly, his voice echoing eerily around us. For a moment, there was no answer. Then a door at the side of the altar opened, and a man of middle age, dressed in religious garb, came out.

Eyeing us with open curiosity, he said, “I’m Father Hendon. May I help you?”

“We’re looking for Father O’Brien,” Eldon replied, extending his hand. “It’s urgent that we should talk to him. Is he here?”

“Father O’Brien is here. But I’m not sure whether he can speak to you. May I ask your business with him?”

Eldon briefly explained what we had read in the newspaper cutting and, without going into specific details, how it was vitally important that we should know exactly what had happened that night on the island when all of Father O’Brien’s flock had taken to their boats without explanation and vanished into the night.

The priest listened gravely, yet I had the impression that he was not surprised, although I felt certain his colleague had confided in him. “I think it would be best if you were to come with me. It’s possible you may be able to explain what has happened. Frankly, it has me baffled.” Leading the way, he took us out of the church and across a rough earthen square towards a smaller building some fifty yards away. As we followed him, he continued, “Father O’Brien came back to Ponape about two months ago with the strange story. He seemed, also, to have contracted some odd fever, and at first I assumed he was in some kind of delirium when he poured out his tale to me. However, two days later Doctor Menders and his assistant visited the island to verify what he had said.”

“Why the doctor?” I asked. “Surely the authorities should have—”

“Doctor Menders was afraid that some epidemic might have broken out among the natives, since it was clear Father O’Brien was suffering from some obscure tropical illness. His temperature was higher than normal, and his fantastic story appeared to confirm this hypothesis. However, when he returned the doctor was able to confirm that, whatever the cause, the entire population had deserted the island. There was no sign of any living creature there.”

Eldon’s tone was serious as he said, “Which leads us to the question: If those natives did sail south, rather than come here to Ponape, only seven miles away, where did they go?”

“A good question, Professor Eldon.” Father Hendon paused at the door of the building. “As far as I am aware, there is no landfall due south of that island until you reach the shores of Antarctica. It seems ludicrous they should just sail out into the empty ocean.”

Opening the door, he stood on one side for us to enter. The place was a hospital with several beds arranged along two walls. All of these were unoccupied except for the one nearest the door. There lay a man, possibly in his early sixties, with greying hair and a lined, sunburnt face. His eyes were closed and his breathing with rapid and ragged.

Approaching the bed, Eldon stood for a moment staring down at the man, then said softly, “Father O’Brien.”

When there was no movement from the figure, he repeated the name, louder this time. After a few seconds, the man turned his head towards us. His eyes opened slowly, staring vacantly. Bending forward, Eldon said slowly and distinctly, “We’re here to help you, Father. We know something of what happened that night, but we need you to tell us more. Believe me, it’s vitally important we should know everything.”

The priest’s lips moved, but for several moments no sound emerged. Then, in a hoarse whisper, he murmured, “...something terribly evil there. Came suddenly, without warning. The natives went into the jungle and lit fires, beating drums and chanting. Something odd about the fires I could see through the trees...green flames...not red.” His voice trailed away into silence, and for a moment we thought he was going to lapse into a coma. Then, with an effort, he rallied and this time his voice was stronger, the words clearer. “There’d long been talk of some heathen temple in the jungle but I thought, I hoped, they had abandoned their old pagan ways and embraced the Christian faith. I tried to follow them once, but the headman stopped me, warned me to go no further, that if I did the wrath of Kooloo would destroy me.”

“You say Kooloo.” Eldon interrupted. “Have you heard the name Cthulhu?”

O’Brien swallowed thickly, then nodded his head weakly. “That may have been the name. Do you know what it means?”

“We know only too well,” Eldon replied harshly. “And believe me, Father, Cthulhu is not a figment of their imagination, nor even some so-called ancient god. Cthulhu exists, somewhere on a sunken island in the Pacific. That’s why we’re here, to try to seal Him on the ocean floor forever. My guess is that those natives were all acting under some kind of telepathic communication, calling them to wherever that cursed island is in order to assist in freeing Him. And you’re absolutely certain of the direction they took that night?”

Again the priest forced a weak nod. “Almost due south of the island. I took particular note of it, since it made no sense. There is no land out there, none they could ever hope to reach in their canoes.”

Eldon straightened up. “There has to be,” he said decisively. “They knew exactly where they were going, and it would have been impossible for them to resist that call.” He paused. Then, as another thought struck him, continued, “Have you ever seen any of those pagan idols the natives used to worship, Father?”

O’Brien’s forehead furrowed in concentration. Then in a low voice he murmured, “There was one I saw, but it was several years ago, shortly after I arrived. A crudely carved thing that struck me as unduly grotesque even when compared with their usual carvings. A hideous monstrosity with a huge bloated body and tentacles like an octopus where the head should be, and what seemed like eyes and mouths all over its surface.”

From the expression on my companion’s face, I knew that this description had a most profound effect upon him. Expelling his breath in a long sigh, he stepped away from the bed.

“Does that help you in anyway, Professor Eldon?” Father Hendon asked tautly.

“That’s as accurate a description of Cthulhu as I’ve heard,” Eldon answered soberly. He glanced in my direction where I stood at the foot of the bed. “There’s no doubt we are on the right track, Vincent. The stars are right and Cthulhu’s minions are preparing to summon Him from R’lyeh. We must locate that island, and quickly!” Turning to Father Hendon, he said, “I think we’ve learned enough, Father. Thank you for your cooperation in this matter. As for your colleague, I’m afraid this is no ordinary tropical fever which is afflicting him but something far more evil and insidious. Unwittingly, he became involved in something far bigger and malevolent than he, or even you, can imagine.”

“We spend all our lives fighting evil, Professor Eldon,” Father Hendon remarked as we left. “I don’t know what it is you’re suggesting, but surely no ancient pagan god can—”

“I’m sorry, Father,” Eldon said, “I thought I’d made it clear that this is something more than natives superstition. Believe me, there are aeon-old beings that are better left alone by those who are not prepared to believe in their existence. There are certain relics from remote times which are infinitely more horrendous and evil than even you can conceive.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand you,” Father Hendon said indignantly.

“Of course you don’t, Father. I respect your faith and your calling. But there are things incalculably older than Christianity, things that existed at the beginning of time. They ruled this part of the universe once and They are now preparing to rise and rule it again and, unfortunately, there is nothing in your religion which can stop Them.”

We left then with Father Hendon staring after us, an expression of perplexity on his face. Perhaps he considered we were both mad and, reflecting upon the mission we had undertaken I think he was probably correct in his assumption.

“Do you think he believed us?” I asked, falling into step beside Eldon.

My companion shook his head. “Frankly, I doubt it. Unfortunately, such men are conditioned into believing that good will always conquer evil. What we are fighting is utterly beyond their comprehension.”

On arriving at the docks, we found Yuvali already there. He listened attentively to our account of the meeting with Father O’Brien, then informed us of the results of his own search for native artefacts in the township. Much of what he had been offered was apparently nothing more than the usual works of art produced for tourists and which could be bought almost anywhere from Hawaii to Singapore. He had, however, stumbled upon a small shop in a narrow alley off the main highway, and there, he had discovered something that might be of interest to us. From a small bag he took what was evidently a very ancient stone statuette between six and seven inches in height. It was made of a curious greenish stone and depicted a monstrous idol whose design was by now familiar to all us; a squat, bulbous body topped by a rounded head surrounded by tentacles, with what appeared to be wings sprouting from the back. All in all, it was an excellent representation of Cthulhu as given by the mad Arab in the Necronomicon.

Turning it over in his hands, Eldon asked, “Were you able to get any information as to where this came from?”

“Very little, I’m afraid.” Yuvali shook his head. “The shopkeeper seemed afraid to say too much and kept watching the alley outside as if he feared he was being watched.”

“That’s what I was afraid of. These people are so scared they won’t talk to us.”

“All he would say was that it was brought in by a Portuguese sailor some months ago. Whether it had anything to do with the statuette, he couldn’t say, but apparently the sailor in question was stabbed to death in a street brawl two days later.”

On this sinister note, we had to be content as we waited for Kolwieski’s return. Like Yuvali he had met with a curious reticence on the part of the fishermen he had questioned, several of whom, when asked about any abnormal species they had brought up in their nets, replied that ‘they did not like news of such findings spreading abroad.’

“By they, I assume we can infer the Deep Ones or their infernal hybrid spawn,” Eldon said bitterly.

Kolwieski gave a slight nod. “I did, however, get something out of one old fishermen I came across alone with his boat some distance along the beach. Maybe it was because we were alone and out of sight of any others that he opened up a bit. It seems there’s been a lot of talk lately concerning strangely-shaped creatures being caught, things never seen before. My guess is that some kind of seismic disturbance on the sea bottom is responsible for such catches.”

“I believe you’re right.” Eldon seemed more animated than I had ever seen him before. “And it can only be associated with R’lyeh. Everything we’ve seen and heard so far is beginning to fall into place. The Deep Ones trailing us from Campbell Island, that shoggoth which attacked the ship, the disappearance of those natives. The minions of Cthulhu are gathering right now to summon Him from sunken R’lyeh.”

Back on board the ship, we discussed our future plans in the light of the information we had gained so far. In the end, it was agreed that our next port of call should be the island from which father O’Brien had sailed to Ponape following the odd happenings two months earlier. Depending on what we found there, we could then determine the best method of searching for the spot where R’lyeh rose, on infrequent occasions, to the surface.

By mid-afternoon, we were on our way. I think we were now all keyed up to the point where we expected anything could happen. Once again, as we left the decaying docks and took a course south, we all experienced that chilling sensation of being watched, although in spite of keeping a sharp lookout, we saw nothing which might account for it.

An hour later, we dropped anchor off the small island and, since there were still a few hours of daylight remaining, the five of us, accompanied by three of the crew, made a landing on the sandy beach fringed by frondant palms. On the surface it looked an idyllic place, set in the midst of the blue ocean. But we knew, only too well, that this was an illusion. Something terrible had happened here and, as yet we had only vague theories to account for it. Our sensations on first treading the beach were both poignant and involved, even though at this particular stage we were aware that the entire island was deserted.

Our first task was to carry out a thorough search of the small native village less than a quarter of a mile from the shore. Here we found everything just as it had been left two months before. Decayed food stood on the tables, and inside the small wooden hut, which Father O’Brien had evidently used as his mission, nothing had been disturbed. Clearly, apart from the doctor and his assistant from Ponape, no one had returned since that fateful night.

At the rear of the village, where the dense jungle grew right up to the village’s perimeter, we came upon a narrow track leading inland where the centre of the island rose steeply towards a curiously truncated summit which, to my untrained eye, reminded me of the summit of some long-extinct volcano. Even using binoculars, however, it was possible to see but a small part of it, since the lower slopes were densely populated by a variety of trees and thickly tangled undergrowth.

“Obviously the track used by those natives whenever they went into the interior,” Glaston remarked.

“And from what Father O’Brien intimated, I think we’ll find it leads to some ancient temple where they worshiped their old pagan gods,” Eldon replied. He checked his watch. “Unfortunately, there’s no time to investigate that now. We will need several hours of full daylight to carry out a complete survey of the interior. My guess is that this jungle covers much of the island. We’ll come back at first light tomorrow.”

I knew he was impatient to discover what it was the natives kept concealed within the jungle, but such was the atmosphere of dark foreboding which hung over that silent place, where not even a solitary bird-call or the rustle of some small creature in the undergrowth disturbed the silence, that we all readily agreed with his proposal. Returning to the ship, we found that a meal was waiting for us. After eating, we retired early. In spite of the fact that there seemed little danger from anything on the island, Eldon insisted lookouts should be posted to keep watch through the night. The uneasiness that had pervaded the entire crew since the loss of one of their members to the shoggoth was by no means confined to them. I believe we all felt it; the closeness of things which I, for one, could not fully understand, hideous echoes from an age so remote that only dim, frightful legends remained. All of this stirred in my mind beyond my ability to stifle it.

In spite of the excitement and the feeling that we were now on the verge of tremendous discoveries, I fell asleep almost at once, waking only once from a vague, unremembered dream with the strange conviction that someone had called my name, clearly and distinctly, yet there was no one in the cabin and only the muted murmurs of the men on watch on deck.


CHAPTER FOUR

By mid-morning of the next day we were pushing our way through dense undergrowth towards the centre of the island, Eldon and Captain Daniels in the lead with Yuvali, Kolwieski and I strung out behind them in single file. In many places, long green and brown creepers blocked our path so that we were forced to pause and hack our way through them. This, and the narrowness of the track and the steamy humidity made progress difficult.

The strange absence of any sound and the sense of utter emptiness soon began to touch our jangled nerves for, in spite of the curious lack of any animals or birds among the trees, there was an overpowering presence, something unheard and unseen which pervaded the entire island.

Ever since leaving the deserted village, we had been ascending towards the oddly truncated summit we had seen the previous day, though for much of our journey the intertwined branches hid it completely from our view. Then, a little over an hour after setting out, the jungle thinned, and it took only a few more steps to bring us out into a vast open space where a sheer wall of stone towered perhaps two hundred feet to the summit.

I think we all gasped aloud at what we saw spread out before us. Directly in front of us, a boulder-strewn slope extended for some twenty yards to the foot of the cliff wall and around its roughly circular perimeter stood titan columns, spread out at perfectly regular intervals. The first thought that entered my mind was that these arithmetically arranged monoliths could not possibly be of natural origin, yet my mind persisted in looking for some more mundane theory for their existence.

But when I went close and picked out the hideous carvings around the surfaces of the columns, I knew I had not been mistaken. These blasphemous motifs were clearly not of Polynesian origin, and they exuded an air of such incredulous age that it was impossible to guess what long-dead race had hewn them and etched their surfaces with such impious images and ideoglyphs. But if these were frightening in their aeon-old mystery, what lay beyond them was even more bewildering.

At the far end of the plateau, the cliff wall rose smoothly towards the looming summit with but one single blemish. A hundred feet above the rocky floor, a huge symbol had been incised in the stone and, even though I had no idea of its meaning, I felt a shudder of nameless dread pass through me as I gazed at it.

“So this is the secret temple where those natives came,” Eldon said and although he spoke in a low, hushed voice, his words echoed loudly in the stillness of the place. “No wonder they prevented Father O’Brien from following them.”

A morass of shocking and indescribable suggestions flooded through my bemused mind as I followed my companions through the alien massiveness of that godlike amphitheatre, unable to shake off that sense of impending threat and inhumanness that crowded in on me from all sides. Here in this age-old place it was possible to imagine anything. Yet I felt sure that the sense of some presence close by was nothing to do with imagination. This was something real and full of definite menace. Whether my companions were also aware of it was impossible to tell. Certainly they gave no outward sign of being aware of anything other than the grotesque weirdness of this ancient place. While Eldon and Yuvali made a slow circuit of the cyclopean pillars, minutely examining the grossly distorted carvings, I walked over to where Captain Daniels stood with his head thrown back, staring up at the curious cipher above him.

“What in God’s name is this place, Doctor Trevelyan?” he asked hoarsely. “Some native temple? If it is, I can swear I’ve never seen one like it, and I know most of these islands.”

“It’s something far more than that,” I replied, walking forward until I stood at the base of the sky-rearing cliff. Looking up, I experienced a sharp sense of toppling perspective. The clouds moving past the oddly-curved summit gave me the vertiginous impression that the whole ponderous mass was falling on top of me and the feeling was so powerful that I involuntarily took a couple of steps back, only pulling myself together with a supreme effort.

“One thing is certain.” Daniels went on after a brief pause, “This was never built by those natives. In all my years of sailing the seas, I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“At a guess, I’d say this place is several thousand years old,” I told him. “It must have been here millennia before the Polynesians came.”

“But that’s impossible.” Even though he shook his head vigorously, I could tell from the captain’s expression that he was as perplexed as the rest of us and possibly prepared to accept any theory, no matter how fantastic.

Eldon came over, his brow deeply furrowed in concentration. He turned slowly, surveyed the entire region before speaking. “Judging by that weathering on those columns, I’m certain this structure predates the Polynesian migration to these islands by countless millennia. If it weren’t so absurd I’d estimate its age at several million years.”

“Rubbish,” Daniels exclaimed. “You know as well as I do, there were no men on this planet millions of years ago.”

“That’s true,” Eldon conceded patiently. “But we’re not talking about men, captain. We believe there have been many races before ours and not all of them were indigenous to this planet.”

Smiling grimly, Yuvali added, “Those carvings were certainly not made by my people. And as for that symbol yonder, professor, doubtless you recognise it from the Necronomicon.”

“The sign of Great Cthulhu,” Eldon replied ominously. He was still studying the general delineations of the great temple. “Whatever pre-human spawn erected this place evidently set that sign there and from past experience I’ve learned that wherever we find it, there has to be one of Their accursed gateways close by. Father O’Brien claims he heard those natives chanting here, and he also mentioned something about green fires visible somewhere in the jungle.”

“Logically, we would expect to find a gateway somewhere close to R’lyeh,” Yuvali interposed. I saw him shiver slightly in spite of the fact that the air inside the clearing was pleasantly warm. “If this is one, it will have to be sealed.”

“I agree.” Kolwieski gave a brief nod. “But how? If we had more of the Akkadian crystals, that might be the answer. But even high explosives might not be enough.”

“There may be another way.” Eldon glanced at me as he spoke. “But it could be risky. We do have one of the artefacts of the Elder Gods which can be used as a weapon against these creatures.”

Instinctively, my hand went to my pocket when I carried the curious crystal. “But how will that help?” I asked.

“The vrach has been used against Cthulhu before, by your uncle. But as you are no doubt aware, it could not destroy Him.”

I recalled what I had read in Edmund Trevelyan’s narrative and felt an apprehensive shiver pass along my spine, for had not that encounter resulted in his being hurled through the solar system and also causing him to lose six years? I knew that this great edifice around us was not R’lyeh. Nevertheless, it was a completely unknown factor as far as I was concerned and—above all—there was that unmistakable presence which affected all of my senses so malevolently.

“Take it out, Vincent,” he commanded harshly. “We shall soon know if this is one of those blasphemous portals to Cthulhu’s domain. If so, we must first open it before I use the ritual. Don’t be alarmed at anything you might see or hear, and obey me in everything. You understand?”

Nervously I took out the vrach and held it out in my hand. The strong sunlight struck through the crystal as if it were a lens, imparting a deep carmine hue to my fingers so they seemed covered in blood. Inwardly I attempted to calm my turbulent thoughts with the knowledge that it had already driven off that attacking shoggoth. But that monstrous creature was nothing compared with Cthulhu Himself.

The feeling of being in close proximity to things I did not understand was far stronger now. All sorts of fantastic ideas sprang to mind as I stared dizzily at the vast rearing wall of smooth rock. From the corner of my eye, I saw the professor step forward until he was standing close beside me, one hand gripping my free arm to steady me. Raising his left hand, he made a curious sign with his fingers. Then, in a loud, resonant tone, he cried: “Nagob Cthulhu dori eolembi tramorga! Danus telek shamorai!”

The booming echo of the incantation slowly atrophied among the colossal stones. Then, without warning, my vision blurred as if a film had been drawn in front of my eyes. Several seconds passed before I realised there was nothing wrong with my sight. It was the wall of rock in front of me that was metamorphosing. A web of alien colours belonging to no known spectrum spread across it. The huge symbol high over our heads flared briefly with a brilliant glare. My ears rang with a humming vibration. which seemed to shake my brain inside my skull.

Eldon’s fingers tightened convulsively on my arm, and I faintly heard Daniels yell something unintelligible. I saw what had only moments before been solid rock melt and flow like smoke, and in its place stood a gigantic opening. Even though the sunlight was slanting towards the cliff face, none of it succeeded in penetrating within that massive entrance. That intense midnight nigrification absorbed all light which fell upon it.

Now, the feel of some monstrous spectator observing us all minutely was so overpowering that I turned my head and cast an apprehensive glance in the direction of the jungle at our backs. Eldon noticed the movement for he said quickly, urgently, “What is it, Vincent?”

“Nothing I can see,” I answered, feeling oddly foolish. “Just a feeling I’ve had ever since leaving the village.”

“Try to describe it,” he said sharply.

“It’s as if something is here, something which has been watching us all the time.”

Without taking his attention from the opening, Eldon called: “Do any of you others feel it?”

Each man answered in the negative.

“Nonetheless, I’m inclined to take your word for it, Vincent,” Eldon said after a brief pause. “It may be that since you carry the vrach, you are more sensitive to the presence of these creatures. I want everyone to keep his eyes and ears open. Certainly until we have sealed this opening. Vincent, you come with me.”

Obediently, I followed him as he stepped towards the cavernous opening. Within my fingers, the vrach seemed to pulse with some kind of alien life, and it felt incredibly warm although there was no burning sensation on my flesh. It glowed weirdly among the multi-faceted helix, but whether this was merely a refraction of the brilliant sunlight or due to some inner fire within the crystal, it was not easy to tell.

“Be ready with the vrach,” Eldon ordered as we halted on the lip of the shaft.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked breathlessly.

“Just hold it above your head when I give the word, and be sure that the helix is pointing directly down that tunnel.”

Standing tensely behind him, I heard him muttering strange, guttural phrases in a low monotone. Whatever language he was speaking, it was certainly unlike anything I had ever heard before, full of hissing sibilants and deep-throated syllables. The professor spoke rapidly, and when he had finished we stepped back a little way from that ghastly portal. For now there was a sound, the first we had heard since landing on the island. It came from somewhere far below, deep within that opening, a horrible sloshing, slithering noise, as of something huge and shapeless which dragged itself through layers of water and ooze.

Seconds later, we distinctly heard a shrill piping whistle that lifted the small hairs on the nape of my neck and sent such a shock of utter horror through me that it was all I could do not to turn and run blindly for the jungle. It was an alien cadence, filled with such evil malevolence that I found myself shivering uncontrollably, almost dropping the vrach in sheer panic.

“Now!” Eldon hissed. “Do it now!”

For a second, my arm seemed paralysed, refusing to respond to my will. Then, with an effort, I lifted the crystal over my head, turning it slightly so that the facet bearing the helix pointed straight down the opening. A sickly, charnel stench exuded from the blackness, threatening to choke me. I was only aware that Eldon uttered a single word, which I was unable to catch through the thunderous drumming in my ears. I had a fragmentary glimpse of a gruesome green glow far in the distance, which, for a moment, waxed brighter before it was answered by a brilliant carmine shaft of light that speared from the crystal in my trembling hand.

I saw the crimson beam glance deep into the blackness where it suddenly expanded into a fiery gaze that temporarily blotted out everything else. The nauseous glow curled in upon itself, diminishing rapidly. Then there came a repetition of that earlier transmutation, a weird shifting of time and space, and when I could see properly once more, only the sheer cliff face rose up in front of us. Glancing up involuntarily, I noticed that now the entire stone wall was smooth and unblemished. There was no sign of the grotesque symbol which had been etched there only moments before and which, if Eldon was right, have been chiselled by non-human hands countless millennia before.

We were all badly shaken as we made our way slowly back to the beach, ignoring the falling branches which slashed at our exposed faces and hands. Once on board the ship, the professor gave Captain Daniels orders to raise anchor and set course to sail. We could only hope we had succeeded in sealing that gateway, but that it had been an entrance into those nether realms wherein lay the city of R’lyeh, none of us doubted.

Since none of our maps, which were the most up-to-date available, indicated the presence of any land in that area, we were forced to maintain a continuous watch in all directions throughout the day and rely on our radar equipment during the night. Although Captain Daniels insisted that it was unlikely the natives had intended travelling any great distance in their flimsy canoes, Eldon pointed out that the inhabitants of Easter Island had covered several hundreds of miles from their original home, and it would be unwise to make such an assumption.

Since leaving Campbell Island we had been in constant touch with two seismological stations in Australia and New Zealand, which continuously monitored the whole of the Southern Pacific. Shortly after eleven o’clock on our first night out from the deserted island, we received a brief bulletin from the Australian station alerting us to peculiar seismic disturbances which had been picked up half an hour earlier. Their preliminary findings indicated that the centre lay some seventy miles South of our present position. Any further information would be radioed to us immediately additional details became available.

Naturally, this news was both exciting and ominous. To my mind, it was appalling to think that we were heading directly towards the source of this undersea convulsion, which, from all the evidence we had, could only suggest an upheaval in the vicinity of R’lyeh. After plotting this tentative location, we altered course slightly, heading directly for the spot.

Now that we were so close to the end of our quest, there was little sleep for us that night. There was, of course, one difficulty that we might face. So far as we were aware, R’lyeh had surfaced only on a small number of occasions, and then only for a little while before sinking back into the depths. We had no assurance that the seismic disturbances that had been picked up in Australia heralded a rising of this accursed city.

Our sophisticated sounding equipment, on the other hand, should be sufficiently accurate and sensitive to provide us with definite information regarding the topography of the sea bottom. An hour before we were due to arrive at our destination, the equipment was switched on and Kolwieski and one crew member kept a constant watch with orders to report to the rest of us immediately upon noting anything out of the ordinary.

At one-thirty, a second report was received from the Australian station. Two tremors had been detected within minutes of each other, the second of an extremely violent nature. The epicentre of the eruption had been determined to within a couple of miles. This communication was accompanied by a warning to be on the lookout for heavy seas since, in the past, such undersea cataclysms had produced violent tsunamis and sturdy as our vessel was, it might not survive being struck by such mountainous waves.

By now, every man not required to watch instruments was on deck, straining to pick out anything in the distance. Overhead much of the sky was clear and starlit, but a thick band of cloud hid the gibbous moon so that even with binoculars it was difficult to make out details. Curiously, there was no sign of that weird phosphorescence we had seen on earlier nights, nor of those odd swimmers, which Yuvali insisted were still following us. The ocean appeared devoid of all life, yet there was a strangely expectant hush all around us, which, after a time, made me jumpy and nervous.

Making my way to the bow, I found Glaston there, his bluff features set in grim lines. He turned his head sharply at my approach, then relaxed a little. “It won’t be long now,” he observed laconically, straightening up and letting his binoculars fall against his heavy coat. “Then we’ll know if we can wipe out Cthulhu, or at least send Him back to the bottom for another million years.”

“If that island should surface, what then?” I asked.

He remained silent for a few moments, then said, “As a military man, Doctor Trevelyan, and also a member of the Organisation, I must admit I would feel more confident if we could use the ultimate weapon.”

“A nuclear bomb?”

Nodding, he turned back to his surveillance of the ocean dead ahead. “I’ve no faith in high explosives for this task. Perhaps it may seem strange to you that a man such as myself should believe in these old myths. Sometimes, I think I must be mad to accept them without any actual proof. But if Cthulhu and the other Old Ones exist, my guess is that They originally came from some alien dimension where our laws don’t apply. They’re not made of flesh and blood as we are. Going against Cthulhu with dynamite is like attacking a tank with a slingshot.”

“And what of all those other creatures who are supposed to guard R’lyeh? The Deep Ones or the shoggoths? How do we defend ourselves against them?”

“They’re no real problem.” Glaston assured me. “Apart from yourself, we all carry Akkadian crystals. You have even better protection than we have. You saw how the vrach acted against the shoggoth.”

At that moment, I wished I felt as confident as he apparently did for there was now an aura of malevolent dread which seemed to envelop the entire ship like an invisible shroud; an increasing feeling of impending horror which I was unable to shake off.

Quite distinct from my own chaotic thoughts, I grew aware of the inimical forces lurking somewhere in the darkness which surrounded us. It came almost as a relief when the moon suddenly broke free of the trailing cloudbank, flooding the ocean with a pallid yellow radiance. Almost in the same instant, I heard one of the lookouts posted near the bridge shout a warning. Turning swiftly, I looked round, not knowing what I expected to see. Something was just visible on the south-eastern horizon, a pale column of greenish haze. It seemed to be rising slowly from the ocean, climbing like an accusing finger towards the star-strewn heavens.

“What the hell is that?” Glaston muttered. He lifted his binoculars and trained them on the scene. Seconds later, I did likewise, adjusting the focus with trembling fingers. At first it was difficult to make any sense out of what I saw. In essence, it looked rather like the Zodiacal Light, sometimes seen under favourable atmospheric conditions, but this always occurred shortly before sunrise or after sunset, and the sun was not due to rise for at least another two hours. That there was something unnatural about that spectacle, I did not doubt. I had seen and heard too many terrible things to believe it could be a natural thing. A few moments later, Eldon came running forward, pulling himself along the rail, with Yuvali close on his heels.

“R’lyeh!” he called harshly and, in spite of the fact that we were undeniably facing something monstrously evil and powerful, there was an odd note of excitement in his tone. “It has to be. The sonar shows a rising landmass down there, possibly part of some sunken continent. R’lyeh must be the topmost peak and the instruments indicate it’s being thrust up by that eruption. He turned to Glaston. “Are the explosives ready? There won’t be much time once we land on that island.”

“All ready,” Glaston acknowledged. “But I personally doubt they will do much good if He comes.”

“I think we’re well aware of that risk. Once we disembark, I want one man to keep watch while the rest place the dynamite in position.”

There was now a subtle change in the note of the ship’s engines, and I realised we were gathering speed and turning directly towards that ghastly pillar of glaucous luminescence which was now thickening, still climbing steadily skyward, though whether this effect was real or merely a result of our swift approach, it was difficult to tell.

A little while later we entered the cloying fog, and now our forward progress slowed appreciably as we strained to pick out anything that might lie in our path. Even though I knew that the radar would give us ample warning of any solid object ahead, I could not rid myself of the feeling that at any second something gigantic and menacing would loom out of the mist. Incongruously, I thought of those men on board the Titanic who had witnessed doom bearing down upon them out of the fog moments before the iceberg tore a gaping hole in the hull.

The writhing tendrils of greenish mist held that same pungent, nauseating odour we had encountered before, but this time there was a new foetor added to it which none of us recognised. Certainly there was a hint of something associated with the sea, or rottenness and decay; but also a more dominant smell, curiously animal-like, which struck at our nostrils and throats as we leaned forward over the rail, fingers clenched tightly around the cold metal.

Behind me, I heard the sounds of men manning the big guns and the unmistakable clatter of footsteps running up one of the ladders. A couple of seconds later, the powerful searchlight mounted near the bridge came on, spearing into the dimness ahead of us. Yet brilliant as it was, it seemed to penetrate that fog for only a few yards, giving no hint of what lay beyond. How long we edged forward through that loathsome cloud, the engines running at minimum revolutions, it was impossible to estimate accurately. Then gradually it thinned, although this was apparent only from the penetration of the searchlight beam into that foul turbidity and a lessening of the putrid stench in our nostrils.

“Everyone keep their eyes open!” Captain Daniels yelled. “The sonar is picking up something big rising from the seabed about five kilometres due south.” A few moments later, I heard him call to Professor Eldon to go to the bridge. Scarcely had he gone than Yuvali clutched my arm tightly, pointing through the shredding fog. Dimly I was able to discern a curious churning in the water, and within moments the sea around the ship commenced to froth and bubble as if stirred vigorously from below. The vessel lurched sharply to starboard, and we were forced to cling desperately to the rail as a huge wave rushed down on us without warning, sweeping over the bow and drenching us to the skin. Gasping for breath, I hauled myself upright, gripping my companion as the surging onrush threatened to send him sliding helplessly along the deck.

In front of us the sea lifted in a curtain of steam and spray, and a thunderous hissing hammered at our ears as a gigantic convulsion tore the ocean apart. Something huge and black, irregular in outline, appeared within the spreading veil of cascading water, and even through the appalling din of nature gone berserk, I distinctly heard that mystic piping eructation that rose and fell hideously along a saw-edged scale. The revolting sound drifted across the heaving ocean, an echo from distant epochs, which sent an icy shiver brushing up and down my spine. What we were hearing was the fabulous latration of a sunken blasphemy of elder aeons that had no right to exist in a sane and orderly universe.

In spite of the suddenness of this monstrous event, we were in some small measure prepared for it, having received a warning from various quarters. Within moments the engine stopped, although the ship still rolled precariously as the outspreading waves struck us from all sides. Around us the darkness was now no longer absolute. Some light was provided by the leprous moonlight and the probing beam of the powerful searchlight. But the massive shape of the island emitted a radiance of its own, a porraceous glow which enabled us to pick out certain details even at a distance of some three miles. Scanning the scene through the binoculars, I was hardly surprised to find that the overall shape of the island fitted perfectly with the scene I had witnessed in my earlier dream. Great, irregularly-shaped boulders littered the viscid slopes, covered with ropy weeds and the carcasses of deep-water denizens caught in clefts by the gigantic upheaval. But these were, after all, normal, natural things. That which crowned the central peak was not, though what incalculable ages had passed since it was first formed, I could not guess.

Colossal beyond all imagining, composed of multi-angled blocks of black and grey stone, the accursed city was in ruins now. Much of it had been ravaged by water and quakes, which, though they had shaken it to its very foundations, had not destroyed it. Ramparts and forbidding black caverns were visible like eyeless sockets, and everything hinted at some utterly alien origin, for it was immediately clear that nothing resembling human hands and minds had constructed these buildings from an elder, eldritch age.

Gradually, as the violence of the boiling ocean subsided, it was decided to launch the boats as quickly as possible, place the explosives, and get away from this accursed place with all haste. The fear in all our minds at that moment was not that of being caught in the blast once the dynamite was detonated, but of what we knew lay below these blasphemous ruins, that against which even the destructive power of the high explosive would have no material effect.

Before we boarded the two small launches, Eldon impressed upon us all the necessity for speed and made one small alteration to his original plan, delegating me to keep watch beside the massive portal which loomed blackly in the cliffside near the base of the great stone building, while he supervised the laying of the dynamite.

While he had been talking, the crew had not been idle, carefully loading their wooden cases of explosive, together with the detonators and timing mechanism. This done, he moved towards the island through the choppy water, finally beaching on a muddy bank. Fortunately, the ooze was drying rapidly here and was sufficient to bear our weight as we clambered up the treacherous slope. Our shoes made horrible sucking sounds in the mud as we progressed upward, struggling to maintain our balance on the slippery surface. The ghastly green radiance, too, troubled me more than I cared to admit, being too reminiscent of that emitted by certain radioactive elements, and more than once, I wished we had thought of bringing a Geiger counter.

With Eldon in the lead, we toiled upward towards the looming monstrosity which was R’lyeh and all the while there was that brooding malevolence touching our taut nerves; the imminence of some unguessable catastrophe waiting to befall every one of us.

Signalling with one arm, Eldon motioned me towards a gaping portal that showed blackly some two hundred feet above us. Slipping and sliding awkwardly over massive pieces of masonry whose angles seemed peculiar in the extreme, I clawed my way upward. In retrospect, and recalling my dumbfounded dazedness at actually being present on this appalling survival from Earth’s youth, I can only wonder that I preserved some semblance of sanity.

Fragmentary recollections from my uncle’s narrative, wherein he had minutely described this impious place when it had first been erected billions of years ago, kept flashing through my mind. Many of the scattered stones were covered in the most horrendous hieroglyphs and carvings, some of which appeared to depict creatures so grotesque in their teratological outlines that I felt sure they could never have existed on this or any other known planet.

Ten minutes later, I succeeded in reaching the monstrous doorway that gaped yawningly between massive pillars, shattered in places where undersea quakes and other geological causes had shaken the blocks apart. Here the hideous abyss dropped precipitously into the bowels of the mountain and the air of impending menace was much stronger than before.

Below me, the others worked quickly and silently, placing sticks of dynamite strategically around the base of the opening. Towards the east the sky was now brightening, and I took advantage of the growing light to examine the monstrously weathered stones close to where I stood on watch. Even at that moment, with all of the evidence around me, it seemed impossible to accept that this great stone city had been built countless millions of years before the first cells of terrestrial life had formed in the primal oceans.

All reason and common sense was irrefutably called into question, for this gargantuan city of forgotten aeons contained other features, which obliterated any sane consolation in logic. The damnable titan blocks of which it was composed bore no relation to anything I had previously seen. What alien hands had chiselled them in such a bizarre fashion, I could not guess. There was no doubt that nothing short of the ultramontane massiveness and curious nature of these stones had kept this frightful thing in existence after such long aeons beneath the sea.

How many millions of years it had lain brooding in those fathomless deeps, waiting in the eternal night until the time was right and it might rise again, I had no way of knowing. In the midst of this hellish tangle of age-old evil there were no normal ideas for me to fall back on.

Yet in spite of the all-pervading air of menace which enveloped the island, there was something oddly hypnotic about R’lyeh; something which took hold of my senses so that when the oddly unmusical piping came again, it only partially penetrated my bemused mind. Only a sudden shout from Eldon jolted me out of that strange trance which had come upon me. Glancing up, I realised to my horror that I had become dangerously distracted. With an effort, I focused my gaze on the opening to the exclusion of everything else, gagging on the foul odour that came sighing up from that fuliginous pit.

It seemed ages that I stood there, shivering in spite of the humid heat, but it could only have been twenty or thirty seconds when I saw something moving fast down that abyssal shaft. A garish green glow appeared, a mist that curled upward, boiling up that archaic tunnel in twisting spirals, and with it came a sound, which was even more frightening and menacing than the shrill ululation that had preceded it. Although oddly muffled, it was unmistakably that of something vast and ponderous sliding and scraping over rock, thrusting its way up from those benighted depths. Accompanying it was a squelching, slobbering vociferation that sent me lunging back from that detestable opening, my shoes slipping on the foul muck underfoot.

At the top of my voice, I managed to yell an inarticulate warning, saw the professor lift his head. Gasping air into my lungs, I called: “There’s something coming!”

A cloud of charnel vapour oozed from the portal, making me choke uncontrollably. Through streaming eyes I saw Eldon wave frantically at me to come down, urging the men with him to make for the boats. Would to God I had fled in that moment and rushed headlong down the slope before I saw what I did see, before my mind was seared with the vision of something which will never let me rest easily again, nor look up into the starlit sky without shuddering!

But hesitate I did, for a single downward glance into that hideous pit which led down to those ungodly vaults where Cthulhu had lain dreaming while countless ages passed on Earth. Rising greasily up that monstrous shaft came an unbelievable nightmare in the form of a greenish-black, amorphous thing: a bloated shape from which grotesque tentacles emerged and then blended back in a mind-searing continuity. I had a vision of a gaping maw set beneath a glaring eye that stared redly at me from the darkness.

In that soul-destroying instant it was difficult to separate reality from imagination or to shake off the hypnotic compulsion to throw myself off the lip of that shaft, down into the Stygian tenebrosity from which Great Cthulhu was emerging. Perhaps I might have succumbed to that siren coercion had not Eldon reached me and dragged me back down the stony slope, yelling something unintelligible in my ear as he pulled me over gaping cracks and around upthrusting boulders which appeared without warning on all sides. Beneath our feet the ground was shaking violently, opening up huge vents from which scalding steam exploded in hissing jets.

Somehow, we gained the boats, tumbling on board and pushing off from that abhorrent shore while behind us rose that cacophonous whistling, shrieking to a wild crescendo. On the towering summit of the island, the weird green glow was clearly visible within the gaping portal, waxing brighter and even more menacing with every passing second.

The wreathing mist that had previously shrouded the area had now entirely dissipated and we could see everything with a blinding clarity. Squeezing through that shattered opening came a lash of thrashing tentacles, followed by a grossly distended body which seemed to alter its shape: sometimes long and sinuous, sometimes pyramidal, and at other times almost spherical.

Fortunately, the boats were now lightened without their cargo of explosives; otherwise, we may never have made it to the waiting ship standing a mile offshore. One by one, we clambered on board, crowding to the rail to watch the final enactment of the drama. By now that spawn of the dark stars had fully emerged from the opening, but before He could burst through entirely, the dynamite went off in a blinding flash. Through my binoculars, I saw huge chunks of rock flying in all directions, saw that monstrous being torn apart by the titanic blast that brought the topmost ruins down upon Him.

For several moments, a thick pall of smoke and dust hid the entire scene from our view. I believed that following all we had seen and experienced since leaving Campbell Island, we were prepared for anything; but what followed next was born out of sheer nightmare. While the massive, riven stones of R’lyeh continued to fall around that cursed island, the atoms and molecules which made up the earthly body of Cthulhu were reforming into their original shape!

“We’ve failed!” Eldon cried bitterly. “He’s free!” His features were set in grim lines in the faint light of the dawn, but he did not hesitate, giving the order to get as far as possible from the island. Within minutes, we were steaming away from that ill-omened place of elder blasphemy. The explosives had destroyed much of that ageless stone city, and the avalanche of boulders had all but obliterated that portal leading to those nether regions. But our efforts to destroy Him had failed utterly, confirming my earlier belief that something from those unknown, alien realms that exist beyond normal time and space could not be slain by mere mortal weapons. Perhaps I was wrong in watching that final act upon the island. God knows I should have turned away, or shut my eyes to blot out the horrific sight. But some insane compulsion forced me to stand there, by the ship’s rail, with Eldon beside me, keeping the binoculars focused on the island.

The thing which squatted there now towered high above the grotesque central peak: a ghastly caricature of a living terrestrial creature, part-octopoid, part batrachian—the hideous reality behind the dreams of those cults which had existed from pre-human times, those worshippers whose waiting was now over and whose aeon-long call had finally been answered.

Cthulhu was awake and eager for vengeance against Those who had sealed Him within that stone tomb since the time when the Earth was young. I saw the single glaring eye that watched our futile attempt to escape, heard the shrill whistling that roared across the water as Great Cthulhu bellowed his wrath after us. What happened next is etched indelibly upon my memory in a sequence of surreal events, which occurred so swiftly I could scarcely take them in.

Above the island, the heavens churned violently as a dense nigrescence formed, a funnel shape that hovered over R’lyeh like a portent of doom. Vivid blue lightning flashes arced upward from the vast stone citadel, striking deep into the swirling vortex. Moments later, a titanic bolt of force struck our vessel and everything exploded around me.

I have a vague recollection of seeing the mountainous form of Cthulhu, huge and tentacled, rising toward the cloud; of the jagged peak sinking out of sight beneath the violently-churning ocean, before the blackness of merciful oblivion blotted out the scene completely.


CHAPTER FIVE

My return to consciousness was a slow and painful process. On first opening my eyes, I perceived I was in a dim place, white-walled, the only illumination coming from a small blue bulb set close against the ceiling. Only gradually did I realise I was lying in a hospital bed, evidently in a private ward, for there were no other patients in the room. Something had happened to me, but I could remember nothing except nightmarish visions of some monstrous black island and something incredibly huge and hideous, which had materialised from a gaping orifice set amid titan blocks in a ruined city.

Other shapeless and intangible thoughts entered my mind as I lay staring at the ceiling, and the only logical explanation I could come up with to explain them was that I had had some kind of fever which caused me to hallucinate or they were the product of some drug I had been given. Certainly, such baleful notions could not be based upon fact.

I must have fallen asleep at that point for when I became aware of my surroundings again, bright sunlight was streaming into the room, and a nurse was standing beside the bed, looking down at me. This time I seemed capable of thinking a little more clearly and coherently.

“Where am I?” I asked hoarsely. My throat felt dry and sore.

“You’re in the Melbourne City Hospital, Doctor Trevelyan. Now just lie still and remain quiet. You’ve been very ill.”

“At least can you tell me how I got here and how long it’s been,” I persisted.

“Very well.” After checking my pulse, she replied, “You were picked up near Ponape two weeks ago, more dead than alive. You’ve had a particularly nasty fever and can count yourself lucky you’re still alive.”

“And my friends—the others who were with me?”

“I’m afraid I know nothing about anyone else. Now just lie still and rest. Sleep is the best cure for you now.”

Before I could ask any of the thousand burning questions in my mind she had turned and left the room, closing the door quietly behind her.

Sinking back onto the pillows, I tried to think logically. Had it all been the effects of some drug, or a fever-induced nightmare? If so, it had all been incredibly detailed. The voyage to the island, the Deep Ones, the shoggoth, and finally that huge abomination, which had squeezed its way through that gaping orifice and then vanished into the cloud of ebon darkness just before destroying our vessel. And what of Eldon, Yuvali, Kolwieski and the others? Had they been picked up and taken to some other hospital—or were they all dead, their bodies lying on the ocean floor close to R’lyeh?

With a sudden mental jolt, I realised I was already beginning to believe all that had happened. And, more frightening still, if it were true, then at last, after billions of years, Cthulhu was free. And not only Cthulhu, but the other Old Ones for I could no longer cling to the hope that my uncle and Professor McKinrick had been successful in their attempt to isolate Cthugha on distant Yuggoth. Furthermore, if Professor Eldon had been correct, terrible Azathoth was stirring at the centre of the galaxy, destroying entire suns and planets on an ever-increasing scale!

In an attempt to temporarily take my mind off these terrifying thoughts, I examined the room in minute detail. Somehow the mundane trivia was necessary. From the fact that it was clearly a private room, I guessed that someone had arranged for me to be there, rather than in the general ward. Yet who? As far as I was aware, no one in the observatory in England was cognizant of my whereabouts, and if all of my companions had perished it was doubtful if the Organisation to which they belonged had gone to all the trouble and expense unless they believed I was in possession of important information of great value to them.

A tube was attached to my arm and it was evident I was being fed intravenously, but apart from that there appeared to be little physically wrong with me. Feeling gently with my right hand, I soon decided I had no broken bones and, apart from a persistent dull ache behind my eyes, I felt little pain.

Desperately I tried to recall any details since that titanic bolt of energy had hit the ship, pitching me into the ocean. It scarcely seemed possible that the radio operator had had sufficient time to send out a distress signal, although our approximate position was known. As far as I could remember, there had been no other vessels in the area at the time, nor were we sailing anywhere near the normal trading routes. Yet it was abundantly clear I could not have survived for long in the water, and I had no recollection of being in one of the boats that might somehow have survived the destruction.

I must have slept again for some considerable time, for when I woke the drip had been removed from my arm and it was early morning. Strangely, although I must have slept for several hours, I felt little refreshed. There had been dreams: plunging through illimitable abysses of weirdly glowing dust and gas in which newborn stars struggled to form from the midst of chaos, finally entering a region of utter blackness which, in spite of its appearance of emptiness, was by no means vacant.

Something darker even than the surrounding tenebrosity lurked in the centre, unspeakably menacing and horrible, and raved with an insatiable hunger. I saw vast tendrils of blackness that reached out across unthinkable light years, snatching entire star systems and drawing them down into a gaping maw, devouring them in their entirety. I heard the screams of sundered worlds and planets which no man could hear and knew that I was looking upon Azathoth, now released from bondage like the other Old Ones, bent on an orgy of destruction as he railed at the Elder Gods who had bound Him for so long.

Everything I saw in that doomed region at the heart of the galaxy, around which the myriad stars of the spiral arms had whirled since they had first formed shortly after the universe had originated in the colossal explosion of the Big Bang, was so full of soul-shaking horror and indescribable menace, it would normally have jolted me awake. But on this occasion I slipped involuntarily into another nightmare in which I floated above a monstrous world, its dark surface littered with grotesque cities of stone, dominated by a bizarre ziggurat, which flickered with streaks of lambent flame.

That insane configuration of glowing metal alone was sufficient to tell me I was looking down upon dread Yuggoth, and no sooner had the confirmatory thought passed through my mind than I heard a voice calling my name, over and over again. Although there was a strange familiarity about it, I did not recognise the voice, yet the words were quite distinct: “Vincent! Vincent! Use the vrach and focus all of your mind on Yuggoth as you see it now! This is not merely a dream, and you must do exactly as I say. Hold the vrach and focus your mind...

“...on Yuggoth!” Even before the voice had finished speaking, I was wide awake, sitting bolt upright in the hospital bed, my trembling fingers clutching the sheets and the last of those words still ringing imperiously in my mind.

Almost simultaneously, the door opened and the nurse came in. “Ah, you’re awake, Doctor Trevelyan,” she said briskly. “I’ll bring in your breakfast, and there’s a visitor for you.”

“A visitor?” I asked, shaking my head a little in an attempt to rid it of the dregs of that nightmare. “Did he give a name?”

“No.” She frowned slightly. “But I gather it’s urgent he should speak to you. He’s been at the hospital several times while you were in that coma.”

After checking my pulse and temperature, she left, returning ten minutes later with a tray, which she placed on the bed, tucking the pillows carefully behind my shoulder so that I was able to sit comfortably while I ate.

“You can see your visitor once you’ve eaten all of that,” she said firmly, going out and closing the door behind her.

I did as I had been told, eating ravenously since this was the first real meal I had had in God alone knew how long. As I ate, I wondered who my visitor might be. Professor Eldon, Commander Glaston, perhaps no one who had been through those horrors in the Southern Pacific. There was of course the possibility that, in spite of all the precautions we had taken, the news had he got into the newspapers and this person was just a reporter, wanting as many details as possible.

A brooding sense of despondency settled over me. If I were the only survivor, the only one who remained to tell of the ghastly resurgence of Cthulhu from R’lyeh, who would believe my fantastic tale?

I waited impatiently for the nurse to return and remove the tray. Then, a few minutes after she had done so, the door opened again and my visitor came in. He was a tall, elderly gentleman, white-haired, with a neat goatee. I put his age somewhere in the mid-sixties.

Advancing to the bedside, he stood for a moment looking down at me appraisingly, then gave a brief nod, almost of approval at what he saw.

“I trust you’re feeling better after your ordeal, Doctor Trevelyan,” he said courteously, pulling up a chair.

“Much better, thank you,” I replied. “But you have me at a disadvantage. I’m afraid I don’t—”

“We have never met, but I know a great deal about you from your uncle.” The stranger gave a brief smile. “My name is John Stuart McKinrick.”

“Professor McKinrick!” I experienced a shock of disbelief. How could this be possible? “But the last time I heard you had—”

“Unaccountably disappeared from Charnwood House some two years ago.” My visitor gave a nod. “That is correct. Since that time, I have been out on the rim of the solar system, standing watch near Yuggoth for the coming of Cthugha.”

“When did you return?” I asked excitedly, still trying to force my chaotic thoughts into some form of order. McKinrick was certainly the last person I had expected to see. And if he had, by some means I could not guess, returned; then what of my uncle and the two Americans who had vanished, equally inexplicably, about the same time?

“I returned to Charnwood House three weeks ago,” he replied evenly. “It was then I learned from other members of the Organisation what you and your colleagues were attempting to do.” He paused reflectively for a moment, a strange glint in his eyes, then continued, “It was, of course, a foolhardy mission you embarked on, one that was doomed from the start. Explosives cannot harm Cthulhu. I doubt even a hydrogen bomb would do so. Certainly much of R’lyeh has been destroyed, but He is now released from the fetters the Elder Gods placed on Him, are also are His Brothers.”

Sitting straight up in bed, I asked, “Did you succeed in your efforts to imprison Cthugha on Yuggoth? What of my uncle and the others? And now that Cthulhu is free, is there anything we can do?”

Once again McKinrick gave a grim smile. “I can understand you’re impatient, Doctor Trevelyan. But let me answer one question at a time. As far as Cthugha is concerned, our efforts failed. We had hoped that the words of power from the Primal Seal of the Elder Gods would prove sufficiently potent to hold Him, but we were wrong. It would seem that during the long aeons They have been imprisoned, the Old Ones have grown stronger and far more cunning.”

“Then there is no way we can fight Them and hope to succeed,” I retorted.

McKinrick said nothing for a full two minutes, seemingly lost in his own thoughts. Then he countered my statement with the enigmatic reply that my uncle, during some strange communication with the Elder Gods, had been told that the salvation of the universe rested in our hands, in discovering ancient rites and rituals associated with the beginning of the Old Ones and using them to destroy Them. As for my uncle and the two Americans, they had been unable to escape from Yuggoth when Cthugha had materialised through that hideous gateway which the terrible denizens of Yuggoth had erected.

Somehow, the power of their Akkadian crystals had been negated, leaving them stranded there and McKinrick had only succeeded in returning to Earth by the skin of his teeth. Certainly, he added, they had all been fully aware of the risks they were taking by going there and pitting themselves against this monstrous cosmic evil.

I let him finish, than informed him of the strange dream I had had that night, of looking down upon that awful black planet and of the voice that had spoken with such urgency.

On hearing this, the professor became suddenly excited. “Perhaps there is still a chance!” He exclaimed animatedly. “That must have been your uncle’s voice you heard. The Akkadian crystals were no match for that Old One, but with the power of the vrach—” He broke off, turned his head to examine the room. “You still have it in your possession?”

For the first time, I realised I didn’t know where my clothes were, nor what had happened to that strange crystal. So much could have occurred since that titanic bolt had struck the ship that for all I knew the vrach could now be lying in the ooze at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean—or worse still—in the hands of those followers of the Old Ones, for Eldon had repeatedly warned me that these depraved people were everywhere and could certainly have known of our quest.

“The last I remember is having it in my jacket pocket when our ship was sunk,” I told him. “I’ve no recollection of being rescued and brought here, nor by whom.”

“I think I can answer those questions for you. You were picked up by one of our planes, which was dispatched to that area immediately we knew that R’lyeh had risen from the Deeps and Cthulhu was free. They found you and one of the crew drifting in one of the small boats. There was no sign of the ship nor, I regret to say, of any other survivors.”

“But how—?”

“How did anyone know so quickly?” McKinrick smiled wearily. “You forget that all members of the Organisation possess a telepathic means of communication. Professor Eldon managed to broadcast a worldwide warning the moment it happened. That is how I came to be here shortly after you were brought to the hospital. Naturally, I arranged for you to receive the very best treatment and also for you to be kept in isolation. You apparently talked quite a lot while you had that fever, and it was essential that whoever kept you under observation could be someone we could trust.”

“The nurse?”

“Exactly. Anna is one of us.”

“Then I would suggest the first thing to do is to ask where my clothing has been put and hope the vrach is still there,” I said. Reaching up, I pressed the button immediately above my head.

When Anna came, I asked for my clothing and specifically for all of the items that had been on my person when I had been brought to the hospital. If she felt any surprise at my request, she certainly did not show it and, at an affirmative nod from Professor McKinrick, she did as she was asked, placing the clothing over the end of the bed and laying out the various things which belonged to me on the small bedside table. With a sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach, I instantly realised the vrach was not among them.

“Are you quite certain that this is everything Doctor Trevelyan had on him when he was brought here?” McKinrick asked, glancing up at her. “There was nothing else?”

For an instant, there was a look of perplexity on her face, then it cleared. “Oh, there was one other thing. I’m not sure what it was. A rather large crystal. I thought it might be valuable, so I had it locked in the hospital safe.”

“Would you bring it, please?” McKinrick asked.

“Certainly.”

She returned five minutes later, carrying the vrach, which she placed carefully beside my other effects.

Waiting until she had gone, McKinrick said quietly, “You’re sure you recall all the details of your dream? Almost certainly it was your uncle attempting to contact you by the only means possible.”

Shuddering, I answered, “Believe me, it would be impossible to forget that nightmare. He asked me to use the vrach and focus my mind on Yuggoth. But is that possible?”

“Never underestimate the power of the human mind, my friend. Particularly when it’s used in conjunction with such a thing as this. Now you must do as he asked. I realise how difficult this may be for you, but you must concentrate all of your thoughts on what you saw in that dream. If it’s at all possible to save them, you have to try.”

“Very well.” I took the weirdly-shaped crystal from him and held it tightly in both hands, feeling its strange warmth against my palms. Closing my eyes, I attempted to visualise that awful black planet I had seen with my dreaming vision only an hour earlier.

Nothing happened.

“Keep trying, Vincent,” McKinrick urged sharply. “And open your eyes. Look deep into the crystal. Perhaps that is the only way.”

Doing as he said, I stared hard at the gleaming surface with its odd angles and the triple helix engraved upon the carmine exterior. Slowly at first, then increasingly more rapidly, the helical strands began to twist, and I felt my gaze being drawn inexorably into the gleaming depths. Incredibly, the crystal expanded until it filled my entire vision to the exclusion of all else. I experienced a sudden sense of toppling perspective. Initially, the pale sunlight striking through the nearby window was translated into a deep red, then purple and finally a blackness so deep that I seemed to be falling headlong into a bottomless well of midnight, dotted here and there with faint pinpricks of light.

Instantly, without any awareness of the transition, I was no longer on Earth, not in a dream but in reality. All around me lay empty space, sprinkled with stars, one more brilliant than the rest. This I knew intuitively was the Sun but far more distant than seen from Earth.

Then, drifting before my oddly-enhanced vision, I perceived hellish Yuggoth with the devilish flickering flame around that insanely-distorted ziggurat which I now knew to be the gateway through which monstrous Cthugha had come from that remote star close to Fomalhaut. Shuddering, I saw those horrific stone cities that sprawled across the lightless surface, the millions of crawling creatures that bore no resemblance to anything I could have ever conceived, and among them other shapes, more humanoid in their general contours but surrounded by flames.

Even as I struggled frantically to orientate myself, to assimilate all that I was seeing without screaming out loud, I sensed other presences close beside me. Unseen though they were, these did not bring any additional sense of fear, and when a voice sounded inside my head I recognised it immediately as being that in my dream.

My uncle’s voice!

“Thank God you received my message, Vincent! You’re our only hope of getting away from this place.”

“But how—?”

“Meld with the vrach as before, but this time think of where you are on Earth. Now hurry!”

The voice now held a note of desperate urgency and fear, and a moment later I saw the reason for it. There, rising above the black, serrated rim of the planet was a strange, flickering glow, which brightened rapidly. For an instant my numbed mind persisted in regarding it as the rising of some remote sun, but then reason asserted itself, for I knew that the Sun was too remote for that.

The glow bloated hugely into a hideous, definite being...a hell-creature of writhing flames that came striding over the surface of the planet towards me.

“What in God’s name—” I gasped, unable to tear my awestruck gaze away from that fearsome shape.

“Don’t look at Him!” The command rang stridently within my mind. “Just do as I say, Vincent. Think, man, think! Use your mind and let it blend with the crystal. If you don’t, we’re all lost!”

Somehow I forced my gaze from that miles-high monstrosity, staring down at the glowing crystal in my hands. Almost immediately, a strangely calming effect stole over me. Resolutely, I made myself imagine that small hospital room with its antiseptic-white walls and the tall figure of Professor McKinrick sitting beside the bed. In spite of my determination, the scene kept fading, slipping from my mind. An insane fear tightened the muscles of my throat. Finally, however, I felt myself falling once more towards the deep carmine depths of the vrach. Again there came that vertiginous drop with the helix spinning madly in front of my stultified vision.

There came a sense of whirling helplessly through a dark void, a blankness shot through with terrifying glimpses of planets spinning passed me as I hurtled Earthward, concentrating my entire being on the image I had formed in my mind. Then everything stopped with a shocking abruptness and sent me sprawling forward, unable to help myself. I dimly felt arms reach out to catch me before I hit the floor of the room that appeared in front of my aching eyes.

“You’re quite safe now, Vincent.” McKinrick’s voice reached me as if from a tremendous distance.

I felt myself being pushed back onto the bed where I sat, gasping air into my heaving lungs. Slowly, my vision cleared and I stared about the room, finding to my surprise that the professor and I were not the only occupants. Three men stood beside the window, smiling down at me. One I immediately recognised as my uncle; the other two were strangers.

“Dear Lord in Heaven!” I said shakily. “What is this thing?”

“You’ll learn more about the properties of the vrach, all in good time,” said my uncle. “Like the Akkadian crystals, it is a potent protection against the various minions of the Old Ones, and it enables the bearer to travel through both time and space. But it is infinitely more powerful than these stones.” He withdrew a small crystal, which hung around his neck on a silver chain. “These have little or no effect against the Old Ones Themselves, which is why the three of us were stranded on Yuggoth once Cthugha came. Had you not done as I telepathically asked, we would have been finished.”

“And that thing I saw...that was Cthugha?”

“None other,” put in the younger of the other two men, speaking with a cultured American accent. “As you may have guessed from your uncle’s manuscript I am Carver Ingram and this is Philip Mansell.”

“I think you owe me some kind of explanation,” I said. “As an astronomer, I know it’s impossible for anyone to live out there in the depths of space without suitable protection. And if the records are to be relied upon, you’ve been there for more than two years.”

McKinrick uttered a dry laugh. “There are still many things you do not know, Vincent. But just as the followers of the Great Cthulhu and the other Old Ones have their powers, so do we, powers indirectly received from the Elder Gods. At the moment you are unsure whether, during your recent experience with the vrach, you visited Yuggoth in your physical body, whether it was some incorporeal part of you, whether you remained here all the time, whether what you saw and heard was due simply to some hypnotic trance induced by the crystal.”

“And which was it?” I demanded.

Even though I knew from what had happened during that ill-fated voyage to R’lyeh that the vrach certainly possessed weird powers against the Deep Ones and shoggoths, I still hoped he could provide me with a sane, logical explanation for what had just happened. But he merely looked at me with an expression of patience and murmured softly, “Yes, you were there. You were no longer here in this room once you had melded completely with the crystal.”

Dumbfounded, I could only stare at him in shocked silence. Perhaps by then I should have been inured against such fantastic revelations. Then, a little shakily, I asked, “So what can we do now? There can be no doubt that Cthulhu and Cthugha know of us, of this Organisation of yours. If we represent any kind of threat to Them, is there any place on Earth we can be safe?”

“Very soon, I feel there will be no place on Earth where we will be safe. There is, however, one place where even the Old Ones cannot reach us.” He regarded me in contemplation for a long moment. “When the time comes, we must go to Glyu-Vho, the abode of the Elder Gods. But for the moment Cthulhu’s thoughts will be turned elsewhere, as will be Cthugha’s.”

“Elsewhere?” I asked.

“Aye.” He nodded solemnly. “You see, from the very beginning there’s been animosity among the Old Ones. The only time they were united was when they rebelled against the Elder Gods, and for that They paid the price, banishment to various stars and planets within the universe. But this antagonism still festers, and Cthulhu and Cthugha are mortal enemies. Cthulhu claims this region of the cosmos as His own. If Cthugha should seek to gain control from Yuggoth, then I think you can imagine what will happen.”

“Utter chaos,” interjected Mansell. “And with our planet at the centre of it.”

“Do you feel up to leaving the hospital, Vincent?” McKinrick asked, getting to his feet. “I realise much of this has come as a shock to you, but time is now of the essence, and if you feel well enough to travel, I’d like you to accompany us.”

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“England,” he answered. “Back to Charnwood House. If we are to have any hope of combating this cosmic evil, then there is much we have to do. But it will be dangerous. With Cthulhu and Cthugha now free, Their minions will undoubtedly follow us. They have no intention of allowing us to continue this fight. My return from Yuggoth and your use of the vrach to rescue our friends here will already have alerted them.”

Part of my mind, which still clung to everything that was sane and orderly in the world, urged me to refuse. I had seen for myself the ultimate horrors which had existed from such remote times as to be virtually inconceivable, had witnessed the awesome power They possessed, the almost certain deaths of Professor Eldon and those others who have sought out R’lyeh and failed in their attempt to seal it, and its wretched occupant, to the ocean floor. Yet something deep within me, engendered by the challenge of awesome vistas of time and space, unknown to the vast majority of mankind, kindled a desire to participate in the struggle against this age-old evil which had seeped down from the stars and alien dimensions at the dawn of the solar system.

“You haven’t answered my question,” McKinrick said quietly, fixing me with a piercing stare.

I tried to force evenness into my tone as I replied, “Of course I’ll come. As for my health, I’ve never felt better.”

“Excellent. Then I’ll arrange for you to leave. But let me once more impress upon you the dangers we face. Very soon, Cthulhu will unleash His rage against the Earth. We must be on our guard every second.”

*

It is seldom that the unvarying uniformity of the everyday world intrudes upon one’s consciousness until the very antithesis asserts itself in sudden sharp contradiction. The abrupt realisation that just beyond the rim of human knowledge lurks an incredible evil, nebulous yet very real, produces one of two reactions where the human mind is concerned. The first is to reject such knowledge instantly and relegate it to the realm of myth and superstition where it can do no material harm; the second is to accept it in its entirety in the belief that there must be a balance in the eternal struggle between good and evil. While the latter course is understandably more difficult, it was clearly the one that had been accepted by the members of this Organisation and that to which I had to learn to come to terms with.

Events now moved quickly. I was discharged from the hospital within the hour, although not without some argument with the doctor who recommended that I should remain there under observation for at least a further week. The plane awaiting us at the airport had evidently been chartered by the Organisation, for there were no other passengers on board and it was clearly not a scheduled flight. Again, I noticed that both pilots and the pretty young stewardess gave that peculiar Elder Sign on greeting us, but by now I had grown so accustomed to it that I no longer felt any surprise, merely curiosity as to how such an Organisation could have worldwide connections in almost every sphere of activity, yet remain so secret.

Taking our seats, we took off shortly before noon, climbing steadily until we were high above the clouds. Down below, I made out the blue waters of the Pacific. Whereas before I might have seen beauty in the scene, now I only experienced a shudder of nameless horror for I knew what lay far below in those dark, benighted depths.

While the others talked in low tones, I sat by the window, contemplating all that had happened and the even more appalling events that I knew were to come. I could not read the thoughts of Eldon and the others who had, as far as we knew, perished when that hideous, tentacled nightmare had emerged from long-aeoned captivity and disappeared into that ebon nebulosity which had hung over R’lyeh.

Presently my uncle left the others and crushed into the seat beside me, his face solemn. “I’m afraid all of this may seem unreal to you, Vincent,” he began quietly. “If it’s any comfort to you, I felt exactly the same when I accepted the professor’s offer to assist him in his research. I suppose that, in a way, our lines of work should have prepared us for something like this. An archaeologist accepts the fact that ancient races existed, and an astronomer believes that somewhere out there, in the galaxy, other intelligences also exist.”

“But nothing like this,” I argued.

“No, I agree. Unfortunately our minds are scientific; too coloured by our belief in physical laws, cause and effect, which are the cornerstones of science. To believe that there is more in the universe, alien dimensions where these laws do not apply, is not easy to accept. It means rejection of everything you’ve learned all your life, everything the human race has believed in since man began thinking rationally.”

“It isn’t easy,” I agreed, nodding.

“Easy? It’s damnably difficult to turn everything on its head like this, until you experience these horrors for yourself. Once we get back to Charnwood House, you’ll have to go through several of the most ancient tomes which McKinrick has collected over the years in order to get a proper background on everything.” He sat in contemplative silence for a while, staring down at the ocean, visible through gaps in the drifting clouds. Then, leaning back, he said, “We’ve no idea how long we have before Cthulhu launches His attack. But from that account I left you, you’ve probably read how I came into contact with the Elder Gods, or one of Them. Then I was told that our salvation lay in our own hands by gaining some secret knowledge from the beginning of this planet.”

“And did you?”

He shook his head. “Unfortunately things happened too quickly. Anyway we should let McKinrick decide how to proceed. He’s been in on this almost from the beginning and probably knows more of what is happening than anyone in the Organisation apart from its founder.”

“And who is that?”

“Was,” my uncle corrected, “although there is no concrete evidence that he’s dead. He disappeared under extremely odd circumstances in 1928. His name was Randolph Carter, a native of Boston, Massachusetts. According to the records he came of a long line of mystics. Some even claim that one or two of his ancestors were wizards, including one Edmund Carter who escaped from Salem just before Cotton Mather began his inquisition.”

“And no one knows what happened to him?”

My uncle shrugged. “There were vague rumours at the time. He communicated with a number of mystics all over the world, and there was some talk of a strangely-inscribed key and a parchment which had belonged to Edmund Carter of Arkham. It’s an established fact that he found the key and took it with him one day when he drove into the hills overlooking Arkham, for his car was found there where he had left it. But of him there was no sign. Two years earlier, he had written to several of his acquaintances, warning them of the imminent resurgence of the Old Ones, providing them with all the knowledge he had collected during his retirement in Boston. That was, in essence, how the nucleus of the Organisation was formed. Now it is the only thing which stands between mankind and ultimate chaos.”

During the remainder of our conversation he went on to speak of his own involvement in this affair, filling in many details which he had not written down in his manuscript: how the Akkadian crystals, and especially the vrach—which now reposed in my pocket—enabled one to travel through both space and time, to the furthermost nebulae at the beginning and end of the universe.

He told of what was written in the most ancient records, some of which were pre-human writings found in various parts of the world and which had been deciphered only recently and with great difficulty; of numerous races which had inhabited this planet from the time of its formation, particularly those hideous fungoid and insectoid denizens of Yuggoth who had apparently erected great cities of black stone in many places around our globe long before the first amphibians had crawled out of the primal oceans. Before long, my brain was reeling under an avalanche of fantastic facts and figures, many of which I would have instantly rejected as figments of an over-imaginative mind had I not witnessed the horrific reality for myself.

We touched down twice for refuelling during the long trip back to England, arriving in Heathrow almost thirty hours after leaving Melbourne. Here a hired car was waiting for us and, in spite of the fact that I had not seen him sleep once during the long flight, McKinrick took the wheel for the final leg of our journey to Tormount. It was still early morning, but once clear of the city traffic we made good time with the professor taking the minor country roads.

We were still some twenty miles from our destination when we came across shocking evidence that alien-caused destruction had already begun. Huge expanses of burnt vegetation blemished the once-green fields and woodlands on either side of the winding road; lightning-blasted trees showed in ever increasing numbers, and at one point McKinrick was forced to swerve off the road and drive through a fire-blackened hedge across an ashy field where a deep rift cut a zigzag across the normally smooth tar macadam.

For a while no this one spoke; then the professor muttered grimly, “I’m afraid this is just the beginning, my friends. Those creatures are abroad and, although we’re perfectly safe so long as Vincent carries the vrach, I won’t rest easy until we reach Charnwood House and are able to set up certain protections.”

The ominous tone in his voice sent a shiver through me. It suddenly occurred to me that whether this devastation was the work of the Deep Ones or the fabled Jinnee of which my uncle had spoken on the plane from Australia, there remained the distinct possibility that Charnwood House no longer stood, for these minions of the Old Ones must surely have recognised it as the focal point for which we would make. It was therefore with a deep sense of relief that we finally came within sight of Tormount. Although I had heard much of this place, even from a distance there seemed something odd about the village. The place seemed too quiet, outwardly deserted, as if...as if it were peopled by shadows. And there was a manifest watchfulness about it which I felt strongly as we drove along the solitary road through it, finally parking in front of the large double gates. My uncle got out and opened them and we drove along a wide red-gravel path towards the gaunt old house that stood alone, isolated from the rest of the village.

It looked exactly as my uncle had described it, with the tall Gothic towers and to one side the more modern domed structure, which was the observatory. Within minutes of drawing up in front of the sagging porch, we were inside, and it was not long before McKinrick had a roaring fire going in the hearth. Once the chill had gone from our cramped bodies, for the old house seemed unnaturally cold, the professor prepared a hasty meal from the provisions we had purchased on the way from London. We ate mostly in silence, seated around the huge oak table. All the while, I was aware of something strange about this house, something I felt certain had nothing to do with my imagination. There was a very real aura within the room that overpowered even the musty smell one normally associates with houses that have not been lived in for some considerable time. It was as if the house stood on some strange borderland between the normal rural scene outside and some other place incredibly remote.

Half an hour later we retired to the professor’s library. We had no definite plan of action. I still keenly felt the loss of my companions while McKinrick and the others were still labouring under the effects of their terrifying ordeal near Yuggoth. All of us were infected with the dread knowledge that, in spite of all our efforts, Cthulhu and Cthugha were now free to roam unhindered throughout space and time, that the invisible chains of the Elder Gods had finally been broken.

On the way down from London, the professor had bought several newspapers and, while he and the two Americans scoured these for news of any global catastrophes which we might ascribe to what we now termed ‘The Rage’, my uncle and I sought out the most ancient of the tomes on the shelves, delving through them for any hitherto overlooked information which might aid us in our battle. Given the realities we had all seen recently, obscure references might now make new sense.

From the shelf nearest the window, my uncle drew out a scroll of parchment, which he took to the small table. From the glance I had of it, I saw that it was written in faded Arabic, a language in which I knew him to be particularly fluent. Noticing my look of enquiry, he said grimly, “You may not recognise this, Vincent. Most authorities believe it to have been lost or destroyed centuries ago. No doubt you’ve heard of the Necronomicon which was translated by Olaus Wormius during the Middle Ages, then instantly suppressed by the Church.”

I nodded an affirmation. “Is that—?”

Tapping it gently with his forefinger, he said, “This is Al Azif, the original manuscript of Abdul Alhazred. This is the first chance I’ve had to go through it. If you would, I’d like you to transcribe some of the passages as I read them out.”

“Certainly.” Finding a pad, I sat opposite him as he carefully unrolled the brittle, yellowed parchment.

Over the next hour, I carefully wrote down what he translated. There were inevitable gaps where time had erased certain of the characters, and here it was necessary for him to put his own interpretation on the text. Most of the quotations related shudderingly to names with which I was already vaguely familiar, but there were others whom I presumed to be lesser deities in the Old Ones pantheon, about whom I knew nothing: Dagon, Mother Hydra, The Herd Which Abideth in the Outer Spheres, Uhu’giaggoth, ‘Umr-At-Tawil, who is the Dread Guide who waits outside those gates leading to the unknown infinities.

From the manner in which my uncle translated these passages, I got the impression they were of only secondary importance to him, that he was searching desperately for something more, although he gave no indication of what it might be. That it was of vital importance I did not doubt, but as time passed it seemed that it was either not written there, or had perhaps been removed by the author as being knowledge not fit to be placed in the hands of men.

“It has to be here somewhere,” he muttered finally in exasperation. “The Old Arab was so explicit regarding every one of the Old Ones, he must surely have given some hints of—” He broke off sharply with a satisfied exclamation. “I thought so. Write this down as I translate it, Vincent.”

Stumbling a little over unfamiliar characters and partially obliterated sections of script, my uncle read out the section he had discovered. It read:

Of the Elder Gods who dwell in Glyu-Vho close to the red star in the shoulder of Orion, only Nodens, Lord of the Great Abyss, is known to men. His servants are the night-gaunts...but let no man seek the aid of these mindless, faceless flyers of the night, for their realm is the dreaded Vale of Pnath which lies at Earth’s core, guarded by the Peaks of Throk and wherein live one of the Earth’s blasphemies, the dholes, whom no man has seen.

When the time comes, as there will be a time, when the Old Ones awake to rule the universe, seek ye first the knowledge of S’ngac which dwells far within the Void, for It alone can point the way by which one may reach these awesome depths wherein may be found Him who keeps eternal watch for Those who reside in Glyu-Vho.

“Just what does it all mean?” I asked, sitting back.

My uncle sat in silence for several moments. Then he rubbed his hands wearily across his eyes. “I must confess I’d hoped there would be more concerning Nodens. Unless the Elder Gods contact us, He is the only one about whom we have any information.”

“And S’ngac?” I queried.

“The Violet Gas,” he replied enigmatically. “Keeper of all knowledge in the universe. There are very few references to S’ngac. Reputedly, it can only be summoned by use of the Dh’al’aa Chant.”

“Then there’s your answer,” I told him. “Use this chant and—”

My uncle held up his hand to stop my flow of words. “Unfortunately, it isn’t as easy or as simple as that, Vincent. The Dh’al’aa Chant was written in one of the Hyperborean languages and has been lost for thousands of years. If we could even find some reference to it, we might have something to go on. But so far I’ve found nothing.” He waved an arm expressively to encompass the entire library. “Not one single citation in all of these volumes.”

At this point, Professor McKinrick came over. From the grim expression on his face, I guessed that the news they had been receiving was not good, and so it proved to be. Underwater tremors centred on the region where R’lyeh had sunk beneath the Pacific had sent devastating tsunamis surging northward, inundating the southern coast of Australia and New Zealand, some even extending as far north as the Philippines and New Guinea. A sequence of devastating tornadoes had struck along the eastern seaboard of America, causing widespread destruction and loss of life. Flash floods along the course of the Ganges had overwhelmed countless towns and villages, while abnormal melting of both polar ice caps had been reported within the past four days.

Great Britain too, had suffered, although to a much lesser extent, with numerous forest fires raging across the country, several of which were still out of control. Some of this devastation we had seen for ourselves during the drive from London, yet our view of it had given only the smallest hint of the full extent of the havoc. Naturally the newspapers put all of this down to highly unusual climatic conditions and global warming. Reports of strange phenomena, including the sighting of curious flickering shapes by countryfolk shortly before the outbreaks of fire, were dismissed as imaginative garrulity. To us, however, these news items were clear evidence that ‘The Rage’ had already begun in earnest. Equally disturbing was news of a somewhat different nature concerning mass suicides occurring at such widely separated places as China, Alaska and Peru, with literally thousands of people throwing themselves from clifftops into the sea with what was to become known as the Lemming Syndrome.


CHAPTER SIX

Not being a member of the Carter Organisation, I took little actual part in the elaborate preparations, which the others carried out that afternoon. For a while I watched them with a deep interest as Professor McKinrick and Mansell made a complete round of the house, checking all the doors and windows and any other mode of entry, no matter how small. Over each, Mansell placed a small wad of curious putty-like substance, while the professor, using an odd ring, impressed upon it a strange design.

“That should suffice to provide us with some protection,” he said when they had finished. “None of the followers of the Old Ones dare pass that sign.”

“You’re expecting an attack against the house?” I asked.

“It’s a possibility we can’t afford to overlook,” he agreed. “But somehow I believe that any assault that they make against us will be more subtle than attempting to storm Charnwood House.” He stopped suddenly, his head cocked a little to one side, regarding me strangely, as if seeing me for the first time. “It has just occurred to me, Vincent. Stupidly, I’ve overlooked the fact that you’re an astronomer of some note. Since you are clearly unversed in the measures we’re talking, I believe there is another way in which you can help.”

“Anything,” I said eagerly. “So far, I appear to have been pretty useless.”

“Then may I suggest you get some sleep.”

I stared at him in amazement. Was he, perhaps, hoping that I might have another of those oddly disturbing dreams which had assailed me in the past and gain some new information from it?

Before I could speak he went on, “You probably know I have an observatory here, equipped with quite a powerful telescope. Tonight, if the weather conditions are right, I want you to make some observations for me.”

“Anything in particular?” I asked.

Gravely, he said, “I think we all recognise now that not only Cthulhu and Cthugha are free, but also every one of the Old Ones. We are in the unfortunate position that we don’t know where, or when, they might strike against Earth. Personally, I’m sure that the major threat will come from Cthulhu who has always regarded the solar system and this region of the cosmos in particular as His domain. But we would be making a fatal mistake if we disregard the Others. I want you to keep a watch on Azathoth. Professor Eldon was first to warn us of that menace at the centre of the galaxy.”

“But that’s all of thirty thousand light years away,” I dissented. “Whatever Azathoth is, He surely can’t affect us, out here in the spiral arm, all that distance away.”

McKinrick shook his head. “That’s a highly dangerous assumption to make. The Old Ones aren’t bound by the strictures of time and space as we are. Whatever alien dimension They came from, Their laws are far different from ours. Just take my word for it, my boy. We’ll soon know if I’m right or wrong.”

“Alright. But it won’t be easy with the equipment you have here,” I answered dubiously. “Those astronomers whose papers alerted Professor Eldon were using very sophisticated infrared telescopes. There are tremendous dust clouds in the vicinity of the galactic centre which absorb most of the visible light.”

McKinrick did not appear to be unduly perturbed by the note of pessimism in my voice. “I’m aware of the difficulties, Vincent. Nonetheless, this is the work for which you’re best fitted. If there are any visible signs in the star clouds of Sagittarius, I’m sure you’re the best man here to detect them.”

I could see there was no point in arguing with him. After all, he had been the first to spot these curious light variations in that faint star near Fomalhaut in which Cthugha had been imprisoned and had also, by some strange intuitive process, known about that dreadful black planet which revolved in its solitary orbit about it, that which had been the primal Yuggoth from which those creatures had fled aeons before.

Going upstairs, I entered the small room that had been allotted to me on our arrival and, throwing myself on the bed, tried to relax. Although I had had only brief snatches of sleep during the long flight from Australia, I did not feel tired. There were so many things whirling inside my mind that my head was reeling under the mental impact of it all.

I had, of course, accepted the fundamental truth behind all of the old myths and legends, for I had witnessed the horrifying reality with my own eyes. Yet it was incredibly difficult to assimilate the remote ages of time and, to a lesser degree, the vast distances within the cosmos, to which these beings related.

Staring at the ceiling, I strove to correlate all of this new, and almost incomprehensible information, which I had gained over the past few weeks. Anyone of my colleagues at the observatory would have had no hesitation in declaring me insane to believe such things and if Professor Eldon had died when the ship had been destroyed, I knew that a sane and logical explanation for his demise would have been thought up for the benefit of his family and colleagues.

From somewhere downstairs, I heard the chimes of the old grandfather clock in the hallway and felt thankful for the sheer normalcy of that sound. Somehow it seemed out of place in the strange old house with its aura of remote dimensions, brooding dread, and isolation. More than ever, since McKinrick and Mansell had sealed every opening, I had the unshakeable impression that if I were to get up and look out of the window, I would see absolutely nothing; that by some odd force, we were completely cut off from the rest of the world, suspended in some intergalactic void and surrounded by indescribable beings of such potent malignancy that went beyond all human comprehension.

At some time I must have fallen asleep in spite of the chaotic jumble of ideas running through my mind. Like my uncle before me I dreamed, and the dream ended with that titanic battle among the stars. Yet before that horror entered my nightmare, I found myself rushing swiftly through a lightless abyss of palpable blackness.

Then, slowly, objects appeared, seemingly forming—or emerging—from nothingness. Yet these were not, as I had expected, stars and nebulae, but unimaginably vast columns of light that took on shape and purposeful motion. I could not estimate the number, for they were in constant motion, sometimes dwindling to mere specks and at others approaching so that they filled my entire dreaming vision. I saw them sweep in convoluted spirals, apparently at random, although there was clearly some degree of intelligence at work here, which was far beyond my understanding.

Everything I witnessed spoke of indescribable energies at work, yet it was only gradually as the drama unfolded, that I came to comprehend what was happening. From each of the whirling columns of light emerged long streamers, forming great whirlpools which coalesced into minute points of light, and my dreaming mind recognised that I was seeing the birth of galaxies: spirals, ellipticals, irregulars, all strewn across the firmament.

By some strange instinct I knew that I was witnessing a time ages before the rebellion of the Old Ones, that I had been drifting through the empty void that had existed between the creation of the universe and the formation of the first galaxies from the scattered atoms of the Big Bang. The alien energies of these primal intelligences had created everything that was now visible in our telescopes!

Slowly, the glittering shafts of light descended into the newborn galaxies and, without any volition on my part, I found myself hurtling towards a multitude of stars in the spinning arm of one of the great spirals. White-hot globes exploded as supernovae swelled hugely as they rushed past me, and I plunged deeper into the great wheel of the galaxy while this vast sweep of creation dizzied my dreaming mind. I saw life forming and spawning on a thousand worlds, and then before I woke I witnessed that struggle between the rival factions of these Elder Beings, as Those who still retained Their original forms as pillars of light threw down Those Others whose outlines blurred and twisted into configurations of sheer horror.

I woke with Ingram shaking me by the shoulders. For several moments the mental impact of that dream remained so strong in my mind that I could only stare at him in silence.

Stepping back a little way, he said with a strange conviction, “You’ve had that same dream, haven’t you? We’ve all experienced it the first we slept in this place. McKinrick believes it has something to do with the meeting of old ley lines at this spot. No doubt, you’ve also felt there’s something odd about Charnwood House?”

I nodded, swinging my legs off the bed. Putting on my jacket, I followed him downstairs into the library. A hasty glance at my watch told me I had slept for the best part of six hours. Soon it would be dark and, although I had little idea what I might be looking for, I felt a curious excitement.

On telling the others of my weird dream, McKinrick said soberly, “It has happened to us all, Vincent, but your experience seems to have been far more detailed and extensive. We have all been spectators of that stupendous war, but you seem to have seen much more. You say you witnessed the creation of the galaxies shortly after the beginning of the universe? Perhaps you were given this information because of your astronomical background.”

“Yes, but it was nothing more than a dream,” I protested. “Surely you can’t accept it as fact.”

“On the contrary,” went on the professor smoothly, “it would be foolish to dismiss such fantastic dreams. The Old Ones, as you know, communicate with Their followers in dreams, have been doing this since the first race came to this planet from the stars. If They can do that, why shouldn’t the Elder Gods do the same?”

“Are you suggesting that this is Their way of telling us that They created the universe?” I said.

“Perhaps,” Mansell cut in. “Every religion you care to name has a myth concerning creation.”

“But these beings we’re dealing with no longer exist simply in myth,” McKinrick reminded him sharply. “Whether They were present before the Big Bang is debatable. But it’s not impossible. We know They don’t conform to our physical laws, that something like Yog-Sothoth is coterminous with all space and coexistent throughout all time. My own belief is that the Elder Gods originally existed in some higher plane than those we know...or are we so blind and arrogant as to believe that our own universe is the sum total of everything?”

“Then what is to prevent Them from returning to whatever dimension it was They came from? If what you say is true, why should They be content to remain in this infinitesimal space-time when They could be free to roam through all Infinity?” I knew I was asking questions which could never be answered.

Nonetheless, it appeared he had given these things a great deal of thought, for McKinrick replied almost at once, “I believe that when They created this four-dimensional universe They suddenly found Themselves trapped in it. They can no more escape from its bounds than we can. Unless—” He broke off as a fresh thought struck him. “Unless Their only means of escape will come when this universe ends.” He stared directly at me as he spoke, and there was a strange glint in his eyes that I had never seen before. “You know more about these things than I do, Vincent. But I understand there is a theory that at some time in the far distant future, the universe will reach a point where gravitational forces will equal the force of expansion due to the original explosion, and when that happens the configurations will be highly unstable and the universe will contract back to the conditions prevailing at the instant of its creation.”

“That’s concisely put, professor,” I agreed. “And essentially true. And you’re suggesting that when that happens and the universe has shrunk to a singularity, They can then escape into the Outer Infinities?”

“Exactly. But I’ll go even further. We know from the old texts that They’ve been in existence for countless aeons, almost certainly from the time when the universe was first formed. But They may not be eternal, no matter how long Their lifespans may be. Dear God! I’ve just realised what the ultimate horror may be—what the purpose of the Old Ones really is!” He glanced round at each of those in turn, his expression one of utter dismay. “Don’t you see? If They don’t live forever, They have to bring the universe to an end before They can possibly return to those Outer Realms! Perhaps that was what They were attempting to do when the Elder Gods prevented Them the last time. Now They’re free to try again!”

His words sent a thrill of nameless horror through us all. I, myself, instantly comprehended that not only the Earth and solar system, but the entire cosmos now stood on the brink of a bottomless abyss of unimaginable horror.

*

The awesome image was still uppermost in my mind an hour later as I accompanied McKinrick up to the observatory where he switched on the small generator, there being no electricity in the house, and flicked down a switch near the door, flooding the place with electric light. The domed structure was even larger than I had pictured it from the outside, and the reflecting telescope that stood on a modern equatorial stand was bigger than I had anticipated.

Resting one arm along the gleaming barrel, McKinrick said, “It would, of course, be far more useful if we had recourse to the instruments at the Cape Observatory but although I’ve had some correspondence with the Director there, that was years ago and I’m reluctant to ask him to make any further observations on my behalf. He was somewhat astonished at my last requests, and there might be some awkward questions to answer if I were to approach him again unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

“So what am I supposed to be looking for, professor? Visible changes in the Sagittarian star clouds?” I tried to keep the note of pessimism from my voice. “As I said before, any changes occurring at the galactic centre may only be apparent in the infrared region. Those vast dust clouds there will effectively blanket much of the visible spectrum.”

“I understand perfectly. Sooner or later there are going to be such changes, and I want to be the first to know. I recognise that the professional observatories, with their larger instruments, may be better equipped, but I have no doubt, should they find anything, they’ll cloak it with some mundane scientific theory and it could be months before such results are published.”

It was in my mind to ask whether anyone in the Organisation might be better placed to carry out this type of work, recalling that he had first been alerted to the presence of that terrible black planet on the rim of the solar system by information gained from a colleague working at the Lowell Observatory but forbore to do so, realising that he probably had good reasons for not bringing them into the problem at that time.

“If you should deem it necessary to make spectroscopic determinations,” he went on, “I have an excellent spectroscope and camera attachment. You’ll find them in the middle drawer of the desk.”

So saying, he left, closing the door quietly behind him. It was the work of minutes to familiarise myself with the various controls of the telescope and shutter mechanism. Before opening the shutter, I glanced up to satisfy myself that the curiously impress sign had been placed above it. As I switched off the main light, I noticed a small switch beside the first. As I pressed it, a faint red glow came from a small bulb just above the desk. Evidently McKinrick had thought of everything when he had the observatory built.

In a very short time I had the telescope aligned on Sagittarius, which, although quite low on the southern horizon, was nevertheless quite well placed for observation. The heavens were perfectly clear and, using a low-power eyepiece, I was able to trace out the line of the Milky Way where it passed through this large constellation. I had to admit that, despite the modest size of this instrument, the optics were of superb quality, each individual star standing out sharp and clear.

Perhaps it was this clarity which brought home the full horror of the situation so profoundly as I slowly swept the field of view over the region where I knew the galactic centre to lie for, unless all of our assumptions and ideas were at fault, out there, hidden by multitudes of stars and lanes of dust, lay one of the greatest abominations ever conceived. Not so long before, I would have viewed the scene with a sense of wonder, but now I could not repress a shudder that went far deeper than any normal fear.

I could only dimly visualise the effect upon the structure of the galaxy of that monstrous being devouring entire suns at a prodigious rate. Even the knowledge that our own system lay far from the centre brought little comfort. I had already discovered that where the Old Ones were concerned, and Azathoth was acknowledged as the greatest of Them all, normal laws did not apply. If what my uncle had written had been correct in every detail, Cthugha had traversed the interstellar space between Fomalhaut and Yuggoth far in excess of the speed of light!

Fragments of my dream kept intruding into my thoughts as I sought for something abnormal among those glittering points of light. In particular, one persistent image tormented me. Before Their rebellion the Old Ones had been as one with the Elder Gods and had been instrumental in forming the galaxy out of the primal chaos. That being so, there was no reason to believe They could not now destroy them in the same manner. Unrestricted by any constraint imposed by time and space, the ravening imbroglio that was Azathoth could disrupt and swallow up the entire galaxy within a very short space of time.

With a leaden sense of foreboding, I left the telescope and crossed to the desk, finding the spectroscope in the middle drawer as McKinrick had said. I had already convinced myself that it would be useless to attempt to distinguish anything abnormal in that region purely by eye. First I would take a number of spectrograms followed by a series of photographs, intending to compare them with others taken at a later date. Since the brighter stars in the field of view were undoubtedly much closer than the region in which I was interested, I selected three areas where it was virtually impossible to distinguish individual stars even using the highest-power eyepiece available.

I was, of course, well acquainted with stellar spectra and recognised that each of the three spectrograms would be composite, made up of the integrated light of several hundred stars. In one corner of the observatory stood a small table equipped with developing trays and bottles of photographic solutions. Clearly, the professor had also been interested in stellar photography at some time.

It was a simple matter to develop the plates and, after allowing them to drip dry for several minutes, I carried them into the middle of the room to examine them closely under the bright electric light. It was then that a wave of nameless trepidation rolled over me. I had expected to see faint but normal images on the negatives: a narrow band crossed by the usual Fraunhöfer lines. And they were present. But on two of the spectra was a totally unknown line, much stronger than the others, and clearly indicative of some chemical element not known to present-day chemists!

If I had made this discovery under normal conditions, I should undoubtedly have been highly excited and elated but at that moment, staring up at the spectra, chemically etched in the photographic coating of the glass plates, with the brilliant electric light picking out every stark detail, it was all I could do to stop myself shaking violently. With the events of the past few weeks so deeply ingrained on my consciousness, I knew this to be a direct confirmation of all our worst fears.

Somehow I calmed myself sufficiently to think rationally. There was still much work to be done before the night was over. McKinrick had entrusted me with this task of determining as much as possible about what was happening at the galactic core, and I did not intend to fail him. It occurred to me that, by selecting certain small areas in the region of Sagittarius and by taking spectrograms of each, I might be able to ascertain the size of this horror that was engulfing every bit of matter at the heart of the galaxy. Since one of the three spectrograms I had already taken showed no indication of this unknown element, the region was probably not of great extent.

Over the next three hours, utilising a large-scale stellar map of the area, once again marvelling at how deeply McKinrick had gone into observational astronomy as an amateur, I worked as rapidly as possible. By five-thirty I had a total of sixteen spectrograms developed and ready for inspection. Of these, seven showed this peculiar spectral line strongly, two were borderline cases, while the remaining seven were normal.

I was on the point of pencilling in the exact positions of each observation on the map when the door opened and McKinrick came in, followed by Mansell. On hearing my results, the professor seemed pleased but unduly sober, enquiring whether it might be possible to tell unequivocally if this curious line in the spectra was due to some presently unknown element, or might it be due to some known element tremendously shifted towards the blue end of the spectrum, due to the Doppler Effect, indicating something approaching us at a tremendously high velocity.

“It could be either,” I conceded, “But since I’ve never seen such a strong line before, even in the infrared spectrum, my guess is that it’s the former.”

Once I had finished plotting the positions on the chart, I drew a small circle to encompass those points that showed this anomalous behaviour. Studying it closely, Mansell said. “If we assume the centre of the galaxy lies thirty thousand light years away, it should be relatively easy to determine this thing’s diameter.”

Indeed, it took only a few moments to work out the angular diameter and even McKinrick looked shocked as he stared at the figures. “Five hundred light years! You’re sure there’s no mistake?”

Checking our calculations, I shook my head. “Even a galactic black hole would never attain that diameter. And certainly no radiation would be emitted to give that line in the spectrum.”

“So there’s no mistake. That is Azathoth. And at this rate, it will be no time at all before the solar system is affected.” Grimness edged his tone as he continued, “Now we have this proof, it will be necessary for you to repeat these observations over the next few nights, providing weather conditions are suitable. It’s absolutely essential we should have some idea how fast this thing is growing.”

*

Over the next few days, it became increasingly obvious that on Earth ‘The Rage’ was continuing unabated. There were daily reports of high tidal waves, particularly along the Pacific rim and a massive earthquake, reaching nine on the Richter scale and centred in the Himalayas, resulted in avalanches which wiped out several small, isolated villages at the foot of the mountains. Along the Andes range, five volcanoes suddenly erupted, throwing smoke and ash miles into the atmosphere.

The mental onslaught, too, was getting worse. Mental institutions in many countries reported manic attacks by patients in unprecedented numbers. Since many of these reports were undeniably tinged with sensationalism, and strictly scientific explanations were invariably put forward for them, we relied primarily upon information gleaned by my companions from other members of the Organisation, utilising their peculiar telepathy. Much of this information had apparently been gained at first hand, often at great risk to those who obtained it.

On the eastern seaboard of America, Innsmouth was, as we had anticipated, the focal point for incursions by the Deep Ones. Something of a sinister nature was brewing in that decayed, old town. This was initially suggested by the cessation of the bus service from Arkham, which had stopped abruptly and no reason for its withdrawal was given. Furthermore all outsiders, including those who worked at the Marsh Refinery, were ordered to leave so that, to all intents and purposes, Innsmouth thus became isolated from the outside world. In spite of the obvious dangers, two members of the Organisation had succeeded in entering the town along the route of the old railway under cover of darkness, and their subsequent report, as relayed to me by the professor, was highly disturbing in its ramifications.

Hordes of abnormal swimmers had come ashore on five consecutive nights from Devil Reef, having risen from those terrible depths further out to sea where Y’ha-nthlei was reported to lie. Strange blue lights were observed behind wooden shutters on the topmost floors of the disintegrating buildings that belonged to the Marshes, Waites and other leading families who since old Obed Marsh’s time, had long ago founded The Esoteric Order of Dagon.

Further afield, in the immigrant quarter of Arkham itself, there had been panic-stricken riots among the superstitious Eastern Europeans. A tumult of Poles, Hungarians and Lithuanians had uttered wild claims of fire-demons flitting through the cobbled streets and narrow, twisting alleys. The concurrent outbreaks of arson that had threatened to destroy the entire quarter of the town were attributed by authorities to these self-same rioters.

Further strange reports had come in from Peru where an entire tribe of natives from deep within the rainforest had fled in panic, claiming that something white and polymorphous had risen from a hidden lake previously un-glimpsed by human eyes, a lake about which only vague and unplaced legends were whispered. The police reports contained a statement reputedly made by a Colonel Emilio Varez, who had led a small contingent of armed soldiers into the interior to investigate the truth behind these wild stories.

From the start, it was evident that Varez was not an imaginative man. As a soldier it was his duty simply to carry out orders and not to listen to ancient superstitions, or places his own interpretations upon them. The region they were entering was one seldom visited by outsiders, composed in the main of thickly-tangled jungle with no trails along the mountainous regions in which it was claimed were buried long forgotten pre-Mayan cities.

Of the twenty-three men comprising this small expeditionary force, only Varez and one other man returned two weeks later, and both were greatly changed. Indeed, Varez’s companion had completely lost the power of speech, and nothing corroborative could be got out of him by the authorities. Much of what Varez had to tell was put down to delusion and incipient madness.

In brief, he claimed that on the sixth day after setting out, they had arrived at a wide plateau in the foothills of a long mountain range, not marked on any of their maps, a huge central clearing where no vegetation of any kind grew. It was here they had come upon the sprawling ruins of what had once been a mighty metropolis. In Varez’s words, they bore a close resemblance to those of Machu Picchu with which he was well acquainted, but incredibly more ancient. The delineations of the massive stone blocks were strange, definitely heptagonal in shape, yet fitted together without mortar and giving a distinct impression of wrongness, for the angles were neither acute nor obtuse, giving a twisting effect to the vision when looked at too closely.

Among these ruins, however, there was an abundance of evidence to show that the place had been recently occupied although it was not possible to ascertain whether this was by those same Indians who had fled in such terror from somewhere in the region. What had immediately struck all of the men, the colonel included, however, was the tangible aura of brooding menace that pervaded the site. Varez described it as something far more than merely the sense of tremendous antiquity; rather it was a feeling of being under close scrutiny by something malignantly watching their every move. It was quite clear that the Indians had made this their home and had dwelt there for a considerable period of time and consequently, whatever it was producing this palpable and frightening sensation was of comparatively recent origin.

The natural fears of the men under Varez’s command were increased hundredfold by the discovery, deep within the ruins, of a huge temple, on the altar of which reposed a hideous image fully twelve feet high which towered above the men as they stared in awe-struck horror, for it clearly resembled nothing in their own cultural history which dated back more than fourteen centuries. As a confirmed Catholic, Varez himself considered it to be some pagan god worshipped by some pre-Columbian race. Consequently, the sight of it, grotesque as it was, had a lesser effect on him than on his men, all of whom were of native Indian stock.

The bloated torso had an odd shapelessness, while the head—if it could be described as such—was curiously cone-shaped but with a multitude of feelers, or antennae, protruding from it at all angles. Long, scaly arms were held forward in an attitude of snatching at some impending victim, and from the back spouted huge, membranous wings, outspread as if in the act of swooping forward.

To Varez, it became manifest that here something far older, and steeped in more ancient legends, than Machu Picchu was involved. Whoever had carved and worshipped this incredible monstrosity held to a religion totally unknown to him. Yet it was only an idol, its presence had almost certainly been known to whoever had occupied this place only a short while before, and there was no reason to suppose that it had been the cause of the panic which had so clearly infected those natives.

After scouring the region along the plateau, which extended for more than five miles along the foothills, and finding nothing to give any indication of anything out of the ordinary, the small party returned to the vicinity of the ruins for the night, leaving two men on watch. It was shortly after three o’clock in the morning, according to Varez’s testimony, that everyone was woken by hideous screams echoing through the night. But what sent all the men except himself and his single companion running blindly through the jungle at the base of the plateau where they disappeared without trace, was not the fact that the two sentries had disappeared but that the screams came from somewhere above them, fading horribly into the distance until they could no longer be heard!

The colonel’s companion babbled incoherently about something he saw silhouetted madly against the stars; a red-eyed amorphous thing with huge wings bearing two struggling figures in prehensile claws! After that, he never uttered a single word again. Although Varez saw nothing, he could not doubt the direction from which the screams had come nor that, in spite of his Catholic upbringing, there might be something more in this wilderness of fabled antiquity than mere myth and superstition.

There were other pieces of news, which were disseminated among all members of the Organisation, all of whom had now been alerted to the gravity and urgency of the situation. The alien races attendant upon great Cthulhu and the other Old Ones were also now awakening after billions of years of dreaming, and those hidden cults which from primordial times had been concealed from the rest of the world, biding their time until the stars are right, were emerging into the open now that their masters were free.

In a way, I was relieved that the telepathic ability, common to members of the Organisation had not been passed to me, as it had my uncle, for I felt certain my companions were keeping something back from me, possibly in the belief that the awareness of the full gravity and horror of the situation might interfere with the important work I carried out every night the sky was clear. Whether the others slept while I made my determinations in the observatory, I had no way of telling, nor did I inquire, being too engrossed in my own work.

By now, the data I obtained was providing additional information, which, though frightening in the extreme, excited my scientific curiosity almost to fever pitch. There could no longer be any doubt about my initial calculations nor that, whatever it was at the galactic core, it was expanding at a truly phenomenal rate. My mind reeled as I attempted to visualise the tens of thousands of suns that were being annihilated in that distant region.

A week after our return a letter arrived for the professor postmarked Cambridge. That it contained news of an important nature I gathered at once from his expression as he read it. I had just given him the results of my labours over the past few nights and consequently was the only one with him in the library. Without a word, he handed the note to me. It had evidently been scribbled in haste, and in places it was difficult to make out the untidy scrawl:

Dear John,

I trust that the information I have received from one of our mutual colleagues regarding your unexpected return is correct. I tried to telephone you on three occasions over the past five days, but either your phone has been disconnected during your prolonged absence, or other forces have been at work. Indeed, I cannot be sure that this letter will ever reach you.

Something terrible has happened...possibly you know more of this than I do. Hordes of Jinnee have been seen in this area, and they appear to be concentrating their attacks on me. So far, the protection I have has proved effective and, with luck, will remain so. Have no worries on my behalf, although I must confess I would feel a whole lot safer if I could, by some means, make the journey to Charnwood House where, no doubt, you still have the artefacts of the Elder Gods as protection.

I have put off my reason for writing to you until the last, for it is not easy to put into words, although I feel confident you may understand the full implications behind it. It concerns that damnable black rod which you discovered in Africa. Last time I told you of those hideous creatures I sensed had fashioned it, how they used it to cross space. You mentioned they came here from Yuggoth, aeons ago, when they built Yrrhh and their other cities on earth.

I tried to get further impressions from it a week ago. God knows what made me do it, and it was an experience I never want to go through again as long as I live. But I know more about it now, John, probably more than they want me to know. It’s the only one in existence, and it should have been taken back to Yuggoth ages ago! Without it they cannot return here and there’s something out there on the rim, something unutterably horrible which I thankfully only glimpsed briefly during the trance, which is ordering them to cross the void to Earth.

If you can possibly get to me before it’s too late, we may be able to thwart them. While it is true they cannot come to Earth without the aid of the rod, there are those here, if they can get their hands on it, that have the means of returning it to Yuggoth.

Ewart.

“We have to get him, and that alien rod, out of Cambridge and here as soon as possible,” the professor commented grimly. “I blame myself for not foreseeing this sooner. Kitson doesn’t have the powers we have to protect himself. He’s into this too deep and in terrible danger.”

“Then, if you wish, I’ll drive there and bring them both,” I volunteered.

McKinrick pondered my suggestion for several moments, pacing up and down the room, his hands clasped tightly behind his back. Finally he stopped beside the table. “In the circumstances, it may be the only course open to us. But I’m loathe to send you, Vincent. Unlike the rest of us, you know precious little of the real dangers. Certainly you’re the only one among us who’s seen Cthulhu and lived to tell the tale. But you know so little of the guises His minions and those of Cthugha have.”

Even as he made to put me off, I had already made up my mind what to do. “Don’t you see I am the only one who can be spared?” I said insistently. “Besides, I still have the vrach, which is surely the most potent protection against these creatures. As for work in the observatory, that’s almost finished.”

“Very well.” There was a note of undisguised reluctance still in his tone. “Are you sure you’re up to driving all that distance? You’ve been up most of the night at the telescope.”

“I’ll be alright after a couple of cups of black coffee,” I assured him. “Just give me the directions and I’ll leave at once.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

Leaving in the hired car twenty minutes later, I drove slowly through the village, noticing that now there were several of the locals on the narrow pavement and all of them eyed me with sullen and suspicious animosity. As I reached the edge of the village, two men suddenly darted into the middle of the road towards the car, their behaviour both determined and threatening. For an instant, my foot touched the break; then, just in time, I recalled McKinrick’s warning about the minions of the Old Ones. Transferring my foot to the accelerator, I drove straight forward, knowing instinctively that to stop would be fatal. Only at the last moment did the men jump aside, and I could swear that the car wing-mirror caught one of them as I hurtled past. Then I was out in open country, a glance in the mirror confirming that I was not being pursued.

The professor had traced out for me the safest route to follow, although it was by no means the shortest. I was to avoid all major roads and motorways if possible and stick to the country roads where there was sure to be much less traffic. Since I carried the vrach in my pocket, I had little to fear from any physical attack by the followers of the Old Ones, my main source of danger would be from obstacles caused by floods, earthquakes or fires.

Gradually the countryside through which I was passing assumed a wilder and more deserted aspect. I knew very little of this part of England and had always supposed it to be a region of scenic beauty. Yet now, with a sombre grey overcast hiding the sun, there seemed to be an air of hushed unreality in the way the domed hills crowded together on the skyline. The narrow road I was following rose and fell and twisted with an almost secretive sentience amid narrow valleys on whose slopes tiny farmhouses seemed to tuck themselves into concealed hollows as if not wishing to be seen. The intimacy and interrelation of the hills had a curiously oppressive effect upon me as I concentrated on watching for any hint of danger; their cloud-shrouded hill slopes seeming to hold some odd link with things long forgotten, but not absent. Overall, there was a sensation that they were still hoarding dark memories of times long before the invading armies of Imperial Rome had come to these shores, before the Druids had held their orgiastic rituals under a watching moon. All these weird impressions welled up in my mind and served only to heighten the air of tension and dread expectancy. The purpose of my excursion from the relative safety of Charnwood House, and the chilling abnormalities of the surrounding countryside made me shiver a little and I deliberately turned up the heating in the car even though the outside temperature was quite mild.

For the first hour nothing out of the ordinary occurred. The small villages through which I passed seemed deserted...or rather, abandoned. I noticed no one working in the fields, no other traffic on the road, and apart from the well-tuned purring of the car engine, no other sound broke the stillness. Signs of devastation were readily visible. Great swathes of fire-blackened grass stretched well beyond the charred hedgerows. Entire copses of birch and oak had been flattened, although it was impossible to say whether this had been caused by ground movement, or high-velocity gales.

But even more frightening than these actual sights was the dearth of any living creature. Since leaving Tormount I had seen no birds flying in the sky...and where were the cattle? Even in the villages there had been no dog or cat roaming the cobbled streets. Certainly this last fact could be explained by the curious sense that these animals possess to recognise the presence of something alien and abnormal.

I saw more evidence of life as I neared my destination in the late afternoon. Here everything appeared to be proceeding normally although there was evidence of extensive damage, all of which had undoubtedly been put down to extreme, but natural, causes. Here and there, in the small towns I passed through, whole buildings had collapsed, blocking streets and causing numerous diversions. As far as Cambridge itself was concerned, I could discern little for, acting upon McKinrick’s explicit instructions, I approached from the south, not entering the city.

After two wrong turnings, I eventually came within sight of Kitson’s large, rambling house, recognising it immediately by the high wire fence which surrounded it in its entirety. Here the devastation caused by fire was more extensive than elsewhere, and for some strange reason the sunlight which had broken through the clouds a little earlier seemed to have assumed an oddly pallid character here, as if it were struggling to penetrate some miasmic mist not visible to the eye.

The large gates were closed and I drove up and, getting out of the car, I stood uncertainly, pondering my next move, knowing that Kitson would be extremely suspicious of strangers driving up unannounced. Only a few seconds later, however, the front door opened and I saw the figure in the wheelchair framed in the opening.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

The weak sunlight glinted off something metallic in his right hand, and I guessed it was a revolver. Evidently Kitson was taking no chances with strangers.

“I am Doctor Trevelyan,” I called back. “Edmund Trevelyan’s nephew. I’ve driven up from Tormount to take you back to Charnwood House on Professor McKinrick’s instructions.”

Still unconvinced, he shouted back, “How do I know you’re who you say you are?”

For a moment, I wondered how I could provide him with any proof of my identity, then I remembered the vrach in my pocket. “I have something here which should satisfy you. If I might take it out of my pocket.”

I saw him hesitate, then his head moved in a slight nod. “Alright. But no tricks, mind. I won’t hesitate to shoot.”

Very slowly, I put my hand into my pocket and withdrew the crystal, holding it up. I saw at once that he recognised it, for he lowered the gun, then reached up with his other hand and pressed the button on the wall just inside the door. A few seconds later, the gates swung open and, getting back behind the wheel, I drove along the wide gravel drive, parking in front of the porch.

“Come inside, Doctor Trevelyan,” Kitson said with a new note of relief in his voice. “I apologise for your reception, but I can’t afford to take any chances, not with them around.”

He did not elaborate on who they were, but in view of what he had expressed in his letter, I could guess at their identity and understood his need to take the most extreme precautions.

Once inside, he waited while I closed the door, then he closed the gates and preceded me into the large front room where he motioned me to a chair, seating himself so that he faced me across the table.

“I must confess I wasn’t expecting the professor to act on my letter with such alacrity,” he remarked dryly.

“Judging from what you wrote, we gathered you’re in grave danger here,” I told him. “And by now, of course, you’re aware of what has happened.”

“The Old Ones are free.” He nodded, his lips twisted into a grim smile. “Even though I’m only on the periphery of these matters, as you might say, I know enough to realise the full enormity of the situation. I must admit it came as a tremendous relief to know that McKinrick and the others managed to return from Yuggoth even though they failed in their attempt to bind Cthugha there. And you—what has been your part in this terrible affair?”

Briefly, but trying not to omit any important details, I outlined all that had occurred, the astronomical discovery which had led to the detection of that ravening chaos at the galactic core, and my own recent observations; the ill-fated voyage to the South Pacific, the rising of that blasphemous black island from the ocean depths, the emergence of Cthulhu and my small part in the rescue of the three men stranded on Yuggoth.

Kitson listened in attentive silence, his expression growing graver and more alarmed by the second. When I had finished he leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “So it’s come at last. We’re right to fear Cthulhu and Cthugha...but Azathoth—” He broke off, staring straight ahead, deep in thought, then went on, “You’re an astronomer, I believe, Doctor Trevelyan. This effect you have described, what will be the consequences on the galaxy as a whole, and how long do we have before its effects begin to be felt here?” Before I could answer, he added quickly, “It seems to me that what you’re describing is something like these black holes I read a little about. Would I be right in thinking that?”

I shrugged my shoulders hopelessly. “Even though it is generally accepted that black holes exist, there’s still a lot we don’t know about them. Many of my colleagues believe there might be a black hole at the centre of virtually every galaxy. Some years ago, evidence was presented for the presence of one at the centre of our own. But if any reliance can be placed on my observations of the past few nights, whatever it is out there isn’t behaving as we would expect a normal black hole to behave.”

“In what way?” he asked quietly.

“Its sheer size for one thing, and the fact that it seems to be expanding with a velocity greater than light.”

“And you’re not mistaken in this?”

“Goddammit! Of course it’s possible I’m mistaken.” I realised I was speaking more loudly and harshly than I had intended. “I’m sorry. I’ve been up all night and what with the long drive and all that’s happened—”

“There’s no need to apologise. I quite understand.” He simply nodded, there being nothing much left to say. Pushing his wheelchair from the table, he moved towards a door on his right. “I’m forgetting my manners as a host. You must be famished. I’ll make us a bite to eat and then you must get some rest. We can talk more later.”

“But it’s important we should return to Charnwood House as soon as possible,” I protested.

“And we will,” he said reassuringly. “But right now you’re in no fit condition to drive back. Besides, having the vrach here will provide us with ample protection until tomorrow.”

There was no point in arguing with my host, and all of what he had said made sense. I was certainly in no fit physical shape to drive all the way back to Cornwall through the night. After finishing the delicious meal that Kitson prepared, I threw myself thankfully on the bed in the upstairs room. This time, my sleep was undisturbed by dreams and when I woke, although it was still dark, a glance at my watch told me it was almost five in the morning.

Going downstairs, I found Kitson already up, and I had the distinct impression that he had not slept at all. Even so, he appeared alert, almost ebullient. After asking if I had slept well, he questioned me further on recent events. Some of these he evidently knew of from the unknown correspondent who had informed him of McKinrick’s return, but others seemed new to him, particularly my own experiences. I gather that he had little practical knowledge of astronomy but, in spite of this, he seemed to understand much of what I said, sometimes asking probing questions about the methods I used to obtain information.

After we had eaten and the dishes had been cleared away, he went into a room at the back, returning a few moments later carrying something that he laid carefully on the table. It was a long ebon rod of some material that looked like stone that possessed such abnormal qualities that I found it impossible to guess at its true composition. Picking it up, I was surprised at its lightness. I had expected it to be heavy judging from its size. Almost six feet in length, it was smooth to the touch, but in the overhead light I was able to make out the curious indentations along its length between strangely rounded protuberances. The most amazing characteristic, however, was its profound blackness. Holding it, I felt as if I was gripping a length of frozen night between my hands.

“So this is the rod my uncle found in Africa?” I said hoarsely. “And there’s no doubt it came from Yuggoth?”

“That is the one thing we can be absolutely certain of.” Kitson nodded in affirmation.

As I recalled what had been written concerning that fabulous tower which lay entombed within the mountain, a slight shudder passed through me as I realised I was holding something fashioned aeons before by those terrible denizens who had come to Earth from the rim of the solar system, to build their ghastly titan cities of that all-enduring stone.

Placing it back on the table, I asked, “If that race died out on Earth all that time ago, why do you think this rod is important enough to these creatures that they are trying so desperately to get their hands on it?”

Patiently Kitson explained his strange faculty of sensing things by merely holding inanimate objects in his hands; how initially he had glimpsed events from billions of years before, when creatures from Yuggoth had used the rod to travel Sunward, seeking out a new planet to colonise. He had psychically sensed terrible things from other, more mundane, objects he had examined in this manner, but what he had learned from the rod was almost too much for a sane man to bear. His description of those beings and what he had seen with his trance-like vision defied all reason. For incalculable millennia there had been a constant traffic back and forth between Yuggoth and Earth. But then there had come dramatic changes in the terrestrial atmosphere which, while it had not wiped out their colonies on Earth in as drastic a fashion as had happened later with the dinosaurs, had resulted in their inability to breed here. The two-way traffic had diminished and then ceased altogether during the pre-Cambrian age, but for some reason the rod had remained on Earth when the last survivors died out.

I learned of his subsequent experiments with the rod, undertaken after McKinrick and the others had disappeared; how he had seen that terrible black planet orbiting in the void, beheld that monstrous intermeshing ziggurat at the planet’s north pole, witnessed in one soul-searing moment the emission of that fiery horror which was Cthugha, a whirling, ravening chaos of stellar fire. How he had retained his sanity at such a sight he could not tell being, unlike their members of the Organisation, so totally unprepared for such an experience.

God! It was a wonder that he managed to retain a shred of equanimity in that moment of supreme horror. After that, he had not attempted to use his powers with the rod until a couple of weeks ago. What had prompted him to do so, he did not reveal. But he had reluctantly repeated his earlier experiment. On this occasion, although he had been acutely aware of the presence of Cthugha somewhere in the region of that planet, he had seen nothing definite. In this instance, other senses had been affected. He had some difficulty in putting his thoughts into words, but from what he described I gather that he had somehow contacted the combined mind of that alien race; what he described as the ‘hive intellect’, a horrific blend of emotions which, although utterly alien to the human mind, he could only represent as terror and despair.

From all of this, the only conclusion that he could reach was that, willingly or unwillingly, these creatures were allies of Cthugha, possibly impelled by some compulsion beyond their ability to resist, to build that trans-dimensional gateway between the two stellar systems, but now, because of the loss of the rod, they were unable to move, en masse, to Earth in order to aid Cthugha in his conquest of what had, from time immemorial, been Cthulhu’s domain.

Professor McKinrick’s belief that there had been, and almost certainly still was, a deep animosity between these two Old Ones, in which the solar system was the central focus, seemed inevitable and imminent. Just what to think of these latest revelations was more than I could decide at that moment. Without doubt, the most immediate task was to get Kitson and his black rod back to Charnwood House as quickly as possible.

Even though Kitson had not said so, it occurred to me that, while those inhabitants of Yuggoth were unable to leave their accursed planet, the Jinnee, who also served Cthugha, were not so restricted in their action. Whatever the place of origin of these beings, they were present on Earth and were the ones most likely to attempt to retrieve this artefact we now guarded.

As we made preparations to leave, I realised I was not looking forward to this journey. On the way to Cambridge I had seen only the results of the Jinnee’s handiwork, but nothing of them. Without a shadow of doubt Kitson’s house would have been under close surveillance for some considerable time and, although his protected methods had been adequate so far, and we would be carrying the vrach with us, nonetheless it was with some trepidation that I helped him outside and into the back of the car. After placing the rod and his wheelchair in the trunk, we set out, not knowing what lay ahead of us.

Passing through the desecrated countryside south of Cambridge, my sense of foreboding increased though I could see nothing to account for it. I was not usually a nervous man, and I had encountered Great Cthulhu and somehow lived to tell it, but with that enigmatic black rod in the trunk, and with the dread knowledge that somewhere, possibly not very far away, those minions of Cthugha would be waiting to do their utmost to prevent us from arriving in Tormount, I felt more tense than I could previously remember. The sun had now risen and it promised to be a fine day in contrast to the previous one, but for some obscure reason there seemed to be shadows on the hills not cast by passing clouds, and before long I found myself wondering how long it would be before Cthugha’s minions would make an attempt against us, and from which direction it might come.

We spoke little during the first fifty miles or so, Kitson anxiously scanning the surrounding countryside for any first hint of danger and I concentrating on driving, for what had once been a perfectly even road, was now marked with deep potholes. The region through which we were passing was bleak. To our right a steep, rocky incline hung precariously over the narrow road, while on our left lay a region of dank moorland. More daunting still, there was a mist, white and leprous, which rolled down from the heights, thickening in places where the sunlight failed utterly to penetrate.

Some sixty yards ahead of us the road crossed a wide river, spanned by a broad stone bridge with high walls on either side. I had just noticed it as we rounded a sharply-angled bend when, without warning, the car lurched violently. For a split second, I thought we had run into a pothole, damaging the suspension, but then the vehicle tilted again, and this time I knew that the surface of the road was not to blame.

The ground itself was moving!

“God in Heaven! What’s happening?” Kitson yelled, grabbing at the back of the seat to prevent himself from toppling forward.

“Hang on!” I called back. “It’s some kind of quake! Scarcely had the words left my lips than several large boulders bounced down the steep hillside and bounded across the road directly in front of us. My initial reaction was to break, but to stop the car at that point would have been fatal. What prompted me to jam my foot hard on the accelerator instead, I shall never know. The car jumped forward, tyres screeching shrilly. Up ahead, through the curling mist, I had a horrifying glimpse of the bridge swaying. Within minutes, seconds perhaps, it would begin to break up, and there would be no chance of getting across the river. Gripping the wheel in a white-knuckled grasp, I shouted another warning to Kitson. Around us there were more ominous rumblings as further rocks came down the slope. In the rear-view mirror, I caught a fragmentary glimpse of an entire section of road buckling and lifting high into the air, falling back in ruin.

On the dashboard, the needle of the speedometer had already swept past the sixty mark, but then, as if directed by some intelligence determined not to be thwarted of its prey, the mist abruptly coagulated until it was completely opaque. We were totally enveloped in a nauseous greenness, so dense I was literally driving blind, unable even to see the front of the car bonnet. Was it my imagination, or some memory from the past, which made me think the fog had suddenly assumed a greenish colour like that which had heralded the approach of the shoggoth and, later, shrouded that black island in the Pacific?

All I could do was pray that my initial visual conception of the bridge and its position was accurate. Seconds later, with the ground still rocking madly beneath us, the end of the bridge loomed swiftly out of the all-enveloping fog. Turning the wheel slightly, I just succeed in getting the car onto it. Just in front of the windscreen, the mist swept past us and I thought it formed itself into tenuous, menacing shapes; ghostly tendrils which reached out for us, as if to thrust the car into the stone parapet. Even on the bridge the shuddering and shaking did not stop. Fortunately, the bridge was sufficiently wide to provide some leeway on either side, but even this small advantage would not help us if the earth tremors should shatter the stone arch before we were able to attain the other side.

Throwing all caution to the wind, I pressed my foot still harder on the accelerator, my fingers gripping the wheel so tightly there seemed scarcely any feeling in them. Desperately I strained to see details through the curtain of clinging greenish-grey.

Then, as if whatever malign intelligence responsible for this attempt on our lives intended to show us the futility of our endeavours to escape, the fog thinned abruptly. We were still only halfway over the bridge, but there, no more than twenty yards in front of us, the stone structure had shattered and collapsed. There was a gaping hole at least a dozen feet wide with the swiftly-flowing river directly beneath!

I had only a split second in which to make a decision that was to determine whether we lived or died. If I tried to brake, the chances were that we would be unable to stop in time at the speed we were travelling, and would plunge thirty feet or more into the swollen river. Gritting my teeth until the muscles of my jaw ached, I kept going. Ten seconds later the front wheel reached the edge of the gap and we were hurtling through the air. Thereafter, everything seemed to happen in slow motion. We were suspended above the foaming water with the far side of the gap approaching far too slowly for us to be able to make it safely. Dimly I was aware of my companion yelling something unintelligible from the rear as he, too, saw our danger.

For what seemed an eternity, but which could only have been five or six seconds, we were hanging in mid-air. Then, miraculously, we hit the other side with a jolt that jarred every bone in my body, our momentum carrying us onward. Momentarily the car threatened to go out of control, but somehow I succeeded in straightening up, easing my foot off the accelerator.

“God, that was a close thing,” Kitson muttered, letting his breath out in a loud gasp. “Evidently they’re going to do their damnedest to stop us getting to Tormount.”

Around us the fog was thinning appreciably, and the tumult of the heaving ground was diminishing. Clearly the effect had been localised, but I doubted if our enemies had given up. Any respite would be only temporary.

Within a few minutes, we drove out of the mist, and behind us it seemed to be dissipating slowly as if whatever it had been which had caused it, was withdrawing in frustration. With an effort, I forced myself to relax a little, breathing more normally. Although I had no direct proof, I felt certain that the followers of Cthulhu had been responsible for that attack on us; there had been no sign of the Jinnee, nor had any fire been used against us.

Still on the alert, we drove on for two hours without further incident, stopping only twice for fuel and a bite to eat. Then, shortly after we crossed the county border into Cornwall, Kitson drew my attention to a curious phenomenon in the sky ahead of us. I had been concentrating on the rolling countryside in its immediate vicinity, assuming that the first sign of any imminent danger would come from there.

Peering through the windscreen I noticed the peculiar cloud formation bursting swiftly from a point south of the zenith. Whether it was the sunlight being oddly refracted by dust in the atmosphere, it was difficult to ascertain, but I imagined there were iridescent flashes within the swirling mass. The impression was that of a swiftly descending cone which, in spite of its apparent tenuousness, produced an uncanny effect. Under other circumstances I might have regarded it as simply a strange optical phenomenon, but given our present situation, I considered it to be a portent of something evil.

“What can it be?” Kitson asked harshly. “Some kind of mirage?”

“I doubt it,” I replied grimly. “I reckon we’d better be prepared.”

Digging into my pocket, I took out the vrach and placed it carefully on the dashboard directly in front of me. As I did so, it seemed that the whirling cloud of vapour began to break up, almost as though whatever malignant force had produced and was directing it, had sensed the presence of the crystal. For a few seconds, the entire illusion dissolved into churning fragments that glittered weirdly. Then the entire mass spun viciously, descending swiftly until it reached the ground. Above it, the sky resumed its normal blue with the sun shining brightly.

I tried to keep my wits about me as the road ahead climbed steeply between densely wooded slopes. Here, unlike several other regions we had seen, the trees appeared undamaged, their branches covered with a thick green foliage. I knew that once we gained the top of the hill it would be possible to make out Tormount some five miles distant in the low valley beyond, and perhaps it was the knowledge that we were now very close to our destination which made me a little over-confident, certain in the belief that, whatever might happen, the vrach would prove sufficiently potent to foil any further attempt against us.

What I had not reckoned with, what I should have reckoned with, following that incident at the bridge, was that these followers of the Old Ones were fully aware that their only hope of destroying us before we reached Charnwood House, was to attack us indirectly. Two minutes later, we reached the crest of the hill with the thickly-populated pines crowding in on either side of the road, blocking out most of the sky. Only then did I realise that the diminution in the sunlight was not due entirely to the overhanging branches. Dense black smoke rolled in waves across the undulating countryside and with it, flickering malignantly in crazy patterns and gyrations, were darting columns of flame.

“Jinnee!” Kitson spoke the word with a sharp expulsion of breath.

In spite of the obvious precariousness of our situation, I forced evenness into my tone as I replied, “We should have expected this, I suppose. Even though those inhabitants of Yuggoth can’t travel through space without that rod, I doubt if those same restrictions hold as far as the Jinnee are concerned. If they can lay their hands on it, they’ll take it back to Yuggoth and then all hell will be let loose.”

Peering through the dusty windscreen, I sought desperately to determine the direction and extent of the carnage being wrought across the countryside by the Jinnee. So long as we had the vrach, they could make no direct assault against us, but if they succeeded in blocking our way by a wall of impenetrable flames or, worse still, encircling us, the crystal would prove of no help.

And there were so many of them.

Even from that distance it seemed that a vast multitude of dancing, living flames were streaking purposefully in all directions, igniting grass and foliage across a two-mile-wide swathe between us and Tormount. Stopping the car, I got out, taking the vrach with me, wishing I had thought to bring binoculars. The narrow green ribbon of the road fell and curved on the hillside before entering the broad valley. Halfway down the hill, the densely wooded regions on either side ended, and the country became more open with long stretches of bare moorland, utterly flat to the distant horizon except for the curiously humped elevation of Tor Mount, ringed on its truncated summit by a circle of standing stones about which many odd myths and macabre tales were whispered throughout the region.

It was at this point that I noticed a peculiar fact. At first, I thought it was simply that the Jinnee were concentrating their efforts on blocking the road and the stretch of open country lying between us and Tormount. Then I saw that none of the Jinnee approached close to that enigmatic hill brooding on the nearby skyline. The more I watched, the more convinced I became that, for some obscure reason, they deliberately shunned it as if some fearful aura hung about those ancient slopes which was abhorrent to them. If my guess was correct, that might provide our only means of escape. Getting back into the car, I related my observation to Kitson. “If we stay on the road, we don’t stand a chance,” I told him firmly. “They only have to swing around on the flanks and will be trapped completely. And there’s no way we can break through.”

“So what do you suggest?” he asked finally.

“Our only hope is to make it to the bottom of the hill, then swing across the moors and pray we can reach Tormount before they realise what we’re doing.”

He gave a brief nod of agreement although evidently still dubious. “Then let’s go. Anything will be better than staying here and being roasted alive. And whatever happens, we can’t allow that rod to fall into their hands.”

“It’s not going to be pleasant,” I warned him. “And from what I’ve been told, there are bogs there where we could vanish without trace.”

“Try it!” Kitson urged savagely.

Pushing the lever into gear, I sent the car shooting forward down the slope with Kitson clinging desperately to the rear seat. I knew it was going to be harder on him than on me, but then all thought of our own comfort vanished. My brain seemed to slip into gear, as the car had, and my hands fastened tightly around the wheel. The bottom of the hill came up to meet us and then, hauling mightily on the wheel, I pulled the car off the road, through a hedge, and onto the bare moorland.

At the edge of my vision the entire world seemed on fire, covered in the billowing oily smoke where even the damp vegetation had burst into flame under the assault of the rampaging Jinnee. I was acutely aware of them though I could not make them out individually, or clearly, as darting creatures, vaguely humanoid in outline, surrounded by fiery tongues of red and orange. As we bounced and jolted over the rough, uneven surface, it took all of my strength to keep the car in the direction I wanted. Several times I thought the suspension must surely snap as we hit upthrusting ridges, and all the time I scanned the ground ahead of us for any indication of a darker green which would tell of marshy ground, that would not only bring us to an abrupt halt but also drag us down into its muddy depths. We were now very close to the swiftly extending front of the conflagration. Sweat covered my body and dripped into my eyes, not all of it due to the rising temperature inside the car.

Had we driven slowly across this capricious ground, it would have been difficult enough, but keeping our speed in excess of sixty, it was a hundred times more dangerous. Just above my head, the rear-view mirror suddenly gleamed redly. Even without glancing at it directly, I knew that a stream of fire had been drawn across the moorland only a little distance behind us. There would be no way back now.

Regardless of the very real danger of driving headlong into a bog, I increased the pressure on the accelerator, gripping the wheel with one hand and dashing the sweat from my eyes with the other. The ground in front of us was still clear of Jinnee, although they were now on the remaining three sides of the car. Then, with an abruptness that was startling, the tires hit solid rock, throwing small chips of stone in all directions. The rough slope of Tor Mount loomed high above as I swung the car sharply to the right. I distinctly heard a shrieking wail of rage and frustration that made me shudder, in spite of the fact that it apparently confirm my supposition that these creatures dared not approach Tor Mount.

Details of the horrendous drive around the broad base of Tor Mount, of the car threatening to tilt over on its side, throwing us painfully against the doors, remain hazily in my mind. That we did, finally, succeeded in reaching Tormount and Charnwood House was nothing short of miraculous.


CHAPTER EIGHT

The events which followed my returned to Charnwood House were such that at times I feared for my own sanity and would undoubtedly have put them down to dreams or hypnotism were it not for the extraordinary vividness and detail of them and their shockingly warped logic which pervaded everything. As far as my memory allows, they began two days after that nightmare journey from Cambridge.

Once we arrived both Kitson and I slept for more than twelve hours, utterly exhausted by all that had happened. In spite of the impression I had that something big had transpired during our absence, the professor refused to answer any questions, insisting that I sleep, enforcing his command by giving us both powerful sedatives. Fully refreshed, I went downstairs late the next day to find everyone gathered in the library, including Kitson, sitting bolt upright in his wheelchair by the window.

McKinrick motioned me to the empty chair table. “I think you’d better sit down, Vincent,” he said quietly. “A lot of things have happened while you were away, but I’ll explain them as I go along.”

Wondering what was coming, I sat down and leaned back. Suddenly, the back of the chair felt hard and uncomfortable against my shoulders.

“You did well, Vincent.” McKinrick rubbed wearily at his forehead. “We’ve heard most of it from Ewart. That was quick thinking in both cases when you came under attack, particularly in recognising the odd aversion of the Jinnee to that hill yonder. It would seem that, unknown to us, some of the more recent gods have their powers.”

I knew that by the term ‘more recent’, he meant the old gods of humankind, even though they were infants compared with those we were fighting.

“But now we have to discuss more important matters. We have had a breakthrough, a big one. But as you’ll appreciate when I tell you what it is, we have to act fast. We’re all aware that only a few days ago, a massive earthquake hit the Himalayan range, causing widespread devastation. Fortunately, much of the major disturbance occurred in a thinly-populated region, and there was relatively little loss of life. The day you left, however, we received further information which, if substantiated, may provide us with a vital clue to a means of contacting Nodens.” Settling himself more comfortable in his chair, he went on, choosing his next words carefully. “As you can imagine, very little first-hand news has so far come out of the Himalayan region. There’s been tremendous destruction, and communications are bad at the best of times. But according to certain rumours a new peak has risen, not as high as the other mountains in that range, although it’s almost impossible to get any estimate of its height. Luckily, we have a contact there. His name is Vansing Lai and he believes something else was thrust up from the Earth when that mountain appeared.”

Kitson cocked an enquiring eyebrow and pushed himself forward a little in his chair. “And who exactly is this Vansing Lai?”

McKinrick gave a brief smile. “I suppose you’d call him a mystic. He’s spent much of his life in one of the monasteries on the northern Himalayan slopes. As for this object, a small party of monks stumbled across it when they were searching for survivors in one of the small villages. It appears to be a large slab of some strange metal, and the fact that it was clearly brought up from great depths by that gigantic upheaval indicates that it must be extremely old. Whatever it is, they regard it with fear.”

“Pre-human?” Kitson asked.

McKinrick stared down at his hands for several moments before replying. Watching him closely, I guessed that the others in the room had already been acquainted with this find and he was merely repeating it for Kitson and myself. “We think it’s certainly pre-human in origin.” He spoke very softly and it was as if an eerie whisper echoed around the walls of the room.

“And where is it now?” I asked. I could imagine that if this curious metal slab was as ancient as it appeared, it would be of some interest to the Organisation but I failed to grasp why it should be of such importance that it concerned us directly and, as the professor had intimated, was the focus of such immediate action.

“I understand it’s still where it was found,” McKinrick went on. “You understand that all the data we have at present is what Vansing Lai has been able to communicate. He has not seen this object for himself, but he knows exactly where it is. We’ve instructed him not to show any inordinate curiosity about it until we’re ready to move. All he knows, he’s gained from the Tibetan monks who found it. From the fact that there are strange inscriptions on it and the monks believe it to be something left long ago by the gods, his guess is that it’s a relic of either the Elder Gods or the Old Ones. Either way, we have to know.”

“Are you suggesting that some of us should travel all the way to the Himalayas to find this thing?” Kitson interrupted incredulously. “Good God, professor, that could take weeks, months.”

“On the contrary, it would take no time at all.”

“No time at all?” I said harshly. “But that’s impossible. I mean—”

“What you mean is that you’re still thinking the old way, Vincent,” McKinrick admonished gently. He gave another faint smile. “How long did it take you to reach Yuggoth using the vrach? Don’t forget it has the ability to transport the bearer anywhere, and anywhen, through space and time, virtually instantaneously.”

“Sorry. I had forgotten.”

“Don’t worry, it’s easily done. One can’t totally disregard the instincts and beliefs of centuries in a few weeks. But as I was saying, we have to get to that object, whatever it is, before anyone else. If it’s something which belonged to the Elder Gods, there’s a definite possibility it will be of help to us.”

My uncle broke in at this point. “What’s been decided, Vincent, is that you and I will visit that spot in the Himalayas to examine this thing for ourselves. Although he hasn’t come right out with it, the professor believes the inscription may contain the Dh’al’aa Chant.”

“Let’s just say I have a hunch about it,” McKinrick explained. “We know the Elder Gods won’t intervene directly in what’s happening. They must have forgotten the time would come when Their sigils would be broken and the Old Ones released.” He turned towards my uncle. “They even told you as much during that episode near Glyu-Vho. My own feeling is that They know everything that’s happening, and if we’re ever to contact the only one of Them on Earth we need that ritual. If I’m wrong, so be it. But if I’m right, you can also be sure there will be others who are determined to get their hands on it to prevent us from obtaining that vital information.”

“And if Cthulhu or Cthugha decide to intervene?” Kitson queried. His words were clipped, urgent.

“There’s a chance of that, of course,” the professor conceded. “That’s why we must use the vrach, and not the Akkadian crystals to get there. On Yuggoth, Cthugha’s power was more than enough to negate the crystals worn by our American friends here.”

“And when Cthulhu attacked me when I used the vrach to take me back in time to the formation of the solar system,” my uncle put in, “it was my own mental control which failed, not the vrach. I’m confident the Old Ones have little or no power against it.”

“Then when do we go?” I asked tautly. I had the feeling that these new events were leading me in a perilous direction, and the more I considered it, the more frightening it became. Horrifying pieces of some great cosmic puzzle was slotting themselves inevitably into place and the picture they made in my mind was not a pleasant one. For the first time, I recognised that we were all mere pawns in some vast game and, as such, we were utterly expendable. In spite of all we had learned, the dread arcane knowledge we had gleaned from the ancient texts and terrifying experiences, we knew virtually nothing of what plans and counter-plans were being enacted by these cosmic entities.

McKinrick had evidently made his decision. “There’s no time like the present,” he said resolutely. “You’ll need proper clothing, of course. Unlike the previous occasion when your uncle and I visited that island in the South Atlantic, more than a century in the past, you’ll be there now.”

“So we’ll experience everything exactly as it happens?” my uncle said.

“I’m afraid so. Fortunately, I still have suitable attire here from trips I made to the Antarctic more years ago than I care to remember. At least you will have ample protection from the weather.”

“Frankly, I think you’re putting too much faith in this hunch of yours, professor,” I told him, trying not to sound too harsh or pessimistic. “But nevertheless I’m willing to go.” I paused as a further thought struck me. The last time I used the vrach, I simply visualised that black planet somewhere on the edge of the solar system, but I could have been anywhere within two or three thousand miles of it when I got there. “How are we going to pinpoint our place of arrival to any degree of exactitude? We could end up anywhere along the entire Himalayan range.”

“Just leave me to worry about that,” McKinrick said confidently. “Now I suggest you make yourselves ready.”

*

Twenty minutes later, my uncle and I were suitably attired in heavy winter clothing, thick white parkas with fur-lined hoods which almost covered our faces when they were pulled up, stout climbing boots and woollen socks. Feeling somewhat incongruous, standing there in the warmth of the library, I took the pair of dark goggles which McKinrick handed to me as the final item of equipment.

“We don’t want you getting snow-blindness,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone.

I slipped them into one of the ample pockets of the parka before pulling on the gloves I had been given. Keeping my trepidation to myself, I asked, “Now just how are we going to do this? You said earlier we can pinpoint our destination exactly.”

McKinrick nodded an affirmation. “It’s really quite simple. Edmund will take the vrach and then establish a direct telepathic link with Vansing Lai. That should present no problem. Oh, and I also want you to take this.”

Going over to a small desk, he unlocked the drawer and came back with a Luger. After checking that the clip was fully loaded, he pushed on the safety catch and handed it to me. “Just in case you should run into any trouble. It’s a souvenir I picked up after the last war. I presume you know how to use it?”

I told him I had belonged to the pistol club at the university several years before but had not handled a weapon since.

“Don’t hesitate to use it if you have to, there’s no telling who—or what—may be after the same thing we are. Once there, you must use your own judgement as to whether it will be possible to transport that slab here. If not, be sure to make an accurate copy of the inscription.”

I nodded to indicate I understood, gave the vrach to my uncle and slipped the pistol into my pocket. Then, at a further instruction from the professor, I gripped my uncle’s left arm tightly, pulling the hood of the parka over my head.

Gripping the vrach tightly in his gloved fists, my uncle stared straight ahead through half-closed eyes. Beneath the fur-lined hood, his face was set in deep lines of concentration, and his gaze became fixed as if he were focusing on some point in the far distance. This time I did not look at the vrach, although I knew that if I had, that crazy triple helix would be spinning and twisting madly against the deep carmine depths.

For several moments nothing happened. I saw the familiar library with McKinrick standing a few feet away, his weather-beaten features set in an expression of grim expectancy. Behind him, near the window, were the two Americans, and near the table Kitson sat on the edge of his wheelchair, his face a study of mixed emotions.

The scene vanished as if it had been wiped clean from my vision by a cloth. There was a brief flash of utter blackness and then blinding light, so dazzling that I shut my eyes instinctively, screwing them up tightly.

“Relax, Vincent. We’re here.” My uncle’s calm, reassuring voice steadied me. Slowly I opened my eyes. I had forgotten to put on the dark glasses! Fumbling in my pocket, I found them and slipped them on, aware at the same time of a vicious, icily cold wind that plucked at my parka with numbing fingers.

Now that I could see again, I took some time to study our surroundings. Tall, snow-covered mountain peaks stretched away in all directions to a seemingly limitless horizon in a series of jagged, dizzying heights. A scree-littered slope led steeply from the ledge on which we stood and, for an instant, a sense of toppling perspective threatened to unbalanced me. But it was gone in a moment as I took a firm grip on my emotions. Then I noticed a short, stocky figure standing a couple of yards away. Like us, he was muffled up against the biting chill. From the Oriental features, I judged him to be a Tibetan.

“Vansing Lai?” my uncle asked, although the question was obviously superfluous.

The man inclined his head slowly. When he spoke, it was in perfect English. “There isn’t much time to be lost, my friends. There are others on the trail of this relic. Don’t ask me how they learned of it. Perhaps it was from some of the monks, perhaps they have other means we know nothing about.”

“Where is this object?” I asked.

In answer, Vansing Lai pointed a gloved hand along the slope. “About four kilometres in that direction. The way to it is treacherous, so you must follow me closely. I could not take the chance of waiting too close to the spot when you contacted me. The ground there is still highly unstable, and there have been further tremors during the past twelve hours. I may be wrong, but it’s my belief that these disturbances are being caused by Great Cthulhu, and if He suspects that, because of His actions, He has unearthed something relating to the Elder Gods, He may attempt to destroy it.”

“But is it possible for Him to destroy something belonging to the Elder Gods?” my uncle asked as we fell into step behind the Tibetan.

“Oh, He can’t destroy it literally. But it will be easy for Him to cause another quake and bury it for another billion years. And there is a further reason for haste. Not only He, but those who follow Him, will have been alerted by the use of the vrach. Believe me, there are many of them here, and my instincts tell me there will be converging on this area at this very moment.”

Vansing Lai’s words made me finger the pistol in my pocket nervously. I had no idea what to expect if any of these ‘followers’ should appear, nor if the weapon would have any effect on them.

Vansing Lai led us along a trail towards a narrow pass at the further end of the valley. Though he navigated it like a mountain goat, there were several places where it led along incredibly narrow ledges and gullies with the towering rock-surface on one side and a precipitous drop on the other. An added difficulty was the thinness of the air, which made breathing laborious. I reckoned we were several thousand feet above sea level and was grateful we were going down and not up.

Naturally my uncle and I studied with a special interest and a strange sense of awe everything around us. The vast grandeur of the mountains was breathtaking, yet in spite of this fantastic panoramic view we had of the loftiest peaks in the world reaching skyward towards a vast expanse of pale blue it was easy to imagine that it housed monstrous exaggerations of nature which at times, during that perilous descent, seemed disturbingly close. I had heard vague tales of the Yeti who were reputed to haunt the higher slopes of these peaks, of strange prints found by climbers in the snow and even sightings of these creatures. The fact that such beings were even mentioned in those abhorred texts in McKinrick’s library made me all the more nervous as I followed my two companions, still keeping one hand in my pocket where the reassuring weight of the Luger reposed.

An hour of scrambling down the rocky slope finally brought us to the end of the narrow valley, which was almost lost between the sky-rearing peaks. Here the densely packed snow was deeper than at the higher levels even though the scouring wind was fierce. At the bottom our guide indicated that we were to rest for ten minutes, and I sank gratefully onto an exposed ledge, my uncle sitting beside me while Vansing Lai remained standing, his keen eyes surveying the immediate region intently.

“How much further?” I asked.

“Another couple of kilometres.” The Tibetan pointed along the valley. “You can just make out the edge of that mountain from here. We’ve had little snow there for almost three weeks, which makes it stand out from the others.”

I followed the direction he was pointing. I could just make out the shoulder of a dark, igneous mass. The main bulk was hidden, but I judged the peaks to be some fifteen thousand feet high, and there was a suggestion of deep cracks extending outward from the base, running in a zigzag fashion across the valley floor.

“And where is the monastery from here?” my uncle inquired, shifting himself to his feet.

“Yonder.” Vansing Lai moved his arms slightly. “You can just make it out, high on the ledge.”

Through the dark glasses it was difficult to pick out details, and the first time I missed it completely. Forcing my gaze back slowly, I picked it out, perched dizzily against the great rockface. The monastery had been built of the same stone as the mountain and blended so perfectly with its background that it could easily have gone unnoticed had I not known where to look. That side of the valley now lay in shadow with the sun hidden behind the opposite peaks. Taking off the glasses, I squinted at it across a distance of more than a mile. It looked old, yet incredibly solid, more like a fortress, built to withstand the savage climatic rigours of these mountains. Thick walls jutted squarely from the solid rock, and I could just discern a gate facing across the valley, that...and something more!

The gate was open and small, dark figures had emerged and were moving purposefully down an unseen track, away from the monastery.

Vansing Lai had seen them too for he uttered a low, warnings whisper. “On your feet! We must hurry! Thankfully your clothing will provide an excellent camouflage against the snow, but follow me closely and keep behind the rocks wherever possible. Those monks seldom leave the confines of the monastery unless it is something extremely urgent.”

“You think they’re going for the same thing we are?” I asked harshly. Even talking was difficult in the thin air, and the vicious wind numbed my face, leaving it devoid of all feeling.

“That would be my guess.”

“But surely you don’t think that—”

“Here I trust no one. Not even the holy men of the mountains,” Vansing Lai hissed. “They have strange ways and customs. Some of them are believed to have met and talked with other creatures who inhabit these slopes; things which were here ages before the monasteries were built, before there were even men in these mountains.”

Bending low, he set off at a rapid pace, picking his way carefully over razor-edged boulders, plunging through waist-high drifts, thrusting the snow aside with his arms so that a narrow path was cleared for us in his wake. Floundering on the slippery surface beneath the snow, we followed as quickly as we could. Vansing Lai was smaller than either of us, and judging from his features, much older. Yet he obviously knew these mountains like the back of his hand and, in spite of the effort he expended clearing a path for us, he kept going, around the edge of the rockface, until we came in full view of the newly-formed mountain that reared above us.

Throwing a quick glance over my shoulder, I saw that the advancing figures—there seemed to be more than a score of them—were now less than a mile away, working their way swiftly down the mountainside where a narrow track wound up towards a high ledge where the monastery stood. There was a definite purpose in the way they advanced that made my spine tingle with a premonitory warning.

Vansing Lai picked his way across a patch of blue scree and then began climbing swiftly, moving more agilely than a man half his age. Something of his urgency touched both my uncle and myself as we clawed our way after him, feet slipping precariously. Hooking my gloved fingers around rough knobs and sharp pinnacles of rock, I brought up the rear as we edged slantwise up the slope.

Although the stony shelf we were traversing was some fifty feet above the floor of the valley, it did not form part of the mountain proper; it was merely a section of the valley that had been pushed up when this new peak had risen from below, thrust upward by some titanic folding of the subterranean strata. The massive rock wall of the mountain itself lay more than a quarter of a mile away, craggy and steep-sided, and from where I stood in the valley, it looked completely unscalable with neither a handhold or foothold in sight.

It was difficult to imagine the appalling violence that had accompanied this new geographical birth, although much evidence of it lay around. Boulders as big as houses lay scattered in all directions, and in places what appeared to be narrow lava streams were visible, cooled magma that made ugly blemishes in the snow.

More and more fissures opened up on the rough ground as we progressed. We cast apprehensive glances over our shoulders at the knot of figures who were now undoubtedly gaining on us. Even in our white clothing it was highly probable we had been seen, especially when we were forced to cross barren regions on which there was no snow. At these points we would surely stand out vividly against the darker background.

By the time we reached the foot of the mountain, its ponderous mass towering high above us, limned against the sky, my breath was rasping painfully in my throat, and my legs were leaden weights. Here the icy blast swept viciously along the valley, funnelling between the rising heights on either side, and its high-pitched whistle shrieked agonisingly in our ears.

Crouching down against a smooth rocky spur, Vansing Lai made an upward motion with his arm. “There!” He spoke loudly to make himself heard above the whining of the wind. “Just above that ledge.”

Squinting upward, I could just make out something different from the rock of the mountain. It was too regular, and its colour was different, and almost blinding white.

“How in God’s name are we supposed to reach it?” muttered my uncle hoarsely.

“We climb, of course.” In the shadow of his hood I saw Vansing Lai’s teeth flash whitely in what was supposed to be a smile. “There is no other way.”

Scarcely had the words left his lips than the ground moved beneath us. Rocks and boulders came crashing down and we thrust ourselves hard against the rock. The tremor lasted for perhaps ten seconds with the debris continuing to fall for a further minute. Behind us, the monks had halted once the shock had struck, but now they came on once more and I picked out faint shouts, which indicated that we had definitely been spotted.

Scrambling to his feet, Vansing Lai urged us on, and now there was no longer any need for concealment. Now was not the time to go into shock. Gasping the thin air into my lungs, I staggered upright, expecting a further quake to hit at any moment. There was a nagging thought at the back of my mind that by now Cthulhu was aware of us and what we were trying to do.

God, if some titanic bolt of energy from wherever He had gone should hit that mountain peak and drive it back into the earth, we were all finished!

Drawing upon my last reserves of strength and energy, I pulled myself up. Knife-edged rocks bit into my palms and fingers even through the thick protective gloves. The howling gale tore savagely against the rockwall, battering us mercilessly, threatening to tear us from our perilous hold and send us hurtling down the slope. We were now facing two possible adversaries, apart from the elements: Cthulhu on the one hand and those fanatical monks on the other, and I did not doubt that both were connected and would do their utmost to stop us from reaching our objective.

Vansing Lai’s voice reached me a few you moments later. “Keep moving! Not much further to go now.”

Somehow, I forced myself on. Movement became a mechanical rhythm, a clawing desperately for handholds and footholds where none seemed to exist. One slip, one wrong move, and we would plunge headlong down to the upthrusting boulders some two hundred feet below. Then, when it seemed I could go no further, I found myself on a ledge, broader than the others we had followed. Here, by pressing myself tightly against the vertical face, it was possible to move with comparative ease.

Ten minutes later, the three of us were standing directly beneath the brilliant white metal slab, which jutted out at an impossible angle from the rock. Thankfully, almost the entire surface was free of the entombing stone and now, taking off the dark glasses, I was able to discern the huge symbols deeply etched into it. Although they seemed oddly familiar, it was immediately obvious they bore no resemblance to any language known at the present day; just as it was equally clear that, because of its massive dimensions, there was no possibility of loosening the block and carrying it back with us.

Bending one knee, my uncle took out a small pad and pen from his pocket, edging back a little towards the lip of the ledge. “I’ll copy these symbols,” he shouted hoarsely. “The two of you keep those monks at bay.”

Vansing Lai wormed his way cautiously around my uncle’s squatting figure and moved towards me, motioning with one hand towards an upthrusting pillar of rock, indicating I was to take up a position behind it. Several moments later he crushed down beside me, lying flat on his stomach. There was a revolver in his right hand, and his finger was hard against the trigger.

Lifting my head an inch at a time until my eyes were just level with the top of the rock, I squinted along the track. By now the leading figures were less than fifty yards away, toiling laboriously up the rockface. From that distance I could see no signs of weapons, although I had not really expected these men to carry any.

“We don’t want to kill any of them unless we have too,” Vansing Lai muttered. “I suspect they believe they can overpower us by sheer weight of numbers.” Still keeping his head down, he shouted something that I did not understand.

The leading men stopped and one of them called something back.

“They say that it is forbidden to look upon the relic from deep beneath the earth,” Vansing Lai translated. “It is a sacred thing of the gods and not for men to look upon.”

“Damn.” I shifted myself a little to the right. “Tell them we have to know what’s written on it; that if they don’t return to their monastery we will be forced to shoot.”

Slipping my hands inside the pocket of the parka, I pulled out the Luger and thumbed off the safety catch. I would have much preferred to parlay with these men, not to shoot to kill, but knowing their fanaticism I doubted if they would leave willingly.

Vansing Lai had already called my answer, and I could see the leading monks talking animatedly among themselves but it was impossible to pick out any words at that distance. Then one of them whom I guessed to be some kind of leader took a couple of steps forward and raised his arms, his fists clenched. Several seconds fled before I realised he was not looking at us but towards the towering peaks, turning his head slowly. He made a curious sign with his right hand, and I could see his lips moving, but no sound seemed to emerge.

“What is he doing?” I asked without taking my gaze off him.

My companion muttered something under his breath that sounded oddly like an oath. Then he said sharply, “He’s calling.” Twisting his head to glance back at my uncle where he still squatted, copying the inscription on that strange metal slab, he called, “Hurry! There’s not much time.”

“Who’s he calling?” I demanded. Certainly it did not look as though the man needed more men to back him up.

Without answering, Vansing Lai lifted his own weapon, took deliberate aim, then fired off a couple of shots. The first struck the rockface close to the monk’s head; the second hit the narrow track within a foot of the man’s feet. Both went ricocheting off into the distance and had clearly been warning shots.

For all the effect they had on the man, Vansing Lai had simply wasted two bullets. The man did not even flinch but remained as still as a statue carved from stone.

Then a strange thing happened. Lowering his arms, the leader turned his back on us and, as if it had been a signal, the men strung out behind him did likewise. A minute later they were filing away.

“You’ve scared them off,” I said, exhaling slowly, my breath puffing out in a small cloud. “They’re leaving.”

Vansing Lai’s face was grim beneath the fur hood, and he shook his head slowly before climbing to his feet. Helping me up with his free hand, he said enigmatically. “They’re leaving, yes. But I fear we are now in even greater danger.” He waved the gun in his hand. “With this I would face any number of those men. But not that which he was calling.” A spasm closely akin to terror crossed his face.

He turned and made to shout to my uncle, but he was already coming towards us, stuffing the pad into his pocket. In a tight bunch, with the Tibetan leading the way, we hurried down the treacherous slope and then began the dangerous descent of the rockface. There was nothing to fear from those men who had followed us. By now they were the best part of half a mile away, not even giving us a backward glance. It was as though they no longer had any interest in us.

We were a little over halfway down when a second tremor shook the ground, more violent than the first. Totally unprepared, I felt my grip on the rock loosen. The mountain itself seemed to twist and shiver. The next second I lost my hold, felt myself flung through the air as if the rock had thrust me bodily away. Shock struck through me with a vengeance. Arms flailing madly, I fell all of thirty feet, expecting the total oblivion of hitting the rocks. Instead I landed on something curiously soft. Whiteness filled my staring vision, and I realised I had fallen into a snowdrift, which, although it had miraculously broken my fall, threatened to bury me completely.

Struggling desperately for several moments, I succeeded in thrusting my hands above my head, keeping the falling snow off my face. Abruptly, reason took over. This was not the time for panic; the more I struggled, the deeper I would go. Sucking in a deep, strangled breath, I forced myself to remain calm, moving my legs slowly, an inch at a time, bending them back until my feet touched solid bedrock. Spreading my arms wide, I levered myself upright, and then hands reached down, grabbed my wrists, and pulled me forward. For a second the sheer weight of snow against my chest threatened to squeeze all of the breath from my lungs. Then, without warning, I was free, falling forward, kicking my legs clear of the clinging snow.

Forcing my aching muscles to their limit, I drew myself upright. “I’m alright,” I gasped, wiping the snow from my face and goggles.

“Good.” Vansing Lai uttered the single word in a hoarse whisper. “We have to move quickly now. There’s something here, close by. Keep your weapon ready.”

For a moment I thought he meant that the monks had returned, then noticed a look on his face and knew, instinctively, that this was something else.

“You’re sure you can walk, Vincent?” There was a note of concern in my uncle’s voice.

“No bones broken,” I assured him. “I just had the wind knocked out of me, that’s all. If that drift hadn’t been there it would have been a different story.”

“Then we’d better—” Vansing Lai broke off sharply, whirled swiftly, bringing up his revolver in a reflex motion, holding up his other hand for silence.

Something moved less than thirty yards away to our right. At first I thought it was a man, muffled up like ourselves, but then I saw how wrong I was.

The creature stood well over eight feet in height, much broader than a man, and what I had mistaken for protective clothing seemed to be some kind of fur that covered its entire body. Long, muscled arms hung by it sides, and the face was sheer horror! Red eyes under thick brow ridges glared at us like twin hellfires; the forehead sloped back and this, coupled with the prognathous jaw, gave it a bestial rather than a human appearance.

“Yeti!” Vansing Lai muttered. “That’s what the monks were calling.”

I stood paralysed with horror, but only for a moment. This was not the time to go into shock. Uttering a low, menacing growl, the Yeti moved towards us, its mouth opening in a snarl that revealed large, pointed incisors capable of ripping a man to pieces.

Vansing Lai yelled something in a foreign tongue, and for an instant the creature halted in its tracks. Then, dropping into a half-crouch, it came on again and there was no mistaking its intentions. Raising his revolver, Vansing Lai loosed off a couple of shots. The first struck the Yeti in the shoulder, the second lowdown on the side, spinning the creature around and knocking it back on its feet. Those two heavy-calibre bullets would have put a man down for good...but this was no man. A bluish-red ichor oozed from the wounds, matting the fur. Then the Yeti threw back its head and uttered a loud, wailing cry that echoed back and forth across the valley.

Still it stood upright, then it howled viciously and lunged towards us, arms held wide. The drooling mouth, gaping redly, slavered unadulterated hate. Even the sight of it sent a violent shudder through me so that my hand was unsteady as I lifted the Luger and pointed it directly at the Yeti. Was it possible to kill these creatures with bullets? The burning question pounded through my mind as I squeezed the trigger. For a moment, I thought I’d missed but then I saw the spurt of blue-red blood high up on the creature’s chest, a couple of inches below the throat. Again the heavy slug sent it reeling back, and this time it fell to its knees, head lowered, grunting horribly.

Beside me, my uncle’s warning shout distracted my attention. Glancing up, I saw where he was pointing. More of them! A trio of shambling shapes had appeared on the slope above us. One held a boulder half the size of a man above its head.

Dear Lord, I thought frenziedly, how many more of these nightmare horrors were there?

Hurling myself to one side as the boulder came flying through the air, I fell against Vansing Lai and we both went down in a tangled heap. Roaring bestially, the three Yeti dropped onto the track ahead of us. Nearby, the monster I had shot was still trying to get to its feet, swaying drunkenly from side to side, still uttering those weird, piercing cries.

Then I saw my uncle step forward, holding his right arm rigidly in front of him. The vrach glimmered redly in his gloved hand. What happened next seemed to take place in slow motion like a succession of film stills. At the sight of the vrach, the Yeti halted, still straining forward to get at us, but they seem to be thrusting against an invisible wall, which held them back. Their hideous howling turned into jarring ululations of rage and despair.

Simultaneously a third tremor struck, and this time it did not stop! It went on and on, increasing in intensity. I had seen that blasphemous black island sink into the South Pacific after Cthulhu who had been drawn into that dense nigrification which hovered like a cloud of pestilence over it. Now, before my terrified, unbelieving gaze, I witnessed the analogous sinking of that mountain, saw the ground open up as it began to slide down. It moved slowly at first, then faster as the earth gaped in a series of widening cracks to swallow it up.

Amid the hellish, grinding roar, my uncle was shouting at the top of his voice, though his words were a mere whisper within that appalling din.

“Grab my arms, both of you! Quickly!”

Vansing Lai caught my arm, thrust me forward, catching hold of my uncle’s right arm while I instinctively grabbed the other. Then we were falling, dropping into a huge cavern that opened up at our feet. In that moment of sheer terror, there was only one thought in my dazed mind: The entire mountain, all fifteen thousand feet of it, was being sucked back into those hellish depths which had spawned it...and we were being dragged back with it!

But although there was darkness around us we weren’t falling. I felt myself floating. The tumultuous thunder of rock grinding on rock was no longer hammering in my ears. There was only utter silence. I was a mote being borne along in some weird transliteration of time and space. For a split second, I closed my eyes. When I opened them again there was sunlight, a large oak table and chairs, and our four companions staring at us across the room.

We were back in the professor’s library at Charnwood House!


CHAPTER NINE

After our arrival back at Charnwood House, the first task was to examine the archaic symbols that my uncle had faithfully copied from that strange metal slab, which by now was buried far beneath the earth with the entire mass of the mountain on top of it. Whether the sinking of that ponderous mass back into the depths had been the work of Cthulhu or that of the Elder Gods, there was no way of knowing. At least we had the comfort of knowing that the inscription could not fall into any other hands.

It was soon obvious that it was not going to be easy to translate those weird symbols my uncle had written down. McKinrick felt certain they were not in the Naacal language, which he knew well enough from his reading of ancient texts. Fingering the pad, he declared, “My guess is that it bears some resemblance to the R’lyehian and Hyperborean. We mustn’t, however, overlook the possibility that it was written by the Elder Gods Themselves, like that inscription you brought back, Edmund. If so, then we may be able to use that to aid us in the translation.”

“And if it should contain the Dh’al’aa Chant, what then?” Kitson asked.

“Then we use it,” the professor said decisively, nodding without hesitation. “We use it to call up S’ngac to show us a way to Nodens.”

“Won’t that be dangerous?” Kitson inquired again.

“Not if the old texts are right,” McKinrick answered. “S’ngac aided Randolph Carter on at least one occasion against the Old Ones. Nyarlathotep, if I remember rightly. I believe we can take it that S’ngac is no ally of the Old Ones. I suggest we should now decide on our immediate objectives. As things have turned out, we’re fortunate to have Vansing Lai with us, and I understand he is one of our greatest experts in these pre-human languages. He and I will undertake the translation of these glyphs. You, Vincent, will continual your astronomical observations of the Sagittarius region. I’d also like you to scan along the Zodiac. It may be a long shot, but there’s just a chance you may detect something out of the ordinary.”

“Such as?” I failed to see the reasoning behind his request.

“Just another hunch of mine,” he replied. “I’m fairly certain Cthulhu and Cthugha will be, let us say, at each other’s throats before long. Earth and Yuggoth aren’t the only planets in our solar system. Perhaps you may discover something out there that could give us an indication of anything that’s happening. At the moment, all we can guess is that Cthugha’s still on Yuggoth and, as far as Cthulhu is concerned, we have no idea where He is, on this material plane or some other.”

“And what about the rest of us?” Mansell queried. “At the moment we seem to be doing very little.”

“Unfortunately, there is very little you can do but stick it out.” McKinrick walked over to Kitson and placed a hand on his shoulder. “There is one way you can help, Ewart, although I hate to ask it of you.”

I knew he was talking about that enigmatic black rod which we had risked our lives to bring back safely to Charnwood House, and from the expression on Kitson’s face I guessed he knew what was coming.

“You want me to use my power with the rod again?”

McKinrick nodded. “I know how difficult and distressing it is. But it’s our only means of gaining any information on Cthugha’s present whereabouts and what He may be doing. Lastly, I think we must all keep a constant watch on the countryside, particularly the village, be on our guard every minute. Now they know it’s here, there’ll be a plan afoot to seize it. I think you can imagine what would happen if Earth were to be invaded by that horde from Yuggoth. Worldwide panic.”

Reluctantly Kitson gave an almost imperceptible nod. “Very well, I’ll do my best.”

*

That evening, after dark, I made my way up to the observatory. The professor and Vansing Lai had worked all afternoon, wrestling with the translation of the antediluvian symbols with very little success. The task was going to take far longer than the professor had anticipated.

In spite of my intense scientific curiosity, I half-hoped that the night might be completely overcast, making any observations impossible, for I could not help feeling a sense of dread and foreboding at the thought of that alien black monstrosity sprawling at the heart of the galaxy, spreading its atramentous tentacles wider with every passing second.

Opening the shutter in the dome, I looked out. The moon was a thin sickle of yellow low in the west. Its light was too faint to interfere with any observations, and it would set within an hour, anyway. Without more ado, I attached the spectroscope to the eyepiece and commenced taking a further series of spectrograms, extending the area I had previously examined. This took me the best part of two hours, at the end of which time, leaving the plates to dry, I returned to the telescope and removed the spectroscope, in order to use the instrument optically.

It would, of course, be possible to scan only a part of the Zodiac and, since I had no definite idea what the professor was expecting, I first crossed to the rectangular gap in the dome to check that region of the sky with the binoculars I had brought with me. This preliminary search would clearly prove less time-consuming than using the large telescope and, if there should be anything there which required a much higher magnification, I could pinpoint it with reasonable accuracy and tune in the telescope on it.

Unlike the Milky Way, which was clearly visible even to the naked eye, tracing the line of the Zodiac was more difficult, since, unless one knew exactly where it ran there was nothing visible to trace its path around the heavens. Two of the planets were visible—Venus, exceptionally bright, very close to the crescent moon, and Jupiter. In the binoculars, both appeared normal with three of Jupiter’s moons clearly discernible. I kept the binoculars on it for several seconds, supposing that the fourth moon was either being occulted by the planet or passing across its disk. Then, without warning, it appeared off to one side!

My first thought was that this was an optical effect, since it could not possibly have been a cloud, which would have totally obscured both the planet and the other three moons.

Ten seconds later, it happened again; the moon vanished, remained invisible for three or four seconds, before reappearing as bright as before. Turning swiftly, I ran towards the telescope, now convinced that something extraordinary was happening. Within a minute, I had the telescope trained on the planet, marvelling at the exceptional clarity of the optics. Jupiter showed its typical banded appearance with the Great Red Spot readily discernible. The three moons I had previously noticed stood out against a black background with amazing clearness. There was no sign of the fourth.

Holding my breath, I watched intently, wondering whether what I had seen earlier through the binoculars had been nothing more than a trick of the light. Then, within moments, the fourth moon appeared in the same position I had seen it earlier. Letting my breath go in an audible gasp, I straightened up. There seemed to be only one logical conclusion I could reach to account for this strange phenomenon.

Something out there in the depths of space was intermittently occulting that moon; something moving between it and Earth!

After my initial surprise had passed, I decided that the first thing to do was inform the professor, if he was still awake. It was possible he had been expecting something like this and, if it bore out some theory he might have, he would wish to see it for himself.

Going down into the library, I was not in the least surprised to find him, and Vansing Lai, still up. The table in front of them was piled high with books and scrolls of parchment. McKinrick glanced round quickly as I entered.

“You’ve seen something, Vincent.” It was more a statement of fact than a question. Briefly, I explained what I had observed. He gave a grin now as I finished. “This would appear to answer one of the questions which has been troubling me,” he said enigmatically. Pushing aside the sheet of paper in front of him, he rose quickly to his feet. As we made our way back to the observatory, he went on bluntly, “There’s only one possible explanation for this. As you’ve guessed, there has to be a dark object between us and Jupiter’s satellite system, and I’d say we can guess what that body is.”

“Cthulhu?” Vansing Lai uttered the name that was in all of our minds.

“Exactly.” McKinrick pushed the door of the observatory open and crossed to the telescope. The large room was silent apart from the muted whirr of the driving mechanism of the telescope keeping it accurately aligned on Jupiter. Peering through the eyepiece, he stood motionless for a couple of minutes, saying nothing, then stepped back to motion Vansing Lai to take place. When the Tibetan had satisfied himself of the actuality of the phenomenon, the professor said tautly, “You were absolutely right, Vincent. Cthulhu is out there, though it’s impossible to guess how far away.”

“Yet it would seem He can still cause massive disturbances on Earth,” I pointed out.

McKinrick nodded. “No matter where He is in our solar system, distance means nothing to Him. If He wished, He could wipe out all the planets in a single instant. But my guess is that this is not what He wants. He has a desperate need to reclaim His dominion over this region of the cosmos. It was His all those aeons ago, before the Elder Gods banished him to R’lyeh. But now He has Cthugha to contend with, and that could spell trouble.”

“And we must never forget Azathoth,” Vansing Lai put in. “Or the other Old Ones.” He glanced in my direction. “Although I understand your uncle used the primal seal of the Elder Gods against the Crawling Chaos when he closed that gateway in Scotland, there is no doubt He’ll find some other way to Earth. It’s imperative we should finish translating those sigils from the metal slab before utter chaos destroys this region of space as we know it.”

Leaving me to examine the spectrograms I had developed earlier, my two companions returned downstairs. Half an hour later my worst fears were realised. That region deep within the teeming star clouds of Sagittarius was still expanding. Not only that, but if anything the rate of expansion was accelerating!

*

The next morning it was a grim and determined McKinrick who called us all into the library. By that time, he was conversant with my own findings concerning Azathoth. He had clearly accepted that the only explanation for the anomalous behaviour of that fourth moon of Jupiter was that, somewhere out in the depths of interplanetary space, between us and the giant planet of the solar system, was Cthulhu. What the Old One was doing, what He intended doing, were questions we could not possibly answer.

When we were all seated, he announced, “I’m pleased to say that earlier this morning Vansing Lai and myself finally found the key to that language on the metal tablet found in the Himalayas. We succeeded in translating it and furthermore, as I’d hoped, it contains the complete Dh’al’aa Chant. Now we have the means of summoning S’ngac.”

“And you still intend to do that?” Kitson sounded incredulous.

“Yes.” McKinrick nodded. “It’s our only hope. The old texts claim that S’ngac holds a knowledge of the cosmos, including the ways into other realms, and to Nodens.”

“I don’t like it.” Kitson fumbled uneasily with his hands. “I’ve seen too much horror from my study of that rod.”

“Ah, yes. The rod,” McKinrick cut in. “Did you manage to find out anything more from it?”

“Nothing. That’s the funny thing. Every other time, I just had to hold it, close my eyes, and I saw things. This time was different. I couldn’t get a damned thing.”

“That may have been Cthugha’s doing,” Vansing Lai said softly, but decisively.

“Perhaps.” Kitson looked suddenly old. “If so, that only reinforces my argument not to use the Dh’al’aa Chant. I’ve also read some of these ancient texts, and I would remind you of one point which they all make: Do not call upon anything which you cannot put down. How can we be sure that this S’ngac will not destroy us all? To me, it seems a completely unknown quantity.”

The professor gave a brief smile, but there was no mirth in the faint twitch of his lips. “Desperate ends require desperate measures, Ewart. All we know is that our founder, Randolph Carter, claimed that S’ngac was the ‘Pointer of the Way’ or some such, when he fell foul of Nyarlathotep. We have to put our trust in something, or we may as well just sit here and wait for the end to come.” He glanced round at each of us in turn, seeking either approval or dissension.

“I’m game,” Mansell said after a brief pause. “At the moment, we’re just fumbling around in the dark. We have to do something positive, no matter what the danger.”

“Very well.” From the tone of his voice I gathered that the professor had reached his decision some time before. “We will, of course, take all possible precautions.” Getting up, he threw a swift glance at Kitson. “I’m afraid you’ll have to remain here, Ewart. I’m not doubting your courage, but there’s not only a risk with calling up any of these entities, but—” He held up his hand as Kitson started to protest, “—we must conduct this experiment in the observatory where, as Edmund knows from our visit to that island in the Atlantic, there is some form of protection.”

We left Kitson in the library and ascended to the observatory where the professor lit two lanterns, placing them on the small desk. Their faint radiance scarcely reached the far corners of the room. Motioning us to stand beside the telescope, he walked over to the wall and thumbed a switch that I had not noticed before. The next second, a large area of the floor slid aside, revealing a depressed section in the centre of which was a large five-pointed star surrounded by odd cabalistic symbols inscribed on the floor. To me it looked strangely like those used in Black Magic ceremonies.

“Now if you all stand within the star, we’ll begin,” McKinrick said quietly.

Feeling a little self-conscious and somewhat apprehensive, I followed the others, stepping cautiously into the large design and a moment later, the professor joined us.

“On no account, no matter what happens, is anyone to step outside the star,” he continued.

I experienced a tiny tremor of fear at his words and the tone in which they were uttered, wondering what was coming next. His adjournment that no one was to step outside the pentagram inferred that something terrible might occur.

Standing in the exact centre of the star, McKinrick raised both arms, palms outward, fingers placed together in the Elder Sign. Then, in a clear, resonant voice, he uttered the archaic, guttural symbols of the Dh’al’aa Chant which, as close as I could give in spoken words went:

C’thala nng’dwu naf dhul gweflig c’aleth

vnezdh jranelth va mene’lijd trof’llng guhl.

Dwwalafth S’ngac dorlj mna’’ed cramng ugth

Dh’al’aa rr’glu S’ngac kag’’yrh gel’fm’mn.

Scarcely had the final syllable died away in a series of slowly atrophying echoes, which seemed to fade into infinite distances, then something ineffable and un-dimensioned seemed to enter the observatory and surround us. There was an awesome silence, so deep and tangible that even the earlier sound of our harsh breathing was gone, swallowed up in an invisible abyss of deathlike stillness. It was not simply an absence of sound...but the presence of absolute silence. Even the flames inside the lanterns, which I could just make out at the edge of my vision, appeared to have stopped flickering, and a few moments later they were both extinguished. Whether it was a product of my overwrought imagination I could not tell, but I had the unshakeable impression that they had not simply gone out but they had, over a short but perceptible period, gradually faded as if a swiftly thickening cloud of blackness had engulfed them.

“What in God’s name—?” Ingram’s startled voice came out of the enshrouding darkness.

“Steady.” McKinrick spoke the word softly, but it sounded oddly loud inside the room. “Everyone remain calm. We’re perfectly safe inside the star.”

How long the silence and the darkness remained it was impossible to estimate, for it seemed that in that weird darkness time itself had stood still. Then I became aware of a tiny point of light near the far wall of the observatory. At first it was little more than a pinpoint, like a star but growing brighter and larger with every passing second. And now I felt certain that my imagination was playing tricks with my vision, for I had the impression it was in reality something incredibly huge which was approaching us from a tremendous distance. At the same time I experienced a curious throbbing inside my skull which increased in pitch and volume until, just before it reached the point of becoming unbearable, it abruptly diminished, although it still remained just at the limit of audibility.

By now the light had swelled to a globe of whirling violet radiance. It was not stable in outline but held evanescent suggestions of something remotely paralleling a gaseous octopoid form, and for a fleeting moment I felt a surge of horror; it brought up recollections of that horrific green mist which had swelled up from the subterrene depths of R’lyeh. Yet it radiated no menace and, although it was so bright that it was difficult to look directly at it, it cast no shadows within the observatory. It hovered some five feet above the floor, and I had the notion that it was spinning slowly, though there were no surface features by which to determine any motion.

A moment later words formed in my mind without sound or tongue, and although there had been no material utterance, I knew that my companions were hearing them also.

“Who calls upon S’ngac? Why have I been thus summoned here from those Outer Realms of darkness?”

“I summoned you in order that we might find the way to Nodens.” In spite of his outward composure, there was a faint tremor in the professor’s voice.

“Do you know what it is you ask? Few of your kind have dared the way through the unlighted caverns into the deep place wherein Nodens dwells, and fewer still have returned. But if you choose to dare that path—”

The ensuing pause was ominous but there was still no hint of menace in the words that echoed inside my head.

McKinrick did not hesitate. “We have no other choice. The Old Ones are free, and without His aid the universe will soon be destroyed. Even now Azathoth devours the suns at the centre of our galaxy. Cthulhu and Cthugha roam our solar system.”

For a full minute there was utter silence inside the observatory. Then the voice came again: “I see now that what you speak is true. Those who set Themselves against the Elder Gods are indeed free of the shackles which bound Them for ages beyond counting. Yet I sense that the Elder Gods are not willing to intervene. Even if I should impart this dread knowledge, what hope have you that Nodens will give His aid?”

“None. But if we do nothing, the forces of chaos will certainly succeed, and we don’t intend to allow that to happen, whatever risks we have to take.”

“Then so be it. Those among you who would dare this path must follow the sign I shall give you. But be warned, the journey is both long and dangerous, and there is no guarantee of return. In those vastnesses which are outside of your infinitesimal realm of space and time there lurk those shapes of shadow that grasp and enslave any rash enough to venture therein without that which protects.”

The violet sphere suddenly curled in upon itself. I guessed it was returning to some other dimension, for it became smaller, grew faint, and there was a distinct impression of movement away from us, leaving the observatory in total darkness. For several moments there was a greenish after-image floating in front of my staring vision, which faded only slowly. Not until I could see clearly again did I realise that the two lanterns were now burning with their original brightness, and some five feet above the floor there now hovered a tiny glittering spark of light!

Wiping the back of his hand across his forehead, my uncle said in a voice little more than a hoarse croak, “So what do we do now?”

“Now,” muttered McKinrick ominously, “I’m going to ask who of you will volunteer to accompany me.”

“I’ll go,” I said, speaking without thinking. There were brief murmurs of assent from the others.

McKinrick smiled faintly in the yellow lantern light. “Thank you all,” he said quietly. “But, unfortunately, some of you will have to remain. We have little idea what lies ahead of us...or even, as S’ngac warned, if we’ll return. It may be that Cthulhu is aware of what has happened and may try to prevent us reaching our objective. Whether or not that is the case, I’m afraid that those who remain will no longer have the vrach to afford them protection. They will, however, have my Akkadian crystal, the only one we still have.”

Unbuttoning his shirt, he withdrew the crystal from around his neck and handed it to my uncle. I noticed at once the faint expression of disappointment on my uncle’s face at this indication that he was to remain.

“Vincent and Vansing Lai will come with me,” McKinrick said after a brief, reflective pause. “You others must remain and keep in contact with the rest of the Organisation. Somehow I have the feeling that where we’re going, it will be impossible to communicate with you.” Turning to me, he went on, “You appear to have mastered most of the qualities required for the use of the vrach.” He hesitated. “But once again, let me impress upon you the dangers we may face. You may still remain behind and no one will think the less of you for that.”

“No, I’m perfectly willing to accompany you,” I replied.

“Good. Then let’s go.” Stepping out of the star, the professor gestured to Vansing Lai and myself to follow him. Near the curved wall of the dome the tiny point of light was still present, standing out brilliantly against the yellow lantern light. Behind us, I knew our three companions were watching us closely, possibly wondering if they would ever see us again.

McKinrick advanced slowly towards the light with the Tibetan and myself behind him. As we moved, the light moved also, drifting slowly towards the wall. For an instant, it remained visible against the hard metal. The next second it was extinguished. My first impression was that it had flickered out of existence, that S’ngac had merely been mocking and taunting us with its offer of help. But then the professor, slightly in advance of me, put out his hand to the spot on the wall where the tiny spark had disappeared. With a sharp sense of shock I saw his fingers pass easily into the wall. There was no resistance. Stepping forward, he vanished. Throwing an apprehensive glance at Vansing Lai, I took a hesitant step after him. It was as if something viscid caught at my body, wrapping itself like a skin around my limbs. Then I was no longer in the observatory; indeed, I was no longer in any place that could conceivably have been located on Earth. Around me glowed a nauseous grey radiance, which emanated from no source I could determine.

I was standing on a huge slab of rock with McKinrick a few paces away, watching me closely, reaching out a steadying hand. His features looked ghastly in the abnormal light. A moment later, Vansing Lai abruptly materialised behind me. The Tibetan swayed uncertainly, then instantly had himself under control, turning his head slowly to scrutinise our surroundings.

“Well, we’re here,” McKinrick said harshly. “Wherever here is.”

Vansing Lai gave a brief nod. “Having read much concerning Randolph Carter, I would say we’re somewhere in Inner Earth.” He stared behind him as if expecting to see the outer wall of the observatory dome. But there was nothing in that direction but tall craggy cliffs, which reared up monstrously, their topmost limits hidden from sight.

“At least our guide’s still with us,” I observed, pointing to where the minute spark of light bobbed above the ledge to our right.

McKinrick drew in a deep breath, his lips compressed into a determined line. With a quick gesture of his hand, he urged us forward. Soon we were edging downward past hideously carved rocks with still no sight of the bottom of the spiralling slope. Still the sparkling, dancing mote of light moved ahead of us like some tantalising will-o’-the-wisp leading us onward towards unknown and unguessable realms. In places the path we followed was so narrow we were forced to move in single file, clutching at nitre-covered outcrops of stone to keep our balance, with that insanely yawning chasm on one side and a towering rockface on the other.

Certainly these harsh, alien contours could never have been formed by the normal process of weathering, for down in this anomalous region there could be no such effect. That it was not my imagination colouring my vision was confirmed by the professor who also drew our attention to it.

“If we’re where I think we are,” he said calmly, without turning his head, “we shall soon come across more of these carven images guarding this place.”

A nagging thought had been troubling me ever since we had stepped through the solid wall of the observatory. “Are we on Earth, professor...or somewhere else?”

“Not any place on Earth as we know it,” McKinrick answered cryptically. “When we followed the light through the wall, we passed through a gateway similar to those the Old Ones use, only created by S’ngac. This is a projection of Earth into another continuum. Randolph Carter entered it in a dream; we are here in reality. I suspect that soon we shall find ourselves overlooking the Vale of Pnath which lies untold miles below these mountain ridges.”

“Miles below!” I echoed his words incredulously. The mere thought sent a wave of disbelief through me. “And we have to go down there? That’s impossible.”

“This place has strange laws, totally different from ours,” McKinrick responded solemnly. “But we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

That ‘bridge’ came an hour later, although in that alien world it was difficult to make any accurate assessment of the passage of time. We worked our way cautiously. We passed a bulging overhang along a track that dipped and twisted insanely in places so that we were forced to cling desperately to whatever outjutting slivers of rock we could find.

Once past the gigantic carven image that stared out across limitless miles of empty space, we found ourselves perched on a much wider ledge, peering over an irregular rim into an abyss of dimness. Far, far below we could discern the topmost pinnacles of mighty peaks. How high they reached above the others seen at the bottom of that abyss, it was impossible to tell. The other strange phenomenon were pale, ghostly ribbons and sheets of light which flickered at some indefinable distance below the peaks, giving the ghastly strata a radiance like summer lightning.

Vansing Lai pointed. “The death-fires,” he muttered harshly. “Those must be the fabled Peaks of Throk mentioned by Carter. From what I’ve read, that place down there from which those mountains rise must be the Vale of Pnath where only the dholes burrow, not the Great Abyss where Nodens is reputed to dwell.”

“Yet this has to be the way,” McKinrick pointed out tersely. “Unless S’ngac lied.”

To our right, the dancing spark of scintillating light still hung above the ledge, not moving once we had halted, as if waiting for us to continue.

“Whether S’ngac lied or not,” I said, “we have no alternative but to go this way. Certainly there’s no way back.”

With the professor in the lead, we went on again and, as if our movement had been a signal, the tiny glow drifted away in front of us. In the whole of that cinereous wilderness it was the only thing, apart from ourselves, that moved. Around us lay a deathly stillness as if the immense abyss that loomed at our feet had the capability to nullify all sound. Even the scrape of our shoes on the uneven rock seemed curiously muffled by that all-pervading silence.

The path wound on endlessly around the circumference of that vast bowl with little change in our surroundings. Far below, the capricious death-fires glimmered like lost souls in purgatory and I shuddered inwardly at what I had read concerning the dholes that burrow noisomely within that unseen floor.

For a long time the ledge we had been traversing had been reasonably flat, but now it commenced an upward trend, and we had to haul ourselves up using small rocky protuberances which ran along the sheer rock wall as a rough handrail, for there was now a peculiar slipperiness about the rock underfoot which made our forward progress precarious in the extreme. By now my leg muscles were protesting with the strain and I could only marvel at the way the professor, still leading the way, managed to keep going. Since the trail had commenced its upward inclination I had also noticed, glancing up at the rearing rockface on my right, that there appeared to be an increasing number of dark openings high above, but when I pointed them out to the professor, he merely replied that it was better not to look at them too closely. In this place of elder evil there was no way of telling what manner of creature dwelt within them. It was not long, however, before we were to discover this for ourselves!

There was no warning of the things I believe we had all inwardly feared since starting out along this ledge. One moment we were clambering laboriously over the greasy rocks, the next the ledge abruptly widened into a broad shelf...and here the ledge ended!

The small, dancing flame now hung motionless in the air above the vast gulf as if expecting us to step off into mid-air after it. McKinrick advanced slowly to the lip of the drop-off and then backed off, shaking his head. “I don’t understand it,” he muttered softly, as if speaking to himself. “Why should we have been led all this way simply to arrive at a dead end?”

It was on the tip of my tongue to say that we had been foolish to trust S’ngac in the first place; from what I had learned, even the Elder Gods were capricious and we had no proof as to which side S’ngac had any allegiance, but I remained silent. Following the professor’s earlier example, I went cautiously to the edge and peered down, experiencing a momentary sense of vertigo at the sight below.

Drawing in breath in a gasp, I strained to pick out details as I forced my chaotic emotions under tight control. For incalculable miles in every direction the abyss stretched away, the vast space broken only by the tops of the gigantic peaks which themselves lay far below. For the first time, I had the feeling that time and space did not possess normal properties in this place, that if I glanced at my watch, the time which had elapsed since we had first entered this grey realm of primal secrets would bear no relation to the actual time we had been there. I mentally tried to calculate the dimensions of those mighty mountains, which thrust up from the unseen floor of the Vale of Pnath with their sheeting death-fires licking around their craggy slopes but after a few moments, I gave up the task as hopeless. It was as I switched my gaze upward towards the invisible towering roof of this unlimited cavern I noticed what I took to be some sort of vague movement high above my head. I narrowed my eyes in an effort to bring the movement into focus.

Something black launched itself from the great wall of rock behind me. Dimness and distance made it impossible to give any true shape to it, and I felt my spine prickle as I saw that there were others, wheeling slowly in the still, dank air.

Swiftly I stepped back and pointed them out to my companions. These must be the creatures that dwelt within those labyrinthine black-mouth caves we had noticed earlier. Whether they were aware of our presence, and what their intentions might be, we could not tell.

“Night-gaunts,” Vansing Lai said. “I was wondering when we would run into them.”

Just beyond the lip of the precipice, the tiny pinpoint of light was now no longer still. It jerked up and down for several seconds and then commenced a curious gyratory motion, the after-images forming crazy loops and ellipses on my vision.

“The dammed thing is signalling to them!” I said hoarsely. “Guiding them to us!” It was the only thing I could think of to explain those sudden movements. Moments later my suspicions were amply confirmed as the distant black shapes began dropping towards us.

“I doubt if they intend us any harm,” McKinrick said softly. “The night-gaunts hold allegiance only to Nodens, not to any of the Old Ones.”

In spite of the professor’s reassuring words, I could not suppress my revulsion as the creatures swooped lower. In the dim light it was not easy to make out details of their thin, glistening bodies and huge bat wings. Only as they glided closer was I able to discern the full loathsome horror of those horned heads that had no face at all. Above all, the utter soundlessness with which they approached sent a shiver through me. The dim phosphorescence of that inconceivable gulf gleamed glabrously off their undersides, and their barbed tails lashed the air with an ominous silence as they momentary hovered above our heads.

Then, almost before I was aware of it, ice-cold claws reached down and clutched me unceremoniously around the waist, lifting me off the ledge. I stared wild-eyed and breathless at the stupendous scene below me as the night-gaunts carried me, and my two companions, down into those awful depths, which went far deeper than any man could conceive.

The needle-points of the Peaks of Throk swam up to meet us as that dizzying drop continued. Hideous beyond all belief were those monstrous mountains yet I was inwardly glad I was facing them, rather than those faceless, silent monstrosities that bore us. Now and then we descended through one of the palely flickering death-fires and I felt a chill on my body far colder than that of the Arctic wind. In that utter silence nothing moved among those towering masses of granite. Soon we were far below the level of the mountain crests and on all sides the great masses of stone loomed forbiddingly, the sheer walls flashing past as the night-gaunts bore us downward towards the unseen floor of that nether world.

It was impossible for me to communicate with my companions during that whirling declivitous plunge into the abyss, for whenever I attempted to shout, the prehensile claws about my waist tightened perceptibly as if warning me not to make any sound. I know not how those black flyers negotiated the upthrusting columns of granite, for without eyes they were unable to see and, as we progressed lower, even the nauseous grey luminescence faded into utter blackness.

I recalled what I had read concerning the gigantic dholes which burrowed deep within the Vale of Pnath and the thought that, instead of being taken to Nodens, we were to be delivered to those nightmare, viscid creatures spoken of only in dim legend, brought an icy sweat out of every pore of my body.

Then, after what seemed an eternity of falling through an inky blackness, our descent halted. Guided by some strange instinct, the night-gaunts now adopted a more horizontal flight, weaving an erratic path between unseen mountains, invisible that is, except when I twisted my head to look upward, past the detestable creature that carried me, to where the topmost levels of granite were just discernible, standing out grotesquely against the far-distant paleness of the upper radiance.

Ages seemed to pass in that awful, deathlike silence until I had the feeling we were completely motionless, hanging in a void that had no horizons, no direction, no end. Then, far-off, and almost directly ahead, a faint light showed. At first, it was only a small point of pallid luminosity, which appeared and disappeared at regular intervals as the night-gaunts wove their way around unseen obstacles. Gradually it waxed brighter and larger. It was towards this source of light that the black flyers were heading, and soon I was able to determine that the glow emanated from a vast heptagonal opening in the rock, streaming upward from some concealed source.

Soon the night-gaunts were bearing us through the cyclopean entrance and I was forced to shut my eyes tightly against the intolerable glare. It threatened to blind me after staring so long at absolute blackness. After alighting and releasing their hold, the bat-winged flyers flapped silently away, back into the Vale of Pnath and up past those fabled peaks to their dark caverns high above the mountain crests.

Staggering, I slowly opened my eyes to mere slits as a quiet brilliance streamed against them. It seemed to come from every conceivable direction, blotting out all details. My companions and I were standing on what appeared to be a solid foundation, although it was impossible to make out what it was in the blinding glare. Only gradually did my eyes adjust themselves. Little details emerged slowly, took on size and delineation.

My initial impression of pure whiteness was wrong. A veritable rainbow of colours whirled across my stupefied vision as I looked around. It would be futile to give a detailed description of the massive cavern in which we found ourselves—the monumental, vaulted abode of elder magic and primal secrets which, for the first time in uncounted aeons, now echoed to the sound of human feet.

Great carven pillars reached up from the shelving floor towards a ceiling more imagined than perceived. That there was a curiously ethereal beauty about it was undeniable; yet the gargantuan massiveness of the contours and dimensions, the inhuman carvings which decorated the fluted columns and the aura of blasphemous ages which had passed since its inception, soon became curiously oppressive.

In general outline the cavern was in the form of a vast amphitheatre. In front of us the floor sloped downward into a great bowl, and in the centre was the opening of a cyclopean pit, from which the hidden depths plunged out of sight, and out of which the shaft of brilliant colour emerged. Complex changes in the descending level of the sides leading down towards the shaft, characterised the entire arrangement but the way in which separate sections met in high-twisting angles, meshing in ways which were mathematically impossible, made it difficult to stare at them for any length of time.

Somehow I found my voice. “What in God’s name is this place?”

“Almost certainly the entrance to Noden’s abode,” McKinrick replied. He gestured. “Our guide is still with us.”

Screwing up my eyes, I just managed to make out the minute point of light that hovered a few feet away, hanging motionless, barely visible against the background glare. Throughout that hideous flight across the Vale of Pnath I had forgotten all about it, had not even noticed it was still accompanying us.

Awkwardly, we descended the sloping floor towards the great opening in the centre, moving cautiously for it was abundantly clear that this place had never been designed for anything remotely resembling human feet. In places, a flight of shallow, sloping steps suddenly merged with a perfectly smooth devexity, to be followed in turn by a weirdly-angled slope which seemed to twist in three directions at once! The entire experience was an agoraphobic nightmare that went on and on with the rim of that abyss never seeming to get any closer.

Time and distance did indeed have little meaning here; in this colossal vault where everything followed strange laws unknown to man. McKinrick, walking a little way in front, appeared totally absorbed by everything around us, his eyes swivelling in all directions as he strove to take in every detail. Certainly this was no natural formation and the towering forms, which encircled the arena followed no earthly laws of dimensional design.

The professor halted suddenly, a frown on his face. “If I’m right and this is where Nodens dwells, where is He? Unless—”

“The obvious place.” Vansing Lai gestured towards the great shaft, which still seemed an incredible distance from us in spite of the time we had been descending. “After all, He is Lord of the Great Abyss. I would suspect that, by now, He is aware of our coming.”

The words had no sooner left his lips than the streaming pillar of radiance that emerged from the pit increased swiftly in intensity until it was impossible to look at it directly. Colours that belonged to no known spectrum flared and writhed within that gigantic column. I threw up a hand across my eyes, staring through slitted lids at the awesome sight.

Something akin to that nightmarish terror I had felt when Cthulhu who had lumbered, squeezing through that vast portal on R’lyeh passed through me. I stood paralysed, unable to move, knowing that this was indeed Nodens, one of the Elder Gods, who faced us above the entrance to the bottomless abyss. Yet, in spite of the awe and dread, a part of my mind, curiously detached from the rest, instantly recognised two things.

This Being was one and the same with those great columns of dazzling light I had seen in my dream at Charnwood House, building and moulding the galaxies following the formation of the universe; and even more astounding, within that pulsing pillar of light there whirled a shape with which I was already familiar...a triple helix identical with that within the vrach inside my jacket pocket!


CHAPTER TEN

There was something about that awesome shape that spoke of dark wonders and nameless secrets, of long-forgotten arcana from beyond the dawn of time. Yet, as with S’ngac, I could detect no animosity in the presence. From every direction there pressed the infinite vastness of extraneous realms that had little, or no, meaning on Earth. I heard Vansing Lai, standing a little way behind me, utter a choking exclamation, saw that McKinrick was staring directly at the shining pillar of light, his lips moving but no sound coming out.

For the first time in my life, I realised how utterly terrible and awe-inspiring absolute silence might be. Even deep beneath those sky-high Peaks of Throk, held in the clutches of the night-gaunt, I had not experienced such a terrible sense of silence. There was a strange feeling of dislocation. Around me, the distant walls seemed to approach and recede with an insensate rapidity.

Then words formed in my mind, producing an oddly steadying effect.

“It is not lawful that any should enter this place and seek out one of the Elder Gods; yet since you, not out of mere inquisitiveness, but in the quest for knowledge are born out of necessity, I shall be benevolent and answer any questions I may deem fit. What is it you wish of Nodens?"

The professor spoke. “We seek the means of defeating the Old Ones whom you imprisoned long ages ago and who are now free to roam the universe. Now that the stars are right Their followers, who number many thousands on our world alone, have Opened the Way for Them. We are but few and our omniscience is small compared with Theirs.”

There was a long pause after McKinrick had finished speaking and to me it was as if that pulsing, spinning shaft of light was watching us closely, weighing us up, with some sense that went far beyond sight.

Then the voice, if such it was, came again and ponderous, booming echoes, reverberated inside my skull.

“I have looked within each of you and what I have found is good. I am prepared to grant that which you wish. But I must warn you all of two things. First, we of the Elder Gods are not prepared to enter directly into this battle against our Brothers, for such They are, who waged a war against us countless aeons ago. That we shall do only if necessity dictates and all else fails. Second, if you are to have any hope of countering the menacing power of the Old Ones now They are free, the mysteries I must reveal to you are such as to destroy most mortal minds. Yet, if you are still willing, that I will do.”

The abrupt silence that followed those chillingly mental echoes sent a shock of alarm through me. I had witnessed in my dream the prodigious energies which the Elder Ones possessed, knew that Their minds and knowledge were far in excess of our own, and to possess even a fraction of that information might be utterly beyond my mental ability to accept. Yet, as had happened in the past, my scientific curiosity, the desire to know things unknown to present-day science, overwhelmed my natural fear, and I experienced an odd sense of relief when McKinrick answered.

“We are all prepared to accept what you offer.”

“Good. Then so be it.”

Next instant something seized my mind as forcibly as a savage physical grip on my body. Impressions of infinite vistas drifted before some strange inner vision, a nebulous spectacle of scenes and forms from the void, which existed before the conception of the universe. This trans-infinite plane, the voice informed me, existed in higher dimensions than four-dimensional space-time. Nor was it empty as I had at first imagined. For the shapes which I saw were completely impossible to formulate or even conceive with a normal mind, for they existed in a multiplicity of directions that I found baffling and virtually impossible to comprehend. Much of the weirdly-angled substance faded and reappeared in a totally alien manner as they spun and twisted into regions beyond space and time. Gradually and tantalisingly, it became apparent to me what Nodens was demonstrating. A point can be extended into a line of one dimension. Similarly four such lines may be joined at right angles to form a two-dimensional square; while six of these, when folded, yield a three-dimensional cube. Extending this still further, sixty-four cubes, when correctly folded give a tesseract, or four-dimensional figure and this, in turn, can be built up into infinitely-dimensioned shapes.

The region I was mentally viewing was that in which the Elder Gods normally dwelt, and with my mentally-enhanced acuity I now saw that, at intervals, certain of these objects would vanish in a curious manner, the indescribably-angled forms appearing to collapse upon themselves as if being squeezed through narrow tubes within this alien dimension. The thunderous waves which roared incessantly through my mind told me that all of the objects which I could see were individual universes similar to that which I knew, and that whenever one would leave this realm to appear within normal four-dimensional space-time, certain of the Elder Gods would accompany it, overseeing its progress within the infinitesimal restrictions of space and time. This symbolism was necessarily crude in order that my mind might grasp even a part of this un-dimensioned reality that existed outside of those regions capable of being understood by the human brain.

Other pictures then appeared within that seething chaos as Nodens superimposed further images upon my subconscious, giving me an insight into the cosmos that I had never possessed before. I saw the unimaginable blast of energy that attended the Big Bang and I began to understand, albeit dimly, why the presence of the Elder Gods was necessary to bring order out of the primal chaos. Without Their guidance only energy would exist, spreading ever outward, without end and in slowly diminishing waves, utterly barren, never producing those conditions required for the emergence of life. Only the benign actions of the Elder Gods yielded the trigger, which, within nanoseconds of the formation of that prodigious fireball, transformed energy into mass so that gravity could provide a stabilising force as the expansion continued, eventually giving the huge agglomerations of matter from which the galaxies and stars and planets would be born. The universe, vast as it was to human senses, was nothing more than a microscopic entity within the infinitely-dimensioned totality which could only be glimpsed in dreams.

Thus life had come into being on a multitude of worlds within the teeming galaxies by the will of the Elder Gods, and it was Their design that this should continue until the two dominant forces within the universe, gravity and the expansion due to its formation, could eventually equalise, at which point the former would then pre-dominate and the universe would contract to its original state, returning to that boundless realm which is the cardinal abode of the Gods.

However, there came a time when certain of the Elder Gods, finding themselves possessed of absolute power within the universe, had become corrupted by it. They had grown weary of the constraints of space-time and had rebelled against Their Brothers, attempting to obliterate all that had been created so the universe should be destroyed long before its appointed time. Thus had come the great cosmic battle among the sidereal stars, which had resulted in the defeat of the Old Ones and Their confinement within certain stars and on certain planets, where They had been held by sigils of tremendous potency, supposedly until the destined end of the universe.

Though bound, the Old Ones were not completely impotent. While They slumbered and dreamed within Their aeon-long sleep, They reached out to the minds of those creatures who evolved on different worlds, imparting the dread knowledge which would in the fullness of time break the chains which shackled Them and the universe would know Them as of old. It was the will of the Elder Gods that there would be no direct intervention on Their part unless the fate of the entire universe should be threatened by the actions of the Old Ones.

In the meantime, however, while the Old Ones struggled to regain that which had been Theirs from the time the galaxies were born, there were certain creatures on a multiplicity of worlds, who were chosen of the Elder Gods, just as the Old Ones had Their adherents to whom Their terrible lore was given. Those favoured by the Elder Gods should be given the knowledge necessary to fight this great cosmic evil.

Here the outpourings of those thunderous revelations ceased abruptly, and the empty silence of the great void returned to that vast chamber. Above the lip of the Great Abyss, the form of Nodens continued to gyrate in a manner oddly rhythmical, but following no rhythm known on Earth. The hypnotic pulsing of the alien-hued radiance flowed in waves about the three of us as we stood there, awed and chastened by the awesome disclosures that had been revealed to us.

“You speak of knowledge, Nodens,” Vansing Lai said suddenly as the silence persisted. “Yet where may this be found? We have searched the ancient texts but all we have discovered relates primarily to the Old Ones.”

“You have the Akkadian crystals and the vrach. You have also discovered the writing on the Primal Seal, which we set up on each place wherein one of our Brothers was incarcerated. Already, that had been used to temporarily banish the Crawling Chaos, Nyarlathotep. What more do you seek? With the aid of the vrach you may travel through space and time, to anywhere and anywhen within your universe.”

“But neither of these has the power to destroy the Old Ones,” Vansing Lai protested.

“No. They, like us, cannot be destroyed. Even we, at the time of the great rebellion, did not destroy Them as was in our power to do so had we wished. But I will add even greater powers to the vrach and give, to the three of you, the mental competency to utilise these additional controls so that you may enter those Outer Realms which lie between the planes of existence, those planes wherein dwell Those who ever lurk in readiness to do the bidding of the Old Ones.”

“And is it possible to destroy Them?” I spoke up for the first time, surprised at my own audacity in thus addressing one of the Elder Gods.

“Such is possible, even for you. These creatures of cosmic evil are creations of the Old Ones and are abominations in our eyes. But even with the weapons you have, it will not be easy. And know you this, the journey into those places between the dimensions is fraught with danger, more danger than you can ever dream.”

“Can you tell us what this danger might be?” McKinrick asked in hushed tones.

There was an ominous pause in the surging waves that emanated from the glowing pillar of light. The weirdly-pulsing radiation assumed an unimaginable colour, and the flickering motions within the whirling shaft seemed to change. There was a faint, almost inaudible, impression of sound that rose and fell in inexplicable ululations.

Vaguely, half-images with wavering outlines formed within my mind, and some intuition which had not previously possessed told me that I was viewing those hideously-shadowed realms which interlace in the transverse spaces, imagined only by mystics and dreamers, outside of time and space. Shapes beyond all imagining leapt and crawled and slithered, groping and devouring, ravenous with an insatiable hunger and sent a shudder of utmost horror through me. Vast, amorphous creatures that sprouted horrific appendages at will roamed through these un-dimensioned and labyrinthine corridors where no earthly dreams or thoughts could penetrate. Protoplasmic masses coiled in frightful convolutions; gigantic toad-like monstrosities, bat-winged with lupine faces, jostled with herds of drifting entities to which no shape nor form could be put.

“As you see, the dangers from those bred to serve the Old Ones are many and diverse,” boomed the stentorian voice within my skull. “You will need all of your courage if you are to face them.”

There now came a long moment of stillness tense with a nameless expectancy before the professor said solemnly. “If it be necessary for us to face these horrors, we shall.”

“Good. But know you that, in your tiny world, there remains little time as you know it. Cthulhu and Cthugha prepare to open the gateways from these un-dimensioned regions into yours. If you wish to avert the inevitable disasters that would follow such an event, you must act quickly and decisively. Now let him who carries the vrach come forth.”

I hesitated at the command that seared through my mind, but only for a moment. Taking the crystal from my pocket, I held it out in the palm of my hand, not knowing what was coming next. For several seconds, nothing happened. Then, without warning, a thin pencil of multi-hued light speared from within the great eye-searing pillar of naked brilliance. There came a high-pitched reverberation that rapidly swelled to a thunderous roar, which hammered across the cavern. In my outstretched palm, the vrach glowed with a transplendent brilliance like a miniature sun. Involuntarily I sucked in a sharp breath, expecting to experience a burning, blistering heat. But the crystal lay cool against my flesh, and after half a minute the beam snapped out of existence although the vrach still retained something of the tremendous energy that had been poured into it.

“It is done. Now go; back to your own world where there is much to be done if you are to succeed in your task. But I would tell you this: There is one among you who is not here; one who has spoken with my Brother, Kaa-Vlatha, in Glyu-Vho, which is Their abode near the star men call Betelgeuse. He, too, will be shown powers perhaps greater even than those I have bestowed upon you. Heed him well.”

Replacing the vrach in my pocket, I stood absolutely still, struggling to absorb all of the stupendous knowledge that had been poured into my mind. Even though much of it lay almost beyond my comprehension, the revelations I had received brought a calming sense of hope, purpose and consolation, for it now seemed that we were not completely alone in our battle against the Old Ones.

“Go now,” boomed the godlike voice within my mind. “Fulfil the duty and destiny which was placed upon your race aeons ago.”

The soaring pillar of light blazed even brighter, blotting out all else. Without warning, there came a dizzying flight through a maze of blinding, flaring colour. I was a mote whirling through abysses of a sentient void in which vast ribbons and walls of multi-hued flame licked upward from depths beyond imagining. I caught one fleeting glimpse behind me of a gigantic pillar of light within which a triple helix spun and twisted in spirals to some alien configuration.

Then there was a solid floor beneath my feet, a dim, familiar yellow glow in my eyes, and I was once again back in the observatory with the burnished metal of the telescope reflecting the lantern light, my two companions standing dazedly beside me and our other three friends staring at us from inside the five-pointed star graven on the floor.

“Well?” My uncle spoke up, and there was an expression of enquiry on his face. “What happened? Did you learn anything? Did you see Nodens?”

Without answering, McKinrick motioned the three men to step out of the depressed area of the floor, waited until they had done so, then thumbed the button on the wall, sliding the floor back into place. Only then did he reply. “Yes. We met Nodens, and we learned much.” He gave a brusque nod. “Much more than I had hoped for.” As we made our way down the stone stairs and into the library, he gave a brief account of all that had happened, repeating most of it for Kitson’s benefit once we were seated around the big oak table.

“Then at least we have a fighting chance,” Ingram said when he had finished. “We now know approximately where Cthulhu is and as far as we can tell, Cthugha is still on Yuggoth. With these new powers conferred on the vrach we can carry the fight to those nightmare horrors lurking Outside.”

“That, according to Nodens, must be our first priority,” McKinrick affirmed. “If we can destroy Cthulhu’s servants it may strike a mortal blow against Him.”

Kitson looked dubious at this last remark. “Let’s just consider that for a moment,” he advised cautiously.

McKinrick raised an eyebrow. “Just what do you have in mind, Ewart?”

“I’m not sure. Somehow I get the impression that we’re being hustled into things a little too precipitously. The Elder Gods won’t intervene, even though my guess is They have the power to do so, without our help! It seems to me They want us to do Their dirty work for Them, risk our own necks while They just sit back and watch.”

“That’s possible,” the professor answered, speaking more slowly, thoughtfully. “But there may be a good reason for it. I think most of us have witnessed that titanic battle, even though in a dream. Can you imagine the result if that were to happen again? My guess is there would be nothing left of the solar system. Every planet would be reduced to a cinder if those terrible energies were to be let loose a second time. This way, such a catastrophe may be avoided.”

“So you’re suggesting that one or more of us should use the vrach to carry out Nodens’ command and venture into the Outside, to hunt down those creations of the Old Ones before they can break through into our space-time?” I asked.

“Frankly, I believe we have no other option,” McKinrick declared firmly. “And the sooner the better. Even now, those followers of Cthulhu will be seeking to open the gateways to bring Them through.”

“Very well,” I said, not feeling as confident as I tried to sound, “I’ll go.”

“Alone?” queried my uncle. “No one knows what really lies out there. You say that Nodens showed you something of that place, but I’ve already experienced what can happen when you use the vrach...and that was in our own space-time. You could end up completely and utterly lost between the dimensions once you venture there.”

“Do you think I don’t know that?” I retorted. “But since Nodens gave the power to me, I’m the logical one to go. Don’t worry, I’ll see it through.”

“Much as it goes against my better judgement, I’m forced to agree,” McKinrick said soberly. “You’re certain you know the means of using the vrach?”

Nodding, I replied, “I know them. They’re all here, inside my head where Nodens put them.” Even as I made the assertion, I took the vrach from my pocket. In the dim sunlight it still glowed with the strange inner radiance which Nodens had imparted to it; a lambent, violet fire which outlined the triple helix, making it stand out more clearly than before. Before I could tear my gaze away from it, the helix began to spin, slowly at first, then faster, but this time there was something different. Not only was the convoluted pattern different, but it seemed to whirl in strange symbiosis with a rhythm within my mind. In some curious manner my will was not only meshing with the vrach as before, but now it was directing it, making it obey some deep-seated command which lay somewhere within my subconscious.

The room around me fragmented into a million kaleidoscopic pieces that went flying away in all directions, and from the centre, flowing outward, there came...nothing!

The impressions which translated themselves to me in that instant were not visual, interpreting their meaning by way of some sense other than those possessed by men. I was in a dimensionless region which, though seemingly boundless, nebulous, contained no space and where, although there were vague hints of movement, there was no time. I hung suspended in some incogitable vantage point aware only that I was a being, an entity, conscious of indescribable forms that transcended any idea of shape, delineation and confines I had previously known.

Even with that knowledge I had gained from Nodens, I understood only dimly what was happening. I had, indeed, passed through one of those blasphemous gates into those realms that lie outside human knowledge and imagination. In spite of the fact that this realm appeared dimensionless, there had to be something that was analogous with our own familiar space and time, for did I not occupy volume simply by being there?

Desperately I searched within my consciousness of some hint of what this region truly represented, striving to understand it with that additional knowledge which Nodens had given. So much information had been imparted that it was difficult to know where to begin; there were vague ideas seething through my mind which were completely new to me but then, when I was beginning to believe there was no way in which I could comprehend what lay all around me, I noticed that the blankness was not as absolute as I had initially imagined.

Close by was a faint violet glimmer and abruptly, I recognised that it was the vrach, still tightly gripped in my hand. Swiftly, almost without conscious volition, I meshed my mind with it and almost at once a sense of calm settled on me. A strange perception, which went far beyond sight, hearing or touch, enabled me to scan my surroundings. The unimaginable forms of which I had previously been aware now took on more definite shape, yet for a wild moment, I wished they had remained as anomalous, wispy stirrings, for these shapes were pure horror!

Huge, polymorphous things that were the embodiment of nightmare thronged around me, leaping and slithering from alien vortices. There outlines blurred and changed incessantly. Whip-like tentacles lashed hideously towards me. There were other things like great protoplasmic spheres which constantly put forth taloned appendages, their curved surfaces covered with a multitude of gaping maws which slavered ravenously as they swarmed in my direction.

So these were the nameless spawn of Cthulhu that lurked at the threshold to our world, waiting for the gateway to be opened to loosen them upon an unsuspecting world while the Old One engaged Cthugha in a battle for the dominion of the solar system! Even as I recognised them, I became aware of something else which had been nagging away at the back of my consciousness for some time. A faint, faraway droning which, now that I concentrated on it, formed itself into semi-articulate words; a vast multitude of chanting voices impinging upon this region from somewhere else. The monstrous tempo went on endlessly, the incantations of Cthulhu’s followers, somehow penetrating the veil which separated this place from Earth, calling interminably down the ages.

Despite the terror that threatened to overwhelm my senses, a savage anger replaced it. Raising the vrach in front of my face, I uttered the words which rose of their own accord from the depths of my mind where they had been subconsciously implanted by Nodens, words which had never before been uttered by a human tongue.

The effect was instantaneous. Light blazed from within the crystal. I saw it reach out and strike the ghastly monstrosities that thronged around me, and where it touched them they shrivelled as if burned by a raging fire. Now, blotting out that droning chant, there rose a shrieking and bellowing in my brain which was deafening. Only slowly did it die away as the last of those hideous creations was destroyed.

Whether there were others lurking at the threshold of other gateways I had no means of knowing; only that, as far as I could perceive with my strangely enhanced senses, no shapes were now visible where previously the place had been literally teeming with them. The cocoon of pulsing radiance, which had lashed outward from the vrach now subsided. Feeling an odd exultation, I made to mesh my will with the crystal, to return through the gateway into normal space-time, but before I could do so something formless, invisible, took hold of me...not only physically, but also mentally.

Some unknown, irresistible force had entered that corridor between the dimensions, something that not only prevented me from interlinking with the vrach, but was also drawing me forward. There was a sense of increasing motion—or rather, what passed for motion in a region where normal space and time did not exist—and I was hurtling onward into that blank nothingness toward some goal I could not perceive even with my heightened senses.

Headlong, I plunged into the abyss, utterly unable to halt my dizzying passage. What lay out there, sucking me irresistibly towards it with this overpowering force? Surely not Great Cthulhu although it was conceivable that my use of the vrach to open the gateway had alerted Him. Yet there were, of course, other Old Ones whom I had temporarily forgotten, and I knew with a sickening certainty that if not Cthulhu or Cthugha, then it had to be one of Them to have the power to negate the vrach in this way.

Twisting, spinning helplessly, I was whirled through the utter void, unable to check my velocity which, by this time, must have been enormous although without time or space as I knew them there was nothing by which I could compare it. How long that flight continued, I had no way of measuring, nor if it would ever end. In that weird dimensionless realm it seemed possible I might continue on forever while, beyond the gate, in my own space-time, the universe ground to a halt and then contracted to a pinpoint of inconceivable mass and radiation.

But halt it did.

I had a fleeting glimpse, a vision, of something ahead of me, a weird horizon that glowed with colours known to no earthly spectrum. Eye-searing in its brilliance, filling every possible direction visible to my strange mental sense, it rushed deliriously upon me. And then, in no time at all, it was gone. I was back in the universe with solid ground beneath my feet. But this was not Earth, and the constellations that glittered overhead, now seen visually, were not those I knew, though there was a strange sort of familiarity about some of them. They looked oddly distorted, but I made out Ursa Major with Boötes and Corona Borealis visible above a black, serrated horizon.

Over the huge plane alien stars gleamed in multitudes, far brighter than any seen from Earth, multi-hued orbs that cast irregular shadows across the ground around me.

Shaken to the core by my experience, I strove to control my emotions, eyes alert for any danger. Even if I had not seen those dazzling suns in the midnight-black heavens, I would instantly have known I was on an alien world. Grotesque spires of ebon rock stood in long columns that marched grandly towards a distant horizon. Staring hard at them, I knew immediately that not even a nature gone insane could have carved such monstrous shapes. Fantastic mile-high creations, which must have been carved by the hand of a god, yet from the delineations of their bulbous, spectral outlines, it was not the handiwork of the Elder Gods.

Silhouetted against the brilliant starlight, the hideous representations of creatures that had no counterpart in my memory bore a nightmarish quality, which lifted the small hairs on my neck and sent a shiver of ice brushing along my spine. As I went forward, passing between the rows of frozen sentinels, my mind was already searching for some clue as to my whereabouts, anything which might provide me with some idea of the nature of the Beings which dwelt here, for I knew I had been drawn through that gateway for some malign purpose.

Then, as I neared the end of that vast colonnade, I made out something more in the distance where the starlight was reflected off a surface that was not rock...but water. Out of the depths of my subconscious there came a recollection of something I had read in McKinrick’s library in that moment of absolute horror, suddenly I knew where I was and who dwelt here. From my vantage point I was looking down upon the fabled Lake of Hali on that blasphemous black planet within the Hyades which was the reputed abode of Hastur the Unspeakable, a close ally of Cthulhu and sworn enemy of Cthugha!

I knew that Hastur had been locked away somewhere within the depths of that oily fuliginous lake, imprisoned there in a like manner to the other Old Ones. But now, unless I was badly mistaken, He was free like His brothers. He could be anywhere within this part of the cosmos. Before me, the surface of the lake was flat and featureless. No ripple disturbed its placid stillness and yet there was the hint of something far below; something vast that was rising slowly from those benighted deeps, exuding an air of ancient evil that was almost tangible.

Rooted to the spot, I could only stare down the stony slope, which in places sprouted distorted boulders hewn into ominous shapes. Then, without warning, the water in the centre of the lake exploded in a mountain of spray and, as the cascade of drops fell back, I caught a glimpse of what had lain behind that curtain of spume. Hell glared crimson from two eyes within a scaled head that reached up towards the stars. Mountain-like, the rest of the glistening bulk rose from the water, a vision of stark horror, dwarfing even those graven columns that stood, sentinel-like, around the black shore.

Instinctively I thrust forward the vrach. It still glowed with a faint nimbus of violet light but the crystal remained beyond my mental reach. Then a voice spoke thunderously within my mind as the carmine eyes loomed closer, filled with a lust that sent a wave of pure terror through my cringing mind.

“You know me, mortal! I am Hastur, imprisoned here for countless aeons by those who refused to change the destiny of this universe and allow us to return to that freedom within the Higher Spheres where we truly, and rightfully, belong. You have destroyed those who would aid my Brother, Cthulhu, Lord of the Deeps; obliterated them before the gate could be opened. You seek to ally yourself with the indolent Elder Gods who dream Their eternal dreams in Glyu-Vho, content to allow the universe to churn out its futile cycle of which you and your kind know nothing. That bauble you holding in your shaking hand cannot destroy me as it did those others. And for your act of destruction against my Brother, I should exterminate you in like manner. But there is a way in which you can serve me and this I charge you to do. Cthugha wishes to claim this part of the cosmos for His own. He has forsaken that which, ages ago, was His. Even now he broods on that black world on the rim of your solar system of planets waiting to unleash His fury upon your own race. Is that not so?”

In spite of the naked terror within my mind, I still forced myself to face up to Hastur, for I suddenly realised there was something wrong, something that did not add up. If the Old Ones were as omnipotent as they claimed when dealing with human beings, what could be so important that only I could do it? I had the odd feeling that, despite His words, Hastur was in some way mortally afraid, that He could not destroy me as He claimed.

Summoning up my courage, I replied, “While what you say is true, Cthulhu also seeks to wreak His vengeance upon my race. That I cannot allow.”

“Great Cthulhu seeks only that which is His right,” fulminated the voice within my skull. “Those who accept and worship Him need have no fear. Indeed, many marvels will be shown them. They shall rule with Him and be exalted above all others. The Elder Gods will not aid you against us. As I have said, They still slumber in Glyu-Vho and Nodens seeks only to delude and beguile you with empty promises. Over the aeons we have grown stronger. Do my bidding and Cthugha will be banished back to His own realm and all the worlds in your tiny system will be saved. Disobey me and you will know more chaos and destruction then you have ever dreamed.”

The bellowing voice ceased. For a moment, I thought Hastur was waiting for my answer. But then the sky-rearing shape changed! There was a wavering as if a pall of smoke had risen from the surface of the lake. Details stabilised and I saw something huge and black that occulted several of the brilliant stars overhead. I caught shocking glimpses of great wings outspread against the ether, and if that earlier face had been a nightmare out of Hell this was a thousand times more so. A single eye glared down at me from a stupendous height, and the gaping mouth was a cavernous maw that drooled with an insatiable lust and hunger.

“This, mortal, is but another of my many forms and you should be grateful you do not see some of the others for they are not good to look upon. Now, are you prepared to do my bidding or do you wish to remain here and suffer an eternity of torment.”

“Why should I trust you?” I asked scornfully.

“You have no choice, mortal.”

Suddenly, I felt a weird tugging inside my skull as if fingers were probing my brain. The echoes of Hastur’s voice still reverberated, but as if in a vacuum, fading slowly. Even when they had gone altogether, there was something else present, some extraneous force which was seeking to get a hold on my consciousness, forcing itself through a void in which no thoughts existed. Then another voice shouted inside my head, one that I recognised immediately. Nodens!

“Heed not the words of Hastur. He fears the powers which are latent within the vrach you hold.” The words grew louder, stronger, drowning out everything else. I still saw Hastur looming over me, His hideous shape limned against the celestial firmament. But it was as if all time had stopped. He hung there motionless, like some ancient horror carved from stone.

“You can blend with the vrach, control those potent energies with which I endowed it. Use your mind, Vincent Trevelyan, use it to probe deeper within the crystal than before.”

Desperately, acutely aware all the time of that vast winged shape above me, I concentrated all of my will on the vrach, tearing my gaze from Hastur where He hung in mute, motionless anger above the Lake of Hali, staring down at the palely-glowing crystal in my nerveless fingers. I could sense the horror emanating from the Old One spreading all around me in pulsing waves as He tried to regain control of my mind.

Within my pounding skull, my brain seemed torn in two directions as I struggled frantically to penetrate deeper into the carmine depths of the crystal. Nothing happened, and a sense of utter despair flooded through me. After all, my mind was only human...how could I hope to understand and manipulate things that had been designed by gods? Then, when I was on the point of giving up the unequal struggle, something seemed to click inside my head. It was not a physical experience but something on a mental level, which I had never believed I possessed. A great flood of carmine light flowed around me, streaming in waves and it was as if I was sinking into a depthless ocean. For one wild, chaotic instant I imagined myself to be an atom within the vrach. Then the complex turmoil within me steadied.

I was back on that night-black rock, staring up at the hovering form of Hastur but now the vrach abruptly blossomed into an almighty brilliance. A pencil beam of the purest erubescence lashed out from between my rigid fingers. I saw it spear upward without physical direction on my part although mentally, I was one with the crystal. The beam struck the monstrous shape of the Old One squarely on the underside, and the next second I was deafened by a thunderous, planet-shaking roar of rage, frustration and pain as Hastur seemed to fold in on Himself, dropping like a stone from the ebon sky into the lake.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Once again the sullen surface of the Lake of Hali lay flat and featureless. A dull, oily mirror, it reflected the garish light of the great suns that swarmed in the dark heavens. Yet although He had been wounded and defeated, Hastur was still able to fight back. From the distant horizon a dark, formless mass swept across the benighted plain and there was a dread malignancy about its swift approach, blotting out the stars as it came, which gave me warning that the sooner I left this accursed place and headed for Earth, the better.

I knew I could move unhindered through space by means of the vrach. But where was Earth? Which of those teeming thousands of glittering star points in the black heavens was the Sun? I could will myself towards any one of those stars and arrive almost as quickly as simply thinking about it. I could return to that dimensionless void between the planes, yet I was reluctant to follow this hazardous course, for it occurred to me that there was, almost certainly, a multitude of gateways leading from that terrible region, and not all of these had an exit on Earth.

My only hope now was to rely on my astronomical training, to picture the constellations as they were from Earth and attempt to correlate them with those I could see from this alien world. In many respects it was like a game of three-dimensional chess. The Sun should be just visible to the naked eye from my position as a small, insignificant yellow star among hundreds of others. Turning slowly in full circle, I searched desperately across the sky, hampered now by that ominous nebulous cloud sweeping in from behind me. I had no idea what it portended, but since this was Hastur’s realm it could not presage good. My task was made doubly difficult since, from this point in the cosmos, the familiar constellations were curiously distorted, yet sufficient remained of their outlines for me to finally settle on two sixth magnitude stars, clearly visible owing to the perfect transparency of the atmosphere on this planet, either of which could be my own Sun. Moments later, the billowing mass overhead erupted as great lightning bolts struck downward! Thunder roared in my ears and behind that sound, faint at first but growing louder by the second, came a weird howling. In my concentration on locating my home star system, I had temporally forgotten that Hastur ruled the winds. As the blue and green fire from the clouds lashed around the tops of the graven stone monuments, running in rivers of fire down their grotesquely-shaped sides, the howling gale rushed at me, and I knew with a sickening certainty that once I was caught up in that fiery tornado I would be whirled helplessly off the face of the planet.

Acting purely by blind instinct, I somehow succeeded in meshing with the vrach, blending our two consciousnesses into one. In moments, I expressed a new sense of equilibrium. I was out in the interplanetary gulfs of this system. I had expected to see the flaring disc of a sun rise around the night-black curve of the planet...but there was none. Either this nameless world of boundless horror spun through space completely alone or, as some of the ancient texts hinted, it orbited a black sun, which would be invisible against the starry firmament. Below me the vicious lightning bolts dwindled as I drifted away and dimly, just visible against the surface, a vast whirlpool gyrated chaotically with the Lake of Hali at its centre.

There was a transient roar of thwarted rage in my ears, which faded swiftly, and in another moment I was falling away from the planet as the vrach bore me on a course through the boundless abyss towards a tiny, yellow star that I had chosen arbitrarily as my first objective. Around me, the densely clustered suns of the Hyades left brilliant meteor trails across my vision and I guessed that my velocity must have been close to that of light, if not in excess of it, for by now I felt little surprise at the tremendous powers which existed within the crystal. Within minutes, it seemed, the yellow star swelled out of the blackness, and instinctively I slowed my onward rush, using the strange symbiosis between the vrach and my own mind which now seemed one, enabling me to control my motion almost without conscious thought.

Gradually the yellow-white sun expanded to a visible disk, and as I drew nearer I desperately scanned the region for any sign of attendant worlds that I might recognise. Yet when I finally came upon the first, I knew with a sense of dread that this was not the familiar solar system.

Perhaps half a billion miles from the primary, a double planet circled this sun with a myriad of small moons which performed crazy antics about both, revolving in orbits which would have baffled any terrestrial astronomer. Each of these planets I reckoned to be about the size of Jupiter, cloud-banded with viciously swirling atmospheres.

Not wishing to venture too close, I let them drift away behind me as I continued sunward, coming upon four other planets, three showing as thin crescents and the nearest one in a more gibbous phase. Only the innermost was surrounded by the characteristic haze of an atmosphere, and for a little while my scientific curiosity dominated my thoughts so that I followed it along its endless orbit, scanning the seemingly barren surface for any sign of life.

Here and there, through gaps in the thick cloud layer, I noticed huge scars where great meteorites had struck the surface in some bygone age, and that there were other areas dotted with the gaping mouths of deep pits which, even by the wildest stretch of the imagination, I could not put down to any natural process occurring during the planet’s evolution. There was an inhuman massiveness about these structures, which made me imagine all sorts of things as I looked down dizzily upon this frightful topography. My mind yielded horrific pictures of some gigantic form of alien life that had bored these ghastly wormholes through the solid rock. Images of a prodigious serpent race burrowing along labyrinthine tunnels, deep into the core of the plant flashed through my dazed mind. I recalled what I had once read concerning Yaddith, infested with dholes. But although similar, I knew that this was not that monstrous planet, for Yaddith circled a quintuple star system within some far-distant galaxy.

Not wishing to see what form of hideous life might be, if it still existed down there on that crazily-riddled surface, I moved away from this extraneous system and, after a meticulous search of the heavens, turned towards a second star I had picked out, still many light years distant, inwardly praying that this was the one for which I was searching. Always at the back of my mind was a very real possibility that I was hopelessly lost, that I might be doomed to spend an eternity wandering through the star lanes, never reaching home.

This time, however, my hopes rose, for all around me in every conceivable direction the outlines of the constellations were almost exactly as I had seen them from Earth, although in places it was difficult to pick them out owing to the profusion of stars visible without the blanketing effect of the terrestrial atmosphere. Ahead of me, the sun grew into a bright star, now outshining all of the others. I had little idea of my actual direction through space with respect to the planet’s system and when, on the very rim, I encountered a dark planet which was clearly not Yuggoth, for that hideous world was unforgettably imprinted upon my memory, I felt a renewed doubt assail me.

Had I again been mistaken?

As I hovered above its surface, struggling frantically to orientate myself and ignore the vague despair which crept unbidden into my thoughts, a faint memory came of something I had once read, a dim recollection of the existence of another planet even further from the Sun than Yuggoth. Randolph Carter had spoken of it on his return from Yaddith...Kynarth. A cold and lifeless world moving in its endless orbit, unknown and unsuspected by Earthly astronomers.

In spite of my uncertainty, I felt a sudden flare up of my old thirst for scientific knowledge. My view of the cosmos from this spatial standpoint did appear to confirm that this was, indeed, the solar system, and that being so, I had now been afforded an unequalled opportunity to discover as much as possible about events far removed from Earth, knowledge which might prove vital to our cause.

Dropping lower over the dark, bare surface of Kynarth, for such I was certain this planet was, I used those enhanced faculties I had been given by Nodens to scan it in totality. Dark and sinister peaks rose in vast ranges over virtually all of the visible region, reaching their highest where I estimated the northern pole to be situated. Here, however, there was an uncanny regularity about the gaunt slopes, which hinted at some ancient artificiality that had shaped them. Their edges and crests were crumbled and, in places, oddly truncated, from unguessed ages of weathering, suggesting that at some past era there had been an atmosphere of sorts enveloping this world. Closer inspection gave vague insinuations of odd angles among those towering pinnacles, highly suggestive of others I had seen and always associated in some way with the Old Ones. How many millions of years had passed since the atmosphere had disappeared? It was futile to guess, but there was no doubt in my mind that any climatic changes conducive to disintegration and abrasion of this rock had ceased millennia before.

More and more oddly uniformed protuberances became apparent as I drifted lower over that unnatural surface. I did not recognise the rock of which these terrible peaks were composed, and in some places it appeared to glimmer with a curious luminescence reminiscent of radioactive decay. And where this dimly shimmering chiaroscuro threw shadows across the neighbouring region, it highlighted oddly geometric patterns that spoke of malignant sculptures hewn out of the rock by some archaic power at a time when the solar system was in its infancy.

Clearly there had been some intelligent race on Kynarth, possibly long before those monstrous beings from that planet near Fomalhaut had reached Yuggoth in their original flight from Cthugha, and it occurred to me that perhaps these were those star-headed creatures, mentioned by Lovecraft, which had migrated from some unknown region within the cosmos, settling here before drifting Earthward and building their great stone cities in the Antarctic. As an astronomer I was willing to believe that the billions of planets within the universe had spawned countless races during the long aeons since its formation, and what I had learned recently had forced me to the unshakeable belief that many of these races had entered the solar system in bygone eras.

Driven on now by some weird compulsion that went far beyond mere curiosity, I descended towards that glaciated surface where the scintillant luminescence seemed strongest. Here, amid a disorderly tangle of serrated boulders, a tremendous cylindrical sphere rose sheer from the mountainside. The thing seemed remarkably smooth, perfectly perpendicular, and I guessed that it had been erected sometime after the atmosphere had either dissipated into space or been frozen onto the rocks. It was incredibly well preserved in spite of its tremendous age with no sign of weathering akin to that which had abraded the surrounding region. Limned in the stone and dimly outlined by the radiance omitted by the nearby rocks, I made out a monstrous symbol of fantastic proportions composed of curiously intersecting curves and lines which radiated from a common point in an eye-twisting array, continuously blurring so that it was impossible to obtain a true picture of what it was intended to represent.

If the monstrous edifice was, in reality, a tower, I could find no signs of an entrance, yet something still drove me on to make a more thorough investigation. I had this strange conviction that this long-gone race, if indeed it was that which had colonised Earth all those billions of years ago, would have been in more direct contact with the Old Ones...and possibly the Elder Gods...than we ourselves.

I had made two complete circuits of the stupendous base of the pillar without any success when, after moving around it for the third time, my eye fell upon a blacker region perhaps twenty yards away which, from that particular angle, stood out clearly from the rest of the background. On all sides of it the oddly luminous rock glimmered faintly, yet none of that radiance touched this ebon nucleus. Moving cautiously forward over upjutting boulders, I discovered that my initial hunch had been correct.

The darker patch was indeed an opening, five-pointed, which lay between the weathered rocks of a shapeless ruin. Not wishing to step into some bottomless pit, I went down on my hands and knees, feeling the ground in front of me. Instead of the empty space I had expected, my fingers encountered a wide passage that sloped slightly downward and in the direction of the pillar. Straightening up, I stood undecided for a moment. Common sense told me to draw back, to leave this blasphemous planet and head for the Earth, yet something impelled me to go on into that monstrous lair of primal secrets, even though it meant venturing along this primigenous passage in complete and utter darkness.

Trailing one hand along the wall, I shuffled forward. At times the stone floor seemed littered with debris that crunched loudly under my shoes, and there were strangely embossed areas along the wall, which seemed to trace out hideous designs under my fingers, and I was glad I was unable to make out whatever was carved on that ancient stone. After several minutes of groping blindly in the dark I noticed that, directly ahead of me, the utter blackness was no longer total. At first, I thought my imagination was deceiving me, but then I began to pick out vague details. There was, however, no warning of the thing that came, only the shocking, breath-taking chaos in my mind. One moment I was shuffling over the uneven floor of the passage, the next I had stepped into a vast, open space, lit by a nauseous greenish phosphorescence which came from some unseen source high above my head.

All around were the rising walls that rose sheer and smooth to a dizzying height. A sudden sense of vertigo seized me as I stared up, realising in the same instant that the sloping tunnel had led me into the interior of that enigmatic black tower, for such indeed it was. Looking back on that moment, it is difficult to analyse my emotions, knowing that I was the first human to have ever set foot within this edifice; that I alone was viewing aeon-old secrets from a time when the Earth and all the planets were but newly formed from the primal gas-and-dust cloud circling the Sun.

As my eyes grew accustomed to the repulsively green glare, I saw that the walls around me were not completely featureless but bore vague markings, mural arabesques, which I soon discovered depicted the outlines of those monstrous creatures which had once inhabited this planet. Grotesque and alien beyond all conception, the terrible frescoes were still in an excellent state of preservation even after countless millions of years, revealing images of shuddersome horror. A shiver of sheer revulsion struck through me as I discerned those star-headed entities, their conical torsos terminating in sucker-like appendages, bodies sprouting long tentacles which ended in claw-like pincers.

There were other designs too, some of which may have represented astronomical features, but if they were intended to show constellations as seen at that remote era in the history of the solar system, I could not even hazard a guess at how long a time had elapsed since then. Such were the frightfully ancient scenes depicted upon those titan walls, but they told me nothing of the purpose of this edifice; whether it had been erected by those beings as a sacred temple for the worship of their blasphemous gods, or had had a more sinister intent.

It was as I glanced up towards the very top, however, that the full, final, shocking horror struck me. Far above was a small circle of darkness where I guessed that the remotely distant top of the tower lay open to the outside heavens. Yet what I saw there in a single blinding instant of clarity and understanding went beyond the bounds of mere nightmare, for there was a terrifying familiarity about the scene.

The apex certainly gaped open to the sky...but it was not a part of the heavens visible from this terrible planet, or any other in the solar system. Within that circle of darkness, oddly enlarged and distorted as if by some gigantic lens, I glimpsed the spiralling vortices of stupendous energy and cosmic frightfulness that lay at the very centre of the galaxy. There was no rational theory, no sane alternative:

I was looking directly at Azathoth!

This abhorrent tower could only be another of those impious gateways within the solar system, which led to the Outer Spheres where the Old Ones have existed during Their incarceration. And, dear Lord, this one opened directly upon the most feared and powerful of them all.

That next moment, I was plunging in headlong flight out of that horrific chamber, along the night-black tunnel, not caring if I should encounter any obstacle which might send me sprawling within that ageless silence. Once out in the open, I meshed my will with the alien intelligence of the vrach, rising swiftly above that accursed planet, shuddering violently as it fell away into the void behind me. I knew that other dangers still lay ahead of me before I reached Earth, but for these I was, at least partially, prepared. Somewhere in the interplanetary deeps both Cthulhu and Cthugha lurked, and I had already made up my mind that, whatever the danger to myself, I would attempt to use this opportunity to discover both Their whereabouts and what action They were taking.

My descent towards Yuggoth came within minutes, such was the velocity with which the vrach carried me between the worlds. This time I was more prepared for what I might see, for the memory of my previous visit there to rescue my three companions was still strong in my mind. As it swung towards me out of the void, I saw at once that awesome ziggurat which had been erected on its hideous surface; witnessed that teeming, multitudinous life which crawled amid grotesque stone cities of black rock, but I looked in vain for that eye-searing creature of flame which was Cthugha.

I experienced a vague sense of disappointment and alarm at this, knowing that His absence from Yuggoth could only mean that He had temporarily forsaken His plan of using these denizens to attack Earth. Quite suddenly it became imperative for me to discover His present whereabouts, knowing that such knowledge was vital if we were to be prepared for any attack. Crossing the orbits of Pluto and Neptune and glimpsing Uranus in the distance, I saw, far ahead of me, the ringed glory of Saturn.

This was what my uncle must have seen when he had been hurled across the solar system by that tremendous mental blast from Cthulhu, but then the Old One had been imprisoned within the stone city of R’lyeh. Now He was free, and if what I knew was correct, He lurked somewhere close to mighty Jupiter. Slowly the ringed crescent grew larger as I approached, encircled by its retinue of moons. It was still many thousands of miles distant when I became aware of a peculiar phenomenon. At irregular intervals, a brief but vivid bolt of crimson light flashed out from the boiling atmosphere of Saturn, spearing through the void towards some point nearer to the Sun. It might have passed unnoticed to normal sight over that tremendous distance, but with the enhanced perception afforded me by Nodens, I saw it quite clearly.

My first impression was that it was some stupendous electrical disturbance within Saturn’s atmosphere being warped out into space by the intense magnetic field surrounding the planet. Yet plausible as this explanation was, a further, and more alarming possibility occurred to me, one that was amply confirmed when I also noticed streaks of greenish energy moving in the opposite direction and impinging upon the planetary surface.

What weird reasoning brought the shocking truth into my mind, I could not tell, yet in a flash of clarity I knew what I was witnessing. Those titanic bolts of blazing energy which criss-crossed the void between Jupiter and Saturn emanated from those aeon-old adversaries, Cthulhu and Cthugha, each concealed beneath the turbulent gases which raged tornado-like about these two giant planets!

Even as the dread realisation entered my numbed mind, I sensed the awesome waves of malevolence that pervaded the ether around me. For several moments that tremendous elemental evil seized my mind in so fierce a grip that it momentarily broke the symbiotic link between myself and the vrach. Instantly an irresistible attraction caught me in a vice-like hold, drawing me at an ever accelerating rate towards Saturn. I was controlled by that awesome force, drawn on faster and faster as I plummeted through space.

I saw the vast crescent swell rapidly into a swirling gibbous shape, streaked with bands of colour, blotting out the stars and tangled wisps of nebulae in that direction. And on the dark side of the planet, turned away from the Sun, was a vivid red scar that stood out like a single glaring eye, watching my helpless fall from space. Somewhere within that boiling cloud magma lay Cthugha, but whether He was aware of me or was concentrating all of His efforts on deflecting those energy bolts from Jupiter, it made little difference. Within minutes I would plunge like a meteorite into that mephitic atmosphere.

Then, when it seemed that nothing could release that terrible grip, something brilliant flashed in front of me. Like a ghastly green comet, trailing virescent sparks behind it, a savage thunderbolt roared by and struck the Saturnian atmosphere almost directly on that fiery spot below me. The next instant, my mind was free of that diabolical influence. Almost as if it had sensed my predicament, I felt the vrach reach out to me, clutching at my fading will. Within seconds I had regained control, was moving swiftly away from the mottled face of the planet, above the plane of the rings...and only just in time! A vicious spear of scarlet lightning tore past me as Cthugha retaliated. I saw it fade swiftly into the black distance and then I was rising high above the plane of the ecliptic, streaking Sunward.

Far below me, I was able to see more clearly that my earlier supposition had been correct. Concealed beneath the turbulent methane-hydrogen-ammonia atmospheres of the two largest planets of the solar system, the two antagonists were engaged in a bitter battle. As I covered those millions of miles, I strove to assimilate every detail, knowing that very little if anything of this battle would be detectable from Earth. Even if those astronomers with the largest telescopes and most sophisticated equipment did succeed in picking up any strange signals from this region, any explanation they offered would be far off the mark.

Passing well clear of mighty Jupiter, I crossed the asteroid belt and, with Mars on the opposite side of the Sun, finally approached Earth, watching it grow swiftly from a thin crescent into a vast globe of blue and white. Instinctively I reduced my velocity to a tiny fraction of what it had been, not wishing to burn up like a meteor in the terrestrial atmosphere. Drifting slowly through the upper stratosphere, I scanned the surface closely until I was able to locate the British Isles, arriving on the wide, unkempt lawn outside Charnwood House just as dawn was breaking.

The front door opened before I could reach it and McKinrick ushered me inside to where the others, with the exception of Ingram and Mansell, were gathered in the library.

“We’d almost given you up for lost, Vincent.” Kitson, seated in his wheelchair by the window, scrutinised me closely, almost as though he expected some change to have taken place in me. “You’ve been gone for more than a fortnight.”

“As long as that? But it seems only yesterday that—”

“Evidently you were successful in entering that region between the normal dimensions,” McKinrick put in smoothly. “There, as you no doubt discovered, time as we know it doesn’t exist. But I suspect that something more happened.” He paused, then went on quickly, “But you must be ravenous. I’ll rustle up something for you, and then you must tell us everything that happened. Once you’ve done that, I’ll put you in the picture concerning events here.”

From his sombre tone I guessed that during my extended absence life had not been uneventful. But I forbore questioning him, knowing I would learn everything in good time.

Ten minutes later, I outlined all that had occurred, trying to make my account as brief as possible, but omitting no relevant details when it came to what I had observed on Jupiter and Saturn. McKinrick’s features assumed an even graver cast as he listened attentively, nodding his head once or twice as if what I was relating somehow fitted in with other things that had happened while I had been away.

“Thank God you used the opportunity to observe what’s going on in the solar system, Vincent,” he muttered tautly when I had finished. “At least we’re now certain of the whereabouts of four of the Old Ones and know something of Their immediate actions.”

“But we mustn’t overlook the others,” Kitson said harshly. “And even though Cthulhu and Cthugha seem to have temporarily forgotten Earth, we still face a terrible danger from Cthulhu’s spawn here.”

Before I could ask what he meant the professor said soberly, “What Ewan is getting at, Vincent, is that ‘The Rage’ is still continuing even though Cthulhu is no longer on this planet. Our two American friends have had to return to Arkham. As you know, almost all of the Organisation’s records and information collected over many years have been stored in the vaults of Miskatonic University, and it appears the Old Ones have been aware of this for some time. Attempts have been made to destroy this vital data, including several arson attacks, which, unless we are very much mistaken, were carried out by the Jinnee. Innsmouth has been virtually sealed off by the Federal authorities, supposedly because of riots. It’s evident, however, that the American government know a lot more about the activities of the Deep Ones from Y’ha-nthlei than they’re telling the public.”

“But if Cthulhu is—” I began.

McKinrick shook his head slowly. “You’re forgetting something, Vincent. Cthulhu may be somewhere on Jupiter, battling it out with His arch-enemy Cthugha, but He was not the only one imprisoned on Earth. There are others...Dagon, Axaroth and many more; lesser deities, perhaps, but still capable of wreaking terrible physical and mental destruction.”

“So now you’ve returned, our immediate objective is to draw up some kind of battle plan.” My uncle spoke for the first time. “We’ve come up with a number of possibilities during your absence, but these may have to be amended in the light of the information you’ve brought back.”

McKinrick rose stiffly from his chair and paced the room a couple of times, his hands clasped tightly behind his back, his line and face a mask of concentration. Finally he stopped near the window and said, “First we must assess the weapons we have with which to fight these creatures, not only those here but elsewhere within the Organisation. Then we’ll have an idea of our strengths and weaknesses.”

“We have the Akkadian crystal and the vrach,” I pointed out. “Both of these are not only potent against Cthulhu’s minions and the Jinnee but we have now extra powers conferred on the vrach, at least, by one of the Elder Gods.”

“Do we have any access to nuclear weapons?” Kitson asked pointedly. “From what I’ve been told, the Organisation has members in high places.”

“What exactly are you suggesting, Ewart?” McKinrick moved close beside Kitson’s wheelchair, staring down at him.

Kitson shrugged his shoulders. “There was that attempt made in 1928 by the Federal authorities off Innsmouth when they exploded some device in the deeps beyond Devil Reef. Obviously that only wounded whatever is down there, but a hydrogen bomb might wipe out that nest of creatures once and for all.”

The professor considered that for a moment, then shook his head. “It’s a tempting thought, but I doubt if that would be possible. Such a device would require the official approval of the President. Even though we have links to one or two men on his staff of advisers, I doubt if they could persuade him to take that course. Oh, he’s well aware that something extremely odd is going on in that area, but he would never believe, or accept, the truth.”

“So we must fall back on the vrach and the Akkadian crystal,” I said soberly.

“And one other thing,” my uncle replied.

“Oh, what’s that?” I asked. I could think of nothing else which might prove effective against the creatures we were fighting.

“This.” McKinrick bent and picked up something lying next to Kitson’s wheelchair. It was the enigmatic black rod from Yuggoth. Turning it slowly in his hands, he continued. “Apparently it has some odd properties which we only discovered a couple of days ago, and then completely by accident. Perhaps Ewart should explain them to you.”

Kitson took the rod from the professor, holding it clenched in both fists. There was a grim smile on his lips. “First, let me explain just how this discovery came about, Vincent. For the past week, there’s been an upsurge in the activity of the Jinnee in this area. We know the reason, of course. Perhaps things are getting desperate where Cthugha is concerned. Now He’s evidently committed Himself to wresting this corner of the cosmos from Cthulhu. He desperately needs the aid of those creatures presently confined on Yuggoth. There’s an entire army of them apparently trapped there and on Yuggoth, of no help to Him whatsoever. We’ve been taking it in turns to keep watch through the night, ready for any surprise attack on the house, and whoever has been on guard has worn the Akkadian crystal for extra protection. Four nights ago, it was my turn and, while sitting here in the dark, keeping an eye open for trouble, I happened to pick up the rod. Not, I might add, with the intention of trying to use it physically, which would have distracted my attention.”

“Go on,” I said as he paused, staring intently at the rod in his hands.

“Something happened, but this time there were no images in my mind. But there were voices. At first it was nothing more than a meaningless babble, and the first impression I got was that somehow I had picked up the same telepathic ability as the members of the Organisation, that I was receiving messages being relayed among individual members. Then I realised that what I was receiving was alien, and the sensation in my mind was the strangest I’ve ever experienced. I was listening in to the thoughts and mental communications of the spawn of the Old Ones.”

As I stared at him in sudden astonishment, the professor continued the story. “Naturally, we thought because of his outstanding psychic ability, the combination of the rod and the Akkadian crystal had expanded this to the point where Ewart could receive these telepathic messages; that he would be the only one capable of doing this. But it works for us, too. I think you can appreciate what this means. It gives us another edge over these creatures. With any luck we may be able to listen in and monitor their plans, no where they intend to strike next.”

“And, of course, we are constantly in touch with other members of the Organisation,” my uncle interjected. “Everything is now being coordinated. Mansell and Ingram are directing the task force we set up near Innsmouth and Arkham. The main problem is that we must still work in utmost secrecy. We have to have plausible explanations to give the general public, otherwise we could spark off a worldwide panic. This is clearly something we must try and avoid.”

I sat forward on the edge of my chair as McKinrick returned to his seat. “In the meantime,” he said after a long pause, “we must be sure that we are in a position to defend ourselves. Make no mistake about it, the five of us represent the greatest and most immediate danger to the Old Ones, at least here in the solar system. Whether there are other races elsewhere in the universe who have been alerted to this impending disaster, we have no way of knowing. My belief is that the one thing the Old Ones fear above all else is the vrach. So far as I’m aware, it’s the only one in existence. With it, we can hurt Them, if not destroy Them.”

“Then why haven’t we been attacked before?” I demanded. “Even if They can’t get at us directly so long as we have the vrach, surely They can kill us all indirectly.”

“That’s something I can’t attempt to explain,” McKinrick said brusquely. “Either these creatures are unsure of how much power we possess or—” He broke off sharply as another thought struck him. “Or perhaps there’s more to this old house than I thought.”

“More to this house?” Vansing Lai replied, looking mystified. “I don’t follow you, professor.”

Equally puzzled, I asked, “What could this house possibly have to do with it?”

“Its situation, Vincent,” McKinrick declared. “Right on the intersection of several old ley lines. You yourself saw how those Jinnee deliberately avoided that hill yonder when you brought Ewart back from Cambridge. There’s undoubtedly some concentration of power here, which these minions fear. If I’m right, it’s another point in our favour. Nonetheless, we mustn’t relax our vigilance. Even if they are held back by some force surrounding the old place, the same may not apply to the villagers.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

Two nights later, it was my turn to keep watch through the hours of darkness. Outside, the countryside lay still and quiet with very little wind and nothing stirring among the dark shadows. Beyond the fringe of stunted trees, the narrow path that led out of the village towards the looming bulk of Tor Mount was deserted. But it was an oppressive silence as if hidden thunderheads moved in from the horizon presaging a storm.

I guessed that most of the others were asleep, although I had certain doubts about the professor, sometimes wondering if he ever slept. Certainly there was something about him that marked him out from the others, an air of curious remoteness like that pervading this ancient house. I knew he had visited strange places, been in contact with even stranger things, far longer than any of us, but there was something more, an indefinable impression of possessing certain powers which went far beyond even those which I had already witnessed.

While maintaining a vigilant watch, I turned my thoughts to more recent events. Since my return we had continued to receive various reports concerning ‘The Rage’. Any hopes we might have had that, with Cthulhu no longer on Earth, it might subside, perhaps end altogether, had not been realised. Cases of violent insanity were spreading like a contagion in many countries, usually among those already diagnosed as unbalanced, but in a growing number of cases hitherto normal people would suddenly go berserk, killing and maiming anyone in their vicinity. Mass suicides continued, most of these being publicly ascribed to the activities of fringe religious cults which had sprung up, their prophets heralding the end of the world.

On a more physical level, freak storms had been reported from such widely separated places as northern Australia, the eastern fringe of the Sahara and the Indian subcontinent. Unprecedented tides wrought havoc along the Eastern seaboard of the United States as far south as the Gulf of Mexico. Things were undeniably getting worse, not better. The Earth’s climate appeared to have gone wild with violent rainstorms sweeping across many desert regions which had not witnessed rain for millennia, and an unparalleled melting of the polar ice resulted in massive bergs drifting towards the equatorial regions in much greater distances and in far larger numbers than ever before known.

Checking my watch, holding it close in order to make out the luminous hands, I saw that it was almost midnight. Time for me to make the rounds of the rooms on the ground floor. Getting up from the chair where I had been sitting for almost an hour, I proceeded from room to room, making sure that the seals that had been placed above each door and window were still intact before peering through each window in turn.

The moon was almost full and had risen more than three hours earlier. Now it was riding high in the clear, starlit sky towards the south, providing me with sufficient illumination to scan the terrain on all sides of the house. There was only one window on the ground floor that faced in the direction of the village, and I stood there for several minutes surveying the quaint, dilapidated buildings, watching for any sign of nocturnal activity on the part of the inhabitants.

On the face of it Tormount seemed asleep, yet I knew this was a surface illusion. Even though not a single light showed in any of the shuttered windows where I might have expected chinks of light to be visible, I knew that not all of the inhabitants were asleep. An air of malign watchfulness hung over the place, so thick and tangible that I could almost feel it from where I stood.

Off to one side, the looming silhouette of Tor Mount stood out clearly on the horizon, dominating everything in that direction. In the pale wash of moonlight it was just possible to discern the circle of standing stones atop the oddly truncated summit, a grim relic from some far-distant age when people worshipped their ancient pagan gods and that same moon had looked down upon gruesome scenes of sacrifice. Could it be possible, I wondered, that some of the ancient magic still persisted around that megalithic site, magic which could still deter the Jinnee? I made a mental note to ask my uncle about the religions which had been practised in this region in bygone ages.

It was as I was on the point of turning away to go back to the library that I caught a vague, stealthy movement where the solitary village street ended close to the big double gates of Charnwood House. Crouching down, I watched intently, waiting for it to be repeated. I did not have long to wait.

The two oddly warped figures, just visible beyond the gates, had such an air of watchful enmity about them that I shuddered and drew back slightly from the window. At first I took them for villagers, maintaining a close watch on the house, but after a few moments of close scrutiny I realised that, oddly deformed as certain of the villagers were, these two were not even remotely human. Their movements were very strange, without any normal rhythm. At the back of my mind was the knowledge that I had seen something like this before; an odd shuffling progress as if their humped bodies and limbs were not fashioned for walking like men. It was impossible to make out their faces, for these were concealed in deep shadow, but I had no doubt they were kin to those monstrous creatures I had seen on Ponape! After several minutes during which they remained absolutely motionless, they drifted back towards the village, vanishing from view among the nearer houses.

To say that I was disturbed by what I had seen is to reduce my emotions to mere triviality. My thoughts were in turmoil as I returned to the library, for it had never occurred to me, in spite of the nearness of the ocean, that the spawn of Cthulhu would have followed us here. I had half-expected to see one or two of the villagers prowling around in the darkness, even a glimpse of the Jinnee. It was just possible, of course, that the Deep Ones had been keeping us under observation for some time, but their presence had so far gone unnoticed. Yet there had been something menacing about their presence that profoundly troubled me. My first instinct was to wake the professor and alert him to the danger. But then another thought came to me. I still had the vrach in my pocket and, by making use of the rod, which I knew to be in the small cupboard in the library, I might be able to tune into those creatures.

Perhaps it was an act of folly on my part, but no sooner had the idea occurred to me than I had crossed the room and taken the rod from the shelf. Holding it tightly in my hands, I lowered myself into the chair by the window, sitting quite still, holding my breath and staring into the dimness. Very slowly I ran my fingers along the ice-cold length of the rod. Almost immediately I became acutely aware of two things. There was the impression of a host of inimical presences surrounding the building, but particularly on that side facing Tormount. I became conscious of something even more strange and frightening. I heard, or seemed to hear, odd noises that could only have originated within my subconscious, for they certainly did not register on my brain through my ears.

There seemed to be hollow footsteps moving across stone, but these were not made by human feet; these were slithery, sucking sounds that held an unnatural rhythm as if whatever produced them walked on suckers...and then voices were superimposed upon these weird background noises. Although many of the words were understandable, there was something about the quality and intonation that caused me to shake violently, so that I almost dropped the rod.

The tones were curiously varied, and I could not be certain whether I was picking up thoughts or actual speech, although the latter seemed improbable unless the rod was acting as some form of amplifier, magnifying distant faint sounds to the point where they could be heard from where I was sitting. At first the sounds were simply a confused babble but although I could distinguish only a few isolated phrases there was little doubt in my mind that the inflectionless and emotionless nature of the voices ruled out any connection with the villagers. The latter may have been a strange and introverted lot but these emanations were utterly alien, devoid of anything even remotely human.

Somehow, I succeeded in recognising three different cadences, indicating a plurality of creatures, and the more I listened, the more certain I became that I was picking up communication among certain of the Deep Ones close by. Since these awesome phrases, disjointed as they were, had a direct bearing on subsequent events, I set them down as I heard them:

(First voice)

“...Jinnee unable to penetrate barrier set up...old emanations still potent...hill too close for them and Cernunnos can still...villagers will now obey...must be done before dawn...”

(Second voice)

“Cannot allow Jinnee to seize (here an unrecognisable name, possibly G’hwyn-nghaa)...Cthugha will use it for...without it those on Yuggoth cannot return to...”

(First voice)

“…and everything in darkness...danger there...may have weapon which can destroy us...use humans to attack...spread command of Great Cthulhu that all must be destroyed...”

(Third voice)

“must make haste...Jinnee approaching...cannot allow the (again that unknown word, definitely G’hwyn-nghaa) to fall into their hands...kill all people there...enemies of Great Cthulhu...hurry before Jinnee...”

Here the words rapidly degenerated into an incomprehensible interfusion of sounds from which I could make out nothing except a note of almost hysterical urgency and fear. There was no doubt what these messages were intended to convey. The loathsome echoes in my mind were highly suggestive of the articulate speech of a cold-blooded species other than man.

And the G’hwyn-nghaa which could not be allowed to fall into the hands of the Jinnee or Cthugha—that could only be the ebon rod which I still held tightly. Aside from Dagon and Mother Hydra, the Deep Ones acknowledged Great Cthulhu as their Lord, and since He was now engaged in a bitter conflict with Cthugha it was imperative that anything which might aid the latter should not fall into the possession of Cthugha’s minions. It was now very plain that the Deep Ones intended to rouse the villagers against us, possibly within minutes, and if we were to have any chance of defending ourselves, there was no time to be lost.

First waking Kitson who slept in the downstairs room adjacent to the library, I then raced up the stairs, taking them two at a time, rousing the others in rapid succession.

“You’re absolutely certain of this?” McKinrick demanded as I poured out everything I’d experienced. Nodding, he went on before I could answer, “But of course you are. They’ll be here soon. It won’t take long for those creatures to have everyone in the village under their direct control. The seals will stop the Deep Ones and the Jinnee if they should come.”

“But not the villagers?” Vansing Lai asked.

“I’m afraid not. They’re human even though they’ve become so depraved they’ve thrown their lot in with the Deep Ones. They’ll have to be stopped by more mundane means if they try to overrun us.” The professor walked over to a large cupboard near the library door, took a key from his pocket, and unlocked it. We will each take a window to cover every direction,” he said harshly.

Over his shoulder, just visible in the dim lantern-light, I saw a number of weapons, revolvers and pistols, hanging on the near wall. Handing one to each of us, he hesitated as he came to Kitson.

“I’m in the thick of this too, John,” Kitson grated thickly. “I can use one of these as well as the next man.” He took the heavy automatic from the professor’s hand, checked to be sure there was a full magazine in place, then thrust his wheelchair over to the window. “I’ll keep watch from here.”

McKinrick handed me a Luger similar to the one I had taken to the Himalayas. “Are we all ready then?” he asked. “Alright. As I said, we each take a window and if you see anything moving, shoot to kill. Not only our lives, but the success of our mission may rely on it. By now, everyone in the village will have been gathered in by the Deep Ones, willingly or unwillingly. Those creatures themselves can’t pass the seals we’ve put up at every possible entrance. But that doesn’t apply to the villagers. They want that rod and they want us dead. We’re too big a threat to them now.”

I think we all understood what he was saying. The inhabitants of Tormount were people, human beings, but they had allied themselves with Cthulhu and in so doing had become so debased they were little better than the Deep Ones themselves. Whatever repugnance we might feel about killing these people, we had to forget it. McKinrick assigned me to watch from the window at the front of the house where I had first noticed the Deep Ones less than half an hour earlier. Settling myself down as comfortably as possible, I peered out. All around, the darkness was urgent with an air of foreboding. I knew that at any moment a horde of villagers might come swarming through the gates towards the house, urged on by those minions of Cthulhu.

As far as I could make out, there was neither sound nor movement among the long shadows that lay beyond the sloping lawn. The double gates stood tightly shut at the far end of the wide drive, and what little of the village I could see appeared silent and abandoned. Yet there was an impression of movement among the darkly-silhouetted houses; a vague undercurrent that touched subtly at my raw nerves. I knew that if an attack had been planned against us, it would be imminent. Ever since the Jinnee had failed to prevent Kitson and myself getting through with the rod, they had not been far away, and if they suspected the Deep Ones were intent on seizing it themselves to prevent it getting back to Yuggoth and releasing that monstrous horde, they could not stand idly by and allow it to be taken by the servitors of Cthulhu. Once Cthulhu had it in His hands, it would be lost to Cthugha forever.

I shifted my position slightly as my legs cramped. A few moments later, the door behind me opened softly, and McKinrick came in. A little light filtered in from the lantern in the corridor as he walked over to crouch down beside me.

“Anything happening, Vincent?”

Without taking my attention from the scene outside, I shook my head. “It’s as quiet as the grave out there. Maybe I was mistaken and what I picked up wasn’t connected with those creatures in the village. Maybe—”

“Whether it was or not, we can’t afford to take any chances,” McKinrick interrupted sharply. “I guess we all knew an attack would be made against us sooner or later. We know too much to be allowed to live.”

I tucked my elbows into my sides and shivered, then my thoughts froze right there. A further spasm of cramp seared through the muscles of my right leg, but it went almost unnoticed. Something moved in the street close to the nearest house. A shadow flitted across an open, moonlit patch of ground, then disappeared. It was followed a second later by another...and then a third. Dark shapes, hunched over, moving quickly.

“They’re coming,” I said through tightly clenched teeth. “Heading for the gates.”

McKinrick moved closer. He steadied himself with one hand on the window ledge, peering intently into the darkness, eyes wide so as to miss nothing. “I see them.”

Suddenly the area just beyond the gates was black with a mass of dark figures. In almost the same moment, the moon drifted out from behind a bank of cloud, flooding the scene with brilliant yellow radiance so that I could pick out the minute details of that hellish horde. Many of them were villagers and I was horrified to note that several were woman, their features contorted into masks of bestial rage. And there were others, monstrous and demoniacal caricatures of the human form, disturbing suggestions of creatures more aquatic than hominid. The leprous moonlight limned hideous faces and shapes, some ichthyic, others batrachian, that flopped and slithered while still moving upright in an insane parody of humanity. And there was a sound, too: shouts and yells from human throats, intermingled with guttural croakings that brought gooseflesh out on my arms.

Wildly, they threw themselves against the locked gates in a solid, heaving mass. For a second panic flared deep within me. Then McKinrick’s steadying hand was on my shoulder.

“Just keep your nerve, Vincent,” he cautioned tautly. “We’ve been through worse than this. If they break through the gates, send a warning shot over their heads. If that doesn’t scare them off, don’t waste any bullets. Make every shot count.”

“Do you think that bullets can stop these creatures?” I muttered hoarsely.

“Perhaps not the Deep Ones. Just remember they can’t get past the seals. Concentrate on the villagers.”

Before I could answer him, something odd happened. It began as a faint humming inside my skull which first I put down to the fading echoes of those weird, inhuman shrieks and yells from the mob outside the gates. Then, in the faint moonlight, I thought I saw a faint trace of luminosity hovering about the surging crowd.

The next second the shadowed mass which had, only a moment earlier, been a tangled knot of depraved humanity and inhuman forms, coalesced into a single, polymorphous entity that reared up in a pulsing column of horror that overtopped the high gates. Desperately, I tore my gaze from it, shutting my eyes tightly, but some obscure compulsion forced me to open them and look back. What in God’s name was happening?

“Do you see it?” I muttered in a throaty whisper, aware that the professor had abruptly stiffened beside me.

“I see it, Vincent.” McKinrick’s voice was a low, hushed murmur. “We’re the object of some mental attack. That’s nothing but an hallucination. But I never thought the Deep Ones possessed such power.”

In spite of the note of forced assurance in his tone, I found it impossible to believe that this was only an hallucination. At the end of the drive, I saw that heaving mass of semi-solid protoplasm, shapeless yet giving the impression of being composed of eyes, mouths, legs and waving arms, thrust itself irresistibly against the hard metal. I saw the gates bend under its prodigious weight, heard the shrieks of protesting steel as the hinges tore loose from their sockets.

With a crash the gates toppled onto the drive and the undulating lump oozed over the gravel towards the house. A wave of nausea came up into my throat, paralysing me. Unable to move a single muscle, I crouched there, held rigid by fear. Against the villagers, the gun I held would have afforded me some protection. But nothing could possibly stop that thing!

Then, all at once, the eldritch influence was broken as McKinrick grabbed my arm in a tight hold, his fingers biting deeply into my flesh. “Alright, Vincent. Snap out of it!” he hissed urgently. “What we’re seeing isn’t real. It’s nothing more than something put into our minds by the Deep Ones. Fight it, man. For God’s sake, fight it!”

Somehow his words penetrated my numbed, bemused mind. Shaking my head savagely in an attempt to rid it of that droning, buzzing, maddening hum, I blinked rapidly, still conscious of some formless, nameless presence close by that watched me with a sadistic pleasure. I felt caught up in something terribly old and evil that was seeking to dominate my thoughts and actions, something that did not directly emanate from that monstrous sight outside but which had enveloped the entire house.

Gritting my teeth, I forced all of my waning concentration into fighting whatever it was that sought to control me, my free hand going to my pocket and closing tightly around the vrach. The cold perspiration, which had broken out on my back and forehead dripped into my eyes, half-blinding me. Blinking rapidly, I forced myself to look again. The black, slug-like mass was still there, flowing gelatinously over the uneven ground, but now, as the professor tightened his grip on my arm and his urgent words forced themselves into my brain, its outlines seemed to waver, blurring oddly. As if a film were being removed from my vision, I saw the enshrouding mass of night-black stuff evaporate, and then there was only a dense throng of men and women, their faces alight with a satanic fury, rushing towards the house.

I brought up the pistol with a purely reflex action, smashing the window panes with the barrel, firing several shots into the screaming, screeching mass of possessed humanity. Four of them fell instantly, but the others still came on, brandishing a variety of weapons.

“We can’t stop all of them!” I shouted as the professor raised his own weapon and fired swiftly into the oncoming tide.

“We have to try!” He spoke through clenched teeth, turning his head this way and that as he picked out his targets.

To the rear of that ravening crowd, I could just make out the hideous shapes of several Deep Ones. For the time being, they seemed to be taking no part in the battle. Whether they were aware they could not penetrate beyond the sigils above the doors and windows, or were simply content to let these depraved creatures from the village do the fighting and dying for them, I could not tell. But at the back of my mind there was a nagging little suspicion that this was all part of some predetermined strategy on their part.

By now, several of the villagers were so close I could hear their hoarse breathing. Two ran straight for the window, and I felt a sudden searing stab of pain as a pitchfork was thrust through the smashed glass, one of the prongs slicing along my left arm. The next second the man fell back as the professor shot him through the face. Staggering to my feet, I edged back from the window as three more men lunged forward. I saw blood spurt as one of the men grabbed the window ledge to pull himself inside, bringing his hand down hard on a razor-sharp triangle of glass still jutting from the splintered wood. Incredibly, he showed no sign of noticing the wound, his thick lips drawn back across his teeth in a leering grimace of bloodlust.

His two companions converged on McKinrick as he attempted to get to his feet. Without thinking, I thrust the barrel of the Luger hard against the nearer man’s chest and squeezed the trigger, feeling the recoil hammer savagely against my ribs. With a wild, strangled cry, the villager collapsed at my feet, his legs still draped across the ledge. With a supreme effort that sent more agony glancing along my injured arm, I dragged the professor into the room, away from the window.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the first man to come through had not joined in the attack against us. Somehow he had got his feet on the ledge, holding grimly onto the wooden upright with one hand, while reaching up to the wall the other. For several stunned moments, I failed to recognise his intentions. His outstretched hand was fumbling, seemingly aimlessly, along the wall above the window. Then, as realisation came, I leapt forward.

His fingers closed around the seal, and as they did so he uttered the most terrible scream of mortal agony I have ever heard. Smoke boiled between his clenched fingers. The flesh began to blacken where it touched the seal which burned deeply into his palm, blistering his fingers to the bone.

The revolting stench of burning flesh filled my nostrils, but he still did not release his hold. Agony convulsed his twisted features into a mask of horror. His eyes bulged from their sockets, yet he still held on with a strength that was superhuman. What hideous extraneous control drove him on, I could only guess. McKinrick had also seen the danger for, ignoring his own safety, he caught savagely at the man’s waist seconds before I reached him. But already it was too late. With a terrible cry, the man hauled himself backward, tearing the seal loose, and with a final spasm that arched his back into an almost impossible contortion, he crushed the sigil into a shapeless mass and hurled it into the grounds outside.

As if that had been a signal, the onrush of villagers ceased. Three dead men lay just inside the room. Two of them we had shot as they plunged through the window, and the third was a twisted, glassy-eyed thing on the floor with one withered, blackened arm flung out at an unnatural angle.

Now it was the turn of the Deep Ones.

With the protective seal gone, the way into the house lay open.

Barely able to stand, I saw them coming along the drive, a tide of blasphemous horror: loathsome, leprous-white bodies glistening in the pallid moonlight, things of the benighted depths of the ocean striving to walk like men. I opened my mouth to yell a warning to McKinrick who stood swaying beside me, his face ashen in the dimness. But at that very moment, as the ranks of the villagers parted to allow those minions of Great Cthulhu to surge forward, my vision was suddenly dazzled by streaking pillars of flame that seemed to come from every direction.

Searing flames licked at the clustered villagers as the Jinnee wove erratic paths among them. Fire caught at their hair, their exposed faces, their clothing, peeling the flesh from their bones. I could only stare in utter horror as men and women, arms thrown up in a futile attempt to ward off their impending doom, staggered blindly in all directions as the fire reduced them to smoking heaps. Within minutes the lawn and gravel drive was littered with unmoving mounds. Then the Jinnee turned on the Deep Ones, minions of their ancient enemy.

Now the battle was more even. Whenever a Jinnee closed with one of the Deep Ones, the latter would grasp the fire elemental in long, rubbery arms, drawing it close in a fatal embrace. I saw the Jinnee’s flame dim as it struggled to free itself from that watery grip. But at the same time, the Deep One’s glistening hide smoked and steamed under the intolerable heat until both collapsed into inert heaps, so completely intertwined that it was impossible to determine which was which.

Sucking in deep, rasping breaths, McKinrick and I watched the struggle, and I believe we both hoped that the two sides would destroy each other in their battle for supremacy. But it was soon apparent that the Jinnee were present in overwhelming force. By the time the fight was over, several Jinnee remained and, with their enemy destroyed, these rapidly converged on the house.

“Hold them off with the vrach,” McKinrick snapped urgently. He now seemed a trifle more composed. “Just long enough for me to get the others into the observatory. We’ll have to carry Kitson up.”

“But what use is that?” I asked shrilly. “Once these creatures get through, they’ll burn the house and everything in it.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve prepared for this eventuality. Now do exactly as I say. Hold them off as long as you can, then get up there yourself.”

Before I could ask any more questions, he had turned and run from the room. I heard his quick footsteps retreating along the corridor, then I swung back towards the window. Tossing the empty Luger away, I pulled out the vrach, gripping it tightly in front of me as the Jinnee swarmed towards the shuttered window. For the first time I had a clear view of them, saw that they were, in general outline at least, more humanoid than the Deep Ones. Through their shimmering flicker of dancing flames, I made out sharp, triangular faces, glowing carmine eyes that glared at me with a feral hatred above a gaping slit of a mouth from which a coiling, lashing forked tongue of twisted fire flicked like a snake’s tongue.

I saw them hesitate at the sight of the vrach, and the hissing note of triumph that had heralded their approach swiftly changed to one of subdued frustration. Long arms, wreathed in crimson, reached hungrily towards me, and for a second, as I felt that blast of infernal heat on my face, I almost released my hold on the crystal. Sweat stood out on my forehead, trickled down into my eyes, but I dared not wipe it away for fear of relaxing my concentration. Already tiny tendrils of smoke were curling along the edges of the window where the wooden frame was smouldering in the intense heat. Soon, I knew, it would burst into flames and then there would be no stopping the raging inferno that would sear through the ancient house. Everything would go up in moments once the tinder-dry beams caught fire.

Facing those ghastly creatures, I tried to work out what McKinrick could have meant when he claimed he had prepared for this eventuality. Where did he expect to go, even if it were possible to escape from this place? Along some secret tunnel dug through the foundations? But if that were so, it made no sense going up to the observatory. And even such an escape would only postpone the inevitable. These creatures would ceaselessly follow us wherever we went with a cognition that did not depend upon physical senses.

By now the heat from those creatures was intense. I could feel the flesh beginning to blister even through my clothing. For a full five minutes I remained there; then, when I judged my companions had made it to the observatory, I spun on my heel, running from the room, slamming the door behind me, racing for the stone stairs to the room at the top of the tower. As I clambered up them, feet slipping on the smooth stone, I heard the sharp crackling flames from below and knew that all of the downstairs rooms were now ablaze. The acrid stench of smoke followed me up.

Once inside the observatory, I locked the metal door. It seemed a futile gesture, for once those monstrous creatures came surging up the stairs the door would not hold for long. Swinging around, I saw that everyone, including Kitson, was within the huge five-pointed star in which we had previously stood to summon S’ngac.

“Hurry!” McKinrick called, motioning me urgently. “There’s no time to lose if we’re to save ourselves.”

Even as I jumped down and walked towards the star, I said, “Where are we going? There’s no place in the entire solar system where we can be safe. I’ve seen what’s out there.”

“There is one place,” McKinrick said calmly. “I had hoped we might have learned and accomplished more before this drastic step had to be taken. However, events have conspired otherwise. Now stand quite still next to me and give me the vrach.”

Wordlessly I handed him the faintly-glowing crystal. Taking it in both hands, he held it high above his head. Even as he commenced to mutter harsh guttural syllables, I saw oily black smoke beginning to ooze from under the door, saw the door itself begin to glow redly.

In spite of the professor’s words of reassurance, I felt a sudden stab of icy terror. “Where can we go to be safe?” I whispered the words to myself, my ears filled with the harsh articulations of McKinrick’s chant. I did not think anyone had heard me but, on turning my head, I found myself staring into my uncle’s calm features as he uttered a familiar name in answer to my whispered question.

McKinrick’s recital ended with a wild, inarticulate yell, and there supervened an instant taut with fearsome expectancy. Then, without any warning there came a throbbing, thunderous roar as if the vacuum of interstellar space had momentarily invaded the room, only to be succeeded by the implosion of a stupendous atmosphere.

Once again, as before, I felt myself lifted up by a concentration of immeasurable energy, and I was conscious of an unbelievable velocity of motion which bore me away from that earthly place towards the exterior gulfs which lie between the stars. Only that name which my uncle had uttered remained fixed in my consciousness, the name of the haven where we would be safe from the Old Ones and Their terrible minions.

“Glyu-Vho.”

THE END
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