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  He has been following me for longer than I dare to remember. And it scares me to think how long he may have been following me before I noticed him.


  He follows me when I go to work in the morning, and when I come home at night. He follows me when I am alone, and when I date a girl or go out with friends - although I’ve almost stopped doing those things because it’s no fun to be with people while he’s around.


  I can’t say to my friends, or to the police or anyone, ‘That man there - he’s following me! He’s been following me for months!’ They’d think I was crazy. And if I tried to point him out to them another time, somewhere else far away from thefirst place, to prove it, why - he just wouldn’t be there. I’m sure of that.


  I think I know now what he wants.


  ***


  I remember when I first noticed him - noticed that he was following me, that is. I was down in the Loop on a Saturday night, just messing around, planning to take in a few of the cheaper bars and lounges. Saturday night is a pretty big night in Chicago.


  I was getting some cigarettes in a drug store, and when I turned around he was there standing right next to me: small and seedy-looking, in a long brown overcoat and a brown hat pulled low. His face was long and leathery, with a thin nose and wide, wet lips. He didn’t seem to be looking at me or at anything in particular.


  I recognized him as the little guy I’d seen around my neighbourhood a lot, in stores and on the street. I didn’t know who he was, and I’d never talked to him, but I started to open my mouth and say something in a conversational way about running into him down here. Then I looked closer at his face and for some reason I didn’t say anything. I just edged past him and left the store. He followed.


  Every bar. Every lounge. Every joint.


  As I fled from him, one spot to another, I kept remembering other unlikely times and places I’d seen him in the last few days, and longer ago than that, it seemed to me. Maybe I imagined a few of them, but there were plenty I could be pretty sure about.


  And I began to get scared. I didn’t know what he wanted; I thought he might be planning to rob me or kill me (why, I didn’t know; I had little enough). I couldn’t face him, I couldn’t look at him.


  He would come into a place like he always does, just a little after me - very quiet, very unnoticeable - and stay just a medium distance away from me. Nothing suspicious. And he wouldn’t leave just when I did, he was too clever for that; but soon after I left a spot, I’d know that he was coming on behind me.


  I have never heard him speak.


  ***


  The last place I went to that night, I must have been pretty shook up. I couldn’t take my eyes away from the door, but I couldn’t stand to keep looking at it, either. The barkeep, a bigbald-headed guy, leaned forward and squinted at me through the foggy neon light.


  ‘ ’S matter, buddy, you expecting somebody?’


  I got up and went out.


  It took a lot of courage to go through that door; I was deadly afraid of meeting him coming in.


  I didn’t, and I didn’t see him on the street, either, but right away I knew he was behind me.


  I was pretty drunk by that time, with all the doubles I had knocked back in the bars I’d visited, and it was like some crazy nightmare, staggering along Randolph Street under all the glaring neon signs, with the loudspeakers blaring music from inside the lounges, and the crowds pushing in every direction. I felt sick, and scared enough almost to cry. People looked at me, but I guess they thought I was just drunk. Naturally, no one ever noticed him.


  After a while I threw up in an alley, and then I felt a little calmer and headed for home. I knew he was on the street car with me, and I knew he got off at my stop. I went down the street as fast as I could, hardly able to tell my rooming house from all the others just like it.


  At last I found it and staggered upstairs, groped open my door, and threw the bolt behind me. I went to the window and looked down, peering intently through the darkness towards the splashes of light from the street lamps, but I didn’t see him below on the street; it was dark and quiet and empty. (I never do see him down there, in fact; but somehow he’s always after me as soon as I come out.)


  I went over to the mirror and stood there, as if for company. If only I’d had some family, or anyone that cared enough to believe such a crazy story! But there was no one.


  I was very scared; at that time I believed he wanted to hurt me. I know better now.


  I went over and lay down on the bed, trembling. After a while I fell asleep, and slept all the next day.


  When I went out that evening, he was standing on the corner.


  ***


  That’s how it’s been ever since: day or night, anywhere, everywhere, I can always spot him if I dare look. I’ve tried every way to dodge or elude him, even made a sort of grim game out of it, but nothing is any good.


  All this time I couldn’t think of anything to do about him.


  I knew that I couldn’t prove a thing, that there was no way toget any witnesses without making people think I was crazy. I knew that even if I took a train or plane and went a thousand miles, he’d be there, if he wanted to be, as soon as I was there or sooner, and it would start all over.


  After a while I began almost to get used to it. I became convinced he wouldn’t try to hurt me; he’d had too many chances to do that already. The only thing I could think of to do was to keep working, to act as if nothing was the matter, and to ignore him. Maybe some day he wouldn’t be there.


  I started staying in, not seeing anyone, pretending to be sick if friends called. Gradually they stopped calling. I tried to read magazines all the time I was off work.


  ***


  Lately I find that I can’t stand that any more. I can’t sit in my room and do nothing, and not know where he is. As bad as it is, it’s better to know that he’s walking behind me, or standing at the end of the bar, or waiting on the corner outside - better than imagining all sorts of things.


  So I walk.


  I walk in all kinds of weather, in all kinds of places. I walk at any time of the day or night. I walk for hours and if I get tired I get on a street car or a bus, and when I get off I walk some more.


  I walk along shabby streets of lined-up flats and brownstones, where the prostitutes stand under the street lights after dark and writhe their bodies when you pass by. I walk in the park during afternoon rains, when no one is there but us and the thunder. I walk on the lake-front breakwater at midnight, while the cold wind sends waves slithering inland to shatter into nets of spray.


  I walk in suburban neighbourhoods; the sun bakes the brick and concrete, cars are parked in neat rows under shade trees. I walk in the snow and slush along Skid Row, where legless beggars and awful cripples and drunks and degenerates sprawl on the sidewalks. I walk through market day on Maxwell Street, with all the million-and-one things in stalls and booths, with the spicy food smells and the crazy sales spiels and the jabbering crowds of every kind of people on earth.


  I walk by the university campuses, and the churches, and the blocks and blocks of stores and bars, stores and bars. And I know that whenever I look behind, I’ll be able to see his small shuffling form, that brown hat and overcoat, that long expressionless face - never looking at me, but knowing I’m there.


  And I know what he wants.


  He wants me, some night on a dark street (or in the neon glow outside a tavern, or in a park at noon, or by a church while they’re holding services inside and you can hear the hymn singing) - he wants me to turn around and wait for him. No - he wants me to walk back and come up to him.


  He wants more than that. He doesn’t expect me to ask what he’s doing, why he’s following me. The time is long past for that. He wants me - he is inviting me to come up to him in blind rage and attack him; to try to kill him in any way I’m able.


  And that I must not do. I don’t know why, but the thought of doing that - as satisfying as it should be after all I’ve been through - makes me run cold with a sweat of horror beyond any revulsion I felt for him up to now.


  I must not, I dare not approach him. Above all, I must not touch him, or try to injure him in any way. I can’t imagine what would happen if I did, but it would be very awful.


  I must continue not to pay him any heed at all.


  And yet I know, if he keeps on following me, some time, somewhere, I’ll not be able to help myself; I will turn back on him with insane fury and try to kill him. And then...


  The Deep Ones


  (1969)
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  “Diviner than the dolphin is nothing yet created; for indeed they were aforetime men, and lived in cities along with mortals.”


  —Oppian, Halientica (A.D. 200)


  I


  I had never met Dr. Frederick Wilhelm before I went to work at his Institute for Zoological Studies, located in a remote cove on the California coast some miles north of San Simeon and Piedras Blancas, not far from the Big Sur area; but of course I had heard of his studies. The Sunday supplements picked Wilhelm up years ago, which was only natural: What more potentially sensational subject could a journalist hope for than the idea that man shared the Earth with another, older, and perhaps more intelligent species; a species overlooked or ignored by modern science, but with which communication might someday be established?


  It wasn’t a worn-out gambit like flying saucer people, or spiritualism, or trolls hidden under the hills, of course. Wilhelm’s subject was the dolphin, that ocean mammal glimpsed centuries ago by superstitious sailors and transmogrified into myths of mermaids, sirens of the fabulous sea- dwelling secret races of legend. Now it appeared the superstitions might not be far wrong.


  Preliminary tests had showed long ago that our ocean-going distant cousins harbored a high degree of pure intelligence and potential for communication, unsuspected because of their watery habitat and their lack of hands or any other prehensile apparatus for producing artifacts. Wilhelm’s researches had not been the first, but his speculations were certainly the most daring, and he had parlayed his preoccupation into a career, attracting both government and private foundation funds to set up the institute toward which I found myself jogging in a rented jeep over rutted, sandy roads beside the sinuous green Pacific one starkly sunlit afternoon in April a year ago.


  Although I knew of Frederick Wilhelm and his institute, I wasn’t sure just how or what he knew of me. In a sense, I could easily see how my field, extrasensory perception and telepathy, might tie in with his work; but his initial letters and wires to me had never spelled out in any detail what he expected of our collaboration. His messages, indeed, had seemed at once euphoric and evasive, confining themselves mostly to grandiloquent descriptions of his basic purposes and facilities, plus details on the financial aspects of our association.


  I will admit that the amount of money Dr. Wilhelm offered was a strong factor in my accepting a job the exact nature of which remained unclear. As research coordinator of a small Eastern foundation devoted to parapsychological studies overlooked by the Rhine group at Duke, I had had my fill of skimped budgets and starvation wages. Wilhelm’s offer had come as an opportunity golden in more ways than one, so I had lost little time in packing my bags for the trip to sunny California.


  Actually, the location of Wilhelm’s experiments gave me more pause than any of the other doubtful aspects of his offer. I confess that I have always had an antipathy to California, despite the little time I recall having spent there. Perhaps I had read too much in the works of mordant satirists like Waugh and Nathaniel West, but to me there had always seemed something decadent and even sinister about this self-eulogizing Pacific paradise.


  The impression had not been allayed by my arrival via plane in gritty, galvanic Los Angeles, or by a stroll through that tiny downtown park where predatory homosexuals, drug derelicts, and demented fanatics of all kinds congregate under the bloated, twisted palms, like so many patients in the garden of Dr. Caligari’s madhouse. To some, Gothic battlements of New England backwaters represent the apex of spiritual horror and decay; for me, the neon-lit, screaming depravity of Los Angeles filled the bill. As the comedian Fred Allen once remarked, California is a great place if you’re an orange.


  These thoughts and others tangled in my mind as I guided my jeep over the rough beachside path which, I had been assured by the jovial car rental agent in San Simeon, would take me unfailingly to the Institute for Zoological Studies. (“Ain’t no place else the road goes, after you turn off left at the first orange juice stand—you know, the kind where the stand is built to look just like a great big orange. Jest keep on goin’, and don’t stop for hippies or high water till the road ends!”)


  As I glanced rather nervously around, I could see on my left a sort of encampment of bleached white tents and dark, darting figures down by the wavering lace of surf at water’s edge. Were these the hippies my guide had referred to, those sardonic jesters on the periphery of our society, razzing and reviling all the standards and values of three thousand civilized years? Or had he been spoofing me—were these only a gaggle of middle-class youngsters out for an afternoon of beachside sun, sand, and sex as a respite from the abrasive grind of our precariously affluent society?


  Even as these trite and puerile thoughts chased through my head, suddenly the vestigial road took a sharp turn over a rise and I found myself startlingly close up (a zoom lens effect) to what could only be the famous Institute for Zoological Studies.


  II


  “What, actually, do you know about dolphins—or porpoises, as they are sometimes called?” queried Dr. Frederick Wilhelm, his eyes invisible behind thick lenses that caught the light from filtered globes under gold-tinted shades in his plush office. We had just settled down over a late afternoon cocktail, expertly crafted by Wilhelm himself, after my first rapid tout of the Institute, conducted by its director immediately after meeting my arriving jeep.


  Wilhelm had been cordial and almost courtly, though it seemed a bit odd for him to start me off on a junket around his establishment before I had had a chance even to drop my luggage at my quarters and freshen up a bit after the long drive. I put it down to the vanity of a self-made scientific pioneer jockeying a cherished hobby horse down the home stretch in the big race.


  The impression I’d received on the whirlwind tour was superficial and a bit bewildering: The long, low, white-plastered cement buildings straggling along the shoreline seemed crammed with more sound, lighting, recording, photographic, and less identifiable computerized equipment than would be needed to study the entire passenger list of Noah’s ark, let alone one minor subspecies of marine mammal.


  About Wilhelm himself there was nothing odd, though: A big, rumpled, graying penguin of a man, he moved and spoke with the disarming enthusiasm of a schoolboy just discovering that there is such a thing as science. As he hurried me from lab to lab at a breathless pace, he explained, “We’ll see the dolphin pools tomorrow morning. Josephine—my research assistant, Josephine, is working there now; she’ll join us later for drinks and dinner.” As I had learned from correspondence with Dr. Wilhelm, his senior staff (now totaling three, himself included, with my arrival) had quarters at the Institute, while the dozen or so technicians and laboratory assistants employed here made the trip to and from San Simeon billets in a Volkswagen microbus each day.


  Now as I sat with Wilhelm in the dim, richly decorated office over an acridly enticing martini, I heard the bus pull away, and realized that I was alone in the sprawling complex of buildings with its director and the unsurmised Josephine.



  “What do you actually know about dolphins?” Wilhelm was saying.


  “About what any layman knows,” I found myself replying frankly. “I know that research started back in the 1950’s, and indicated that dolphin brain size and specialized adaptations made probable a high degree of intelligence, along with sensory equipment suggesting a possibility of communication with man. So far as I recall, up to date nothing conclusive has come of it all, despite a lot of effort. I bought Dr. Lilly’s books on his research in the Virgin Islands, but all this has happened so fast I haven’t gone very far into them, though I still have them with me, in my suitcase.”


  “Don’t bother with Lilly,” Dr. Wilhelm broke in, refilling my glass from a crystal shaker with the etched classical design of a boy riding a dolphin. “I can show you things here that Lilly never even dreamed of.”


  “But the big mystery to me,” I had the temerity to mention, “is what I’m here for. Do you want me to try and hypnotize your dolphins, or read their minds?”


  “Not exactly,” Wilhelm answered. “At least, not at the present stage. The way I actually plan for you to begin is to hypnotize a human subject, to see whether such a person may become more sensitive to the thought patterns of the animal.


  “We’ve done a lot of work, following up Lilly’s leads, in recording and analyzing the sounds these beasts make, both under water and in the air: clicks, bleats, whistles, a wide gamut of noises—some of them above the sound spectrum audible to humans. We’ve taped these sounds, coded them, and fed them into computers, but no pattern of language has emerged, outside of certain very obvious signals for pain, distress, mating—signals many kinds of animals make, but which can’t be called real language. And although dolphins will sometimes mimic human speech with a startling clarity, it usually seems to be mere parroting, without real understanding.


  “Yet at the same time, our encephalographs show patterns of electrical output in dolphin brains similar to those that occur during human speech, and in parts of the brain analogous to our speech centers^all this while no vocalization of any kind is going on, subsonic or supersonic, airborne or waterborne.


  “This led me to a theory that the basic means of dolphin communication may be telepathic, and the conviction that we’ll never get in touch with them any other way.”


  I was somewhat taken aback. “Do you have a telepathically sensitive and experienced person on the staff, or are you going to hire such a person?” I queried.


  “Even better than that,” rapped Dr. Wilhelm triumphantly, his twin- moon spectacles jiggling with emphasis. “We have a person sensitive and experienced over many months with the animals themselves—someone who knows how dolphins think, feel, and react; someone who has lived with dolphins so closely that she might almost be accepted among them as a dolphin herself.”


  “He means me, Mr. Dorn.” Through an open door leading to a dusky hallway stepped the lithe figure of a woman.


  III


  Glancing sidelong at her across the candlelit dinner table an hour later, I decided that Josephine was striking but not beautiful. Fairly young, with a trim figure, she missed real distinction due to the muddy coloring and rather swarthy texture of her skin, and especially the staring protuberance of her eyes.


  Nor was her manner entirely prepossessing. Her melodramatic entrance of Dr. Wilhelm’s office that afternoon I could forgive, even with its implication that she had been listening outside for some time. In subsequent conversation she had proved as much a monomaniac as her employer on the subject of their experiments, and with far less sense of humor—a fitting Trilby to Wilhelm’s benign, avuncular Svengali.


  “But of course,” she was addressing me over our coffee, “you know all the old Greek and Roman stories about dolphins, Mr. Dorn. How they herded fish to help fishermen, saved drowning persons, and sometimes even fell in love with attractive boys and carried them off to sea on their backs. There’s a long history of friendly relations between our species, even though the latter type incident seems based on—shall we say, a misunderstanding?”


  “I don’t know about that, Miss Gilman,” I riposted. "From what I've seen in California already, some of our modern youth would try anything once.”


  “Surf, sand, and sex,” Dr. Wilhelm interjected, like a slogan. “I know what you mean. We have some of that type camped out down the beach tight now, just south around the bend. Hippies, they call themselves these days. But to get back to dolphins, a more intelligent species. I’m not entirely sure that their good ‘PR’, so to speak, through the ages really rings true,” Wilhelm continued. “Sometimes I even imagine it resembles the way superstitious people used to refer to the fairies and trolls as ‘the Good Folk’ to flatter them, out of fear of what they might do. So we get the modern nursery rhyme and Walt Disney-type of fairy instead of the hidden troll races, the menacing, stunted, displaced hill-dwellers that were their real origin.”


  Josephine picked up her coffee cup and daintily shrugged, as if to express disagreement.


  “No, Jo, there’s something to it,” Wilhelm insisted, getting up and lumbering over to a big bookcase in the shadowed corner of the room. “Let me give you an example from a non-Western tradition.” He searched for a book on one of the upper shelves.


  “Sir Arthur Grimble was a colonial governor in the Gilbert Islands not so long ago. He visited an atoll called—what was it?—Butaritari, where there was supposed to be a man who could call dolphins.” Wilhelm located the book he sought and fumbled it open.


  “Grimble writes, let’s see, here it is: ‘His spirit went out of his body in a dream; it sought out the porpoise folk in their homes under the western horizon and invited them to a dance, with feasting, in Kuma village. If he spoke the words of the invitation aright (and very few had the secret of them) the porpoises would follow him with cries of joy to the surface.’


  “Well, Grimble had him try it. The place was dead quiet that afternoon under the palm trees, the way he describes it, and the children had been gathered in under the thatches; the women were absorbed in plaiting garlands of flowers, and the men were silently polishing their ceremonial ornaments of shell. The makings of a feast lay ready in baskets. Suddenly—wait till I find it—'a strangled howl burst from the dreamer’s hut. He dashed into the open and stood a while clawing at the air,’ says Grimble, and ‘whining on a queer high note like a puppy’s. The words came out “Teiraki! Teiraki!”, which means “Arise! Arise!” Our friends from the west Let us go down and greet them.’


  “A roar went up from the village, and everyone rushed over to the beach on the atoll’s ocean side. They strung themselves out and splashed through the shallows, all wearing the garlands woven that afternoon. Breast deep the porpoises appeared, ‘gamboling toward us at a fine clip.’ Everyone was screaming hard. When the porpoises reached the edge of the reef they slackened speed, spread out, and started cruising back and forth in front of the human line. Then suddenly they vanished."


  Dr. Wilhelm brought the book to the table, sat down, and finished his remaining coffee. “Grimble thought they had gone away. But in a moment the dreamer pointed downward, muttering, ‘The King out of the West comes to greet me.’ There, not ten yards away, was the great shape of a porpoise, ‘poised like a glimmering shadow in the glass-green water. Behind it followed a whole dusky flotilla of them.’


  “The porpoises seemed to be hung in a trance. Their leader came slowly to the caller’s legs. As we approached the emerald shallows, the keels of the creatures began to take the sand: They flapped gently, as if asking for help. The men leaned down to throw their arms around the great barrels and ease them over the ridges. They showed no sign of alarm. It was as if their single wish was to get to the beach.’


  ‘“When the water stood only thigh deep, the men crowded around the porpoises, ten or more to each beast. Then “Lift!” shouted the dreamer, and the ponderous black shapes were half dragged, half carried, unresisting, to the lip of the tide. There they settled down, those beautiful, dignified shapes, utterly at peace, while all hell broke loose around them.’”


  Wilhelm’s glasses caught the twin candle flames from the table; his eyes were impossible to see. Was this wild account, I found myself wondering, the real basis for his belief in the possibility of man’s telepathic communication with dolphins?


  “Men, women, and children,” he continued, “leaping and posturing with shrieks that tore the sky, stripped off their garlands and flung them around the still bodies, in a sudden and dreadful fury of boastfulness and derision. ‘My mind,’ says Grimble, ‘still shrinks from that last scene—the raving humans, the beasts so triumphantly at rest.’ There, what do you think of that?” He closed the book.


  "It seems,” I responded, “that the islanders made the dolphins the object of some sort of religious ritual, and that the dolphins enjoyed the proceedings. Sounds like something our hippie neighbors might go in for.”


  “You’re wrong about that part,” Josephine told me solemnly. “Those people out on the beach there hate the dolphins. Either that, or they’re afraid of them.”


  IV


  The next morning dawned damp and cloudy. As I breakfasted in the glass-enclosed patio outside my quarters, which overlooked the surging gray- green waves of the Pacific across a narrow stretch of sand, I saw Dr. Wilhelm sauntering along the beach on what seemed a morning constitutional. Suddenly I was aware that he was not alone; slogging across the sand to meet him came a fantastic figure: a booted, bearded, fur-clad man with bulbous features and tangled masses of hair surmounted by a big, bright red beret—a coarse caricature, he appeared to me, of the well known bust of the composer Wagner. One of the hippies!


  Some impulse, perhaps simple curiosity, moved me to bolt down the eggs and toast which the early-arriving housekeeper had brought me on a tray, and to rush out onto the beach through the storm door of my entryway and join that strange colloquy shaping up under the striated silver-gray clouds as Wilhelm closed with his odd visitor.


  My employer’s stance seemed brusque and unfriendly as he listened to whatever the bearded man was saying to him. I slowed and approached the pair, as if on a casual stroll; until I came up to them, all I could hear was the sibilance of surf hissing over the sand almost at our feet.


  “Good morning, Mr. Dorn,” Wilhelm snapped, obviously not pleased to see me. “Perhaps you ought to meet Mr. Alonzo Waite, since he’s our neighbor. Mr. Waite is the high priest, or whatever he calls himself, of that hippie bunch down the way.”


  “I call myself nothing,” the other responded quickly. “My disciples have awarded me the title of guru, or spiritual leader, since I have spent more time in mystic exercises than they. But I neither seek nor accept any preeminence among them. We are all fellow pilgrims on the sacred quest for truth." His voice was hollow, deep, strangely impressive; and his words, while eccentric, seemed more urbanely civilized than I had expected.


  “All very well, perhaps,” Wilhelm put in testily, “but your quest for truth seems determined to interfere with mine.”


  “I am simply warning you, as I have warned you before, that your work with the dolphins is potentially very dangerous, to yourselves and others. You should give up these studies and release the beasts before great harm results.”


  “And on what evidence do you base this remarkable prophecy?” Wilhelm inquired acidly. “Tell Mr. Dorn; I’ve heard all this before.”


  Waite’s cavernous voice descended even deeper. “As you may know, the League for Spiritual Discovery has been working with mind-expanding substances—not drugs, in the proper sense—that produce intuitions and perceptions unattainable to the ordinary brain. We are not of that group, but we too claim that such states are true ecstatic trances, comparable or superior to those that have always played such a vital part in all the Eastern religions, and which modern science would do well to recognize and investigate.”


  “This is more Mr. Dorn’s field than mine,” Wilhelm said uneasily. “He’s in parapsychology. I know nothing about such matters, but none of this sounds at all plausible to me.”


  “But what has all this to do with dolphins?” I asked the bearded guru. “Our dreams and visions lately have been troubled by the presence of great, white, menacing shapes, cutting across and blocking out the sacred color patterns and animated mandalas that lead us to greater spiritual understanding,” Waite boomed. "These are vibrations emanating from the creatures you have penned here, which you call dolphins, but which we know by an older name. These creatures are evil, strong and evil. As your experiments have progressed, so have the disturbing manifestations intensified. These vibrations are terribly destructive, not only mentally but physically. For your own good, I warn you to desist before it is too late.”


  “If what we’re doing upsets your pipe dreams,” Wilhelm remarked with ill-concealed contempt, “why don’t you move elsewhere and get out of range?”


  The tall, bearded man blinked and gazed into the distance. “We must remain and concentrate our psychic powers on combating the evil vibrations,” he said quietly. “There are certain spiritual exercises and ceremonies we can undertake that may help curb or deflect the danger for a while. In fact, we are planning such a ceremony for tonight. But the only sure way to safety is for you to release these ancient, wickedly wise creatures, and to give up your experiment.”


  Waite stood solemnly staring out to sea, a grotesque, foreboding and somehow dignified figure in his oversized beret and flapping fur robe.


  V


  “A scene right out of a Hollywood science fiction thriller,” Wilhelm muttered angrily as he led me through the barn-like, high-ceilinged main laboratory and out a rear door. He couldn’t seem to get the encounter on the beach out of his mind, and it bothered him more than I could well understand. As for me, I had put Waite down as just a typical California nut, though more intelligent than most, and doubted that we would have any real trouble with him.


  “You’ve seen our sound recording equipment, both atmospheric and underwater,” Wilhelm said, finally changing the subject. “Now you must see where most of it is used, and where your own work will be concentrated.” The back of the lab looked out over the beach; near the water’s edge stood a smaller windowless structure—long, low, and plastered with white cement like the others. Wilhelm led the way to it and opened its single heavy metal door with a key from his pocket.


  The inside was taken up mostly by a sunken tank that resembled a small indoor swimming pool. The narrow verge that surrounded the tank on three sides was cluttered with electrical control panels, head sets, and other paraphernalia connected with the main tape recording and computer banks in the big lab. The ocean side of the building consisted mostly of a sort of sea gate that could be opened on a cove communicating with the ocean itself, as I learned later, so that the water might be cleaned and freshened at need. Harsh fluorescent lamps played over the glittering surface of the pool, sending rippling whorls of reflected light into every corner of the room; there was a low hissing sound from the steam radiators run by thermostats that kept both the air and water temperatures constant and controllable.


  None of this attracted my immediate attention, for here I was at last confronted with the subject of the experiment itself: A lithe, bulky, yet graceful shape—mottled gray above, dirty white below, with a long sawtoothed snout and deep-set, intelligent eyes—hung motionless in the shallow water on its slowly fanning flippers.


  And not alone, for the dolphin shared its pool with Josephine, clad in a bright red bathing suit that set off her striking figure in an arresting manner. Indeed, I found myself staring more intently at Josephine than at her aquatic companion.


  “Hi.” Josephine’s greeting was bland, but suggested a veiled irony, as if she were conscious of my covert gaze.


  “Jo has been more or less living in this pool for the last two and a half months,” Dr. Wilhelm explained. “The purpose is to get into complete rapport with Flip—that’s the dolphin—and encourage any attempts at communication on his part.”


  “Flip,” Josephine interjected, “is short for Flipper, of course, the dolphin hero of that old movie and TV series that was the first sign of popular awareness of the animal’s intelligence.”


  Jo laughed, heaving herself adroitly onto the tiled edge of the pool. “The show was just a seagoing Lassie, of course.” She reached out for and wrapped herself snugly within a heavy terrycloth towel. “Anybody for coffee? It’s a bit chilly today for these early morning aquatics.”


  As Jo served coffee from a sideboard silex, Wilhelm was priming me with data on Flip.


  “He’s a prime specimen of Tursiops truncata, though a bit smaller than average—about six and a half feet, actually. The brain weighs an average of 1700 grams, 350 grams more than the human brain, with comparable density of cell count.


  “We’ve had this fellow for over a year now, and though he’ll make every noise they’re noted for—barks, grunts, clicks and scrapes and whistles—and even mimic human speech, we can’t dope out a language pattern. Yet they must talk to each other. My first interest in delphinology was aroused by a report on sonar charts that Navy boats made near Ponape in the South Pacific. The charts showed orderly discipline in their undersea movements over a distance amounting to miles, and something more: a pattern or formation of mathematically precise movements that suggests either elaborate play or some sort of ritual.”


  “Maybe,” I interrupted facetiously, “they were practicing for the ceremony that so impressed Gov. Grimble.”


  “Anyway,” said Jo, putting aside her cup and straightening a strap on her bathing suit, “in ten weeks I haven’t gotten to first base with Flip here, and now you’re supposed to get us onto the proper wave length. Also, you’ll have to provide some hints about what to look for and concentrate on in telepathic communication attempts. Frankly, I don’t put much faith in it, but if Fred wants to try, I’ll cooperate with as few mental reservations as possible.


  Remembering a passage from Dr. Lilly’s pioneer book on dolphins, I asked Wilhelm, “Have you implanted electrodes in the beast’s brain for pleasure-stimulus experiments?”


  “We’re beyond all that," Wilhelm replied impatiently. “It’s been known for years that they’ll learn the most complex reaction patterns almost immediately to achieve the stimulus, far beyond what any lower animal can manage. Besides, it’s crude—a kind of electrical masturbation, or LSD, like our friends out there on the beach favor. It doesn’t show a proper respect for our basic equality with the dolphin—or his superiority over us, as the case may be.”


  While this conversation progressed, my attention was gradually distracted by the animal itself, floating in the pool beside us. It was obviously following our talk, though I assumed without any degree of verbal comprehension. The single visible eye, set in a convoluted socket behind the rather menacing snout, moved from one to the other of us with lively interest. I even caught myself reading human expressions into it: proprietary interest when turned on Josephine, tolerant amusement in regard to Dr. Wilhelm, and toward myself, what? Resentment, animosity, jealousy? What fancies were these I was weaving, under the glaring lights of a scientific laboratory?


  “You’ll have to get better acquainted with Flip,” Wilhelm was saying. “If you’re to help us learn to interpret delphinese, you and he should become good friends.”


  There was a commotion in the water. Flip turned abruptly to his left and swam off semisubmerged, emitting as he did so the first dolphin sound I had ever heard: a shrill whistle of derision.


  VI


  That evening after dinner, Josephine and I walked on the beach under a moon that shone only intermittently through scurrying clouds. Dr. Wilhelm was in his office writing up notes, and the housekeeper-cook, last to leave of the staff each evening, was just rattling off toward San Simeon in the Institute’s Land Rover.


  I found that I didn’t know what to make of my feelings toward Jo. When I had seen her in the pool with the dolphin that morning, she had attracted me intensely, seeming in her proper element. But at dinner, in a frilly cocktail gown that somehow didn’t suit her, she once more repelled me with her sallow skin, her bulging, humorless eyes.


  “Tomorrow the hypnosis sessions are to begin,” I reminded her as we paced slowly toward the surf s edge. “Are you sure you really want to undergo this? After all, you say you have no confidence in this approach, and that may inhibit your response to it."


  “I’ll do as Fred thinks best, and I’ll assume what he assumes, temporarily at least. I’ve become quite good at that, within limits. Did you know he once wanted me to marry him? That’s where I drew the line, though.”


  “No." I was embarrassed by her abrupt interjection of personal matters.


  “I think it was for convenience, mostly. His first wife had died, we were working together, we shared the same interests—even the fact that we had to stay here together overnight, to watch over the work twenty-four hours a day when that was necessary—well, it would have made things easier, but I told him no.”


  “How did you first become interested in—delphinology, is that the word?” I sought to change the subject. We had reached the point beyond which the waves retreated, leaving streaks of hissing, iridescent foam half visible in the gloom.


  “Actually, I’ve always been fascinated by the sea and things that live underwater. I used to spend half my time at the aquarium back home in Boston—either there or down at the harbor.”


  “Your family comes from Boston?”


  “Not originally. My father was in the Navy, and we lived there a long time, ever since Mother died. His family came from a run-down seaport mill-town called Innsmouth, up past Marblehead. The Gilmans are an old family there. They were in whaling and the East Indies trade as far back as two hundred years ago, and I suppose that’s where my oceanographic interests come from.”


  “Do you often go back there?”


  “I’ve never been there, strange as it seems. The whole place almost burned to the ground back in the 1920’s, before I was born. My father said it was a dead, depressing place, and made me promise years ago to keep away from it—I don’t know exactly why. That was just after his last trip there, and on his next voyage he was lost overboard from a destroyer he commanded. No one ever knew how; it was calm weather.”


  “Weren’t you ever curious about why he warned you away from—what was it, Innsville?” I faltered.


  “Yes, especially after he died. I looked up the newspapers from around the time of the big fire—the Boston libraries had almost nothing else on Innsmouth—and found one story that might have had some bearing. It was full of preposterous hints about how the people of Innsmouth had brought back some sort of hybrid heathen savages with them from the South Seas years ago, and started a devil-worship cult that brought them sunken treasure and supernatural power over the weather. The story suggested that the men had interbred with their Polynesian priestesses or whatever, and that was one reason why people nearby shunned and hated them.”


  I thought of Josephine’s swarthy skin and strange eyes, and wondered. We had covered a mile or more from the Institute, and were suddenly aware that the darkness ahead was laced with a faint flickering, as of a fire on the beach to the south. At the same time, a sort of low mumble or glutinous chant became audible from the same direction. All at once, a high hysterical wail, reverberating in shocking ecstasy, burst forth on the night air, prolonging itself incredibly—now terror-stricken, now mockingly ironic, now mindlessly animal—rising and falling in a frenzy that suggested only delirium or insanity raised to the highest possible human—or inhuman—pitch.


  Without thought or volition, Josephine and I found ourselves clinging together and kissing with an abandon that echoed the wild caterwauling down the beach.


  The hippies, it seemed, were holding their promised ritual to exorcise the evil influence of the sinister creatures from the sea.


  VII


  The next few days can most conveniently be summarized through extracts from the clinical journal which I began to keep from the outset of our attempt to establish telepathic contact with the dolphin Flip through hypnosis of a human subject:


  April 20. This morning I placed Josephine under light hypnosis, finding her an almost ideally suggestible subject. I implanted posthypnotic commands intended to keep her alert and concentrating on the dolphin’s mind to catch any message emanating from it. After I awakened her, she went back into the tank with Flip and spent the rest of the day there, playing the number games they have devised together. It is remarkable to observe how devoted the animal is to her, following her about the pool and protesting with loud barkings and bleatings whenever she leaves it. Flip will accept his food, raw whole fish, only from her hands.


  I asked Dr. Wilhelm whether there was any danger from those wicked-looking hundred-toothed jaws, which snap down on the fish like a huge, lethal pair of shears. He said no; in neither history nor legend has there ever been a report of a dolphin attacking or even accidentally injuring a human. Then he quoted something from Plutarch—his erudition is profound, if one-sided— which I looked up in the library later. Here it is:


  “To the dolphin alone, beyond all others, Nature has granted what the best philosophers seek: friendship for no advantage.” ...


  April 22. Still no results. Wilhelm wants me to try deeper hypnosis and stronger suggestion. In fact, he proposed leaving Josephine in a trance for periods of a day or more, with just enough volition to keep her head above water in the tank. When I protested that this was dangerous, since in such a state she might well drown inadvertently, Wilhelm gave me an odd look and said, “Flip wouldn’t let her.”...


  April 25. Today, in the absence of any progress whatsoever, I agreed to try Wilhelm’s second-stage plan, since Jo agrees. I put her to sleep by the pool’s edge while Flip watched curiously. (I don’t think this dolphin likes me, although I’ve had no trouble making friends with the others in the bigger tank up on the north beach.) After implanting in her subconscious the strongest admonitions to be careful in the water, I let her reenter the pool for a few hours. Her demeanor, of course, is that of a sleep walker or a comatose person. She sits on the lip of the pool or wades about in it abstractedly. Flip seems puzzled and resentful that she won’t play their usual games with him.


  When I was helping Jo out of the pool after an hour or so of this, the dolphin zoomed past at terrific speed, and I was sure he was about to snap at my arm, thus making me the first dolphin- bitten human in history; but he apparently changed his mind at the last moment and veered away, quacking and creaking angrily, his single visible eye glaring balefully....


  April 27. Dr. Wilhelm wants to increase the period with Jo in the pool under hypnosis. This is because when she woke up yesterday she said she remembered vague, strange impressions that might be telepathic images or messages. I’m almost certain that these are pseudomemories, created by her subconscious to please Dr. Wilhelm, and I have strongly protested any intensification of this phase of the experiment.


  Those hippie orgies on the beach south of here go on almost every night till all hours. The three of us are losing sleep and getting on edge, especially Jo, who tires easily after the longer periods under hypnosis.


  April 28. Jo had an especially vivid impression of some sort of scenes or pictures transmitted to her during hypnosis after I brought her out of the trance this afternoon. At Wilhelm’s suggestion I put her under again to help her remember, and we taped some inconclusive question-and-answer exchanges. She spoke of a ruined stone city under the sea, with weedy arches and domes and spires, and of sea creatures moving through the sunken streets. Over and over she repeated a word that sounded like “Arlyah.” It’s all imagination, I’m sure, plus memories of poems by Poe or cheap horror fiction—maybe even the story Wilhelm read us about the Gilbert Island porpoises and their “King out of the West.” Yet Wilhelm was excited, and so was Josephine when she woke up and heard the tape played back. Both of them want me to put her in a deep trance and leave her in the pool around the clock. I consider this to be a nonsensical idea and told them so.


  April 29. This morning Wilhelm pressed me again. I told him I couldn’t be responsible for what might happen, and he answered, “No, of course not; I am responsible for whatever goes on at this Institute myself.” Then he showed me a kind of canvas harness or breeches buoy affair he’d rigged up in the pool, securely anchored to the verge, where Jo could be strapped and still move around without any danger of drowning under hypnosis. I gave in and agreed to try the idea for a while.


  April 30. Everything went off without any difficulty, and at least Jo and Wilhelm are convinced that what they call her “messages” are getting sharper and more concrete. To me, what she recalls under light hypnosis is just nonsense or fantasy, mixed in perhaps with those odd rumors concerning her father’s home town Innsmouth, which she told me about earlier. Nevertheless, the two of them want to keep it up another day or so, and I agreed since there seems to be no actual danger involved.


  VIII


  “No danger involved!” If, when I wrote those words, I had had even an inkling of what I know now, I would have halted the experiment immediately; either that or left this oceanside outpost on the edge of the unknown, threatened by fanatic superstition from the outside and a stiffnecked scientific hubris from within. Though the hints were there, recognizable in hindsight, still at the time I saw nothing, felt nothing but a vague, unplaceable malaise, and so did nothing; and thus I must share the guilt for what happened.


  Late on the evening of April 30, soon after I had written the journal entry quoted above, Dr. Wilhelm and I were roused from our rooms by the sound of a scream which, though faint and muffled by distance, we at once recognized as Jo’s voice, not the subhuman caterwauling of our drug- debauched neighbors.


  Ask me now why we had left Jo alone in the dolphin’s tank that evening and I must admit that it appears to be criminal negligence or inexcusable folly. But Wilhelm and I had stood watch over her alternately the night before as she hung half-submerged in her canvas harness and dreamed her strange dreams under the glare of the fluorescent tubes. The harness held her head and thorax well clear of the water; and Flip, lolling quiescent in the tank, seemed to drowse too (though dolphins never sleep, since they must keep surfacing to breathe, like whales). Thus this second night, at her own prior urging, Wilhelm and I had retired for dinner and then sought some relaxation in our rooms.


  The scream, which jolted us both out of a vague torpor induced by a loss of sleep, came at about 10 p.m. Dr. Wilhelm’s room was nearer the main lab than mine; thus, despite his greater age and bulk, he was ahead of me in reaching the heavy iron door of the beachside aquarium. As I approached the building, I could see him fumbling with the lock, his hands trembling. I was taken aback when he wheezed breathlessly at me over his shoulder: “Wait here!”


  I had no choice, for he slipped inside and clanged the door shut behind him. The lock operated automatically, and since only Wilhelm and the chief lab technician—now miles away in San Simeon—had keys, I was forced to obey.


  I can recall and relive in minute detail the agony and apprehension of that vigil, while the sibilant surf piled up only yards away under a freshening wind, and the half-full moon shone down with an ironic tranquility upon that silent, windowless, spectrally white structure.


  I had glanced at my watch as I ran along the beach, and can verify that it was almost exactly ten minutes after Wilhelm had slammed the door that he again opened it—slowly, gratingly, the aperture framing, as always, a rectangle of harsh, glaring light.


  “Help me with her,” Wilhelm muttered from within, and turned away.


  I stepped inside. He had removed Jo Gilman’s limp form from the water and had wrapped it in several of the capacious beach robes that were always at hand near the tank. Glancing beyond the inert figure, I was startled to see Jo’s canvass harness strung out dismembered across the winking surface of the water, and even part of her bright red bathing suit, which seemed entangled with the shredded canvas. The shadowy shape of the dolphin Flip I glimpsed too, fully submerged and strangely immobile in a far corner of the pool.


  “To her room,” Wilhelm murmured as we lifted Jo. Somehow, staggering and sliding in the shifting sand, we gained the dormitory building, groped open the door, and stumbled through Jo’s apartment (I had never been inside, but Wilhelm seemed to know his way), finally dropping her muffled body unceremoniously onto the narrow folding bed.


  “I’ll call a doctor,” I mumbled, lurching toward the door.


  “No, don’t!” Wilhelm rapped, adjusting the dim bedside lamp. “She’s not really hurt—as a zoologist, I’m doctor enough myself to know that. Bring a tape recorder from the lab. I think she’s still hypnotized, and she may be able to tell us what happened.”


  “But you saw—” I began breathlessly.


  “I saw only what you saw,” he grated, glaring at me through lenses that picked up the muted glow of the bed lamp. “She was clinging to the edge of the pool when I went in there, only partly conscious, out of her harness, and—get the tape machine, man!”


  Why I obeyed blindly I still do not understand, but I found myself again blundering along the beach, Wilhelm’s key ring in my hand, and then fumbling a portable tape recorder from the orderly storage cabinets of the main laboratory.


  When I lugged the machine back to Josephine’s room, I found that Dr. Wilhelm had somehow maneuvered her into an incongruous frilly lounging robe and gotten her under the bed covers. He was massaging her wrists with a mechanical motion, and scanning her face anxiously. Her eyes were still closed, her breathing harsh and irregular.


  “Is she in hypnosis or shock?” he inquired edgily.


  “Either, or perhaps both,” I shot back. “At this point, the symptoms would be similar.”


  "Then set up the machine.”


  It soon appeared that the deep mesmeric state into which I had placed Jo that morning still held. I was able to elicit responses from her by employing the key words that I used to trigger the state of trance, so easily invoked these days as to be almost disconcerting.


  “Jo, can you hear me? Tell us what happened to you,” I urged her gently. The color began to return to her face; she sighed deeply and twisted under the bed clothes. For what happened next, I have the evidence not only of my own recollections, but a transcription typed up the next day from the tape machine, whose microphone Dr. Wilhelm now held beside her pillow with tense expectancy. This is a summary—omitting some of her repetitions, and the urgings on our part—of what we heard muttered by the bruised lips of that comatose woman writhing uneasily on her cot in a dimly lit room beside the glittering, moon-drenched Pacific, close on to midnight of May Eve:


  “Must get out... must get out and unify the forces. Those who wait in watery Arlyah (Sp.?), those who walk the snowy wastes of Leng, whistlers and lurkers of sullen Kadath—all shall rise, all shall join once more in praise of Great Clooloo (Sp.?), of Shub-Niggurath, of Him Who is not to be Named....


  “You will help me, fellow breather of air, fellow holder of warmth, storer of seed for the last sowing and the endless harvest.... (Unpronounceable name, possibly Y’ha-nthlei) shall celebrate our nuptials, the weedy labyrinths shall hold our couch, the silent strutters in darkness will welcome us with high debauch and dances upon their many-segmented legs... their ancient, glittering eyes are gay.... And we shall dwell amidst wonder and glory for ever....”


  The speaker gasped and seemed to struggle to awaken. My apprehensions had crystallized into certainty: “She’s hysterical," I whispered.


  “No—no, she’s not hysterical,” Dr. Wilhelm hissed, trying in his elation to keep his voice subdued. “Not hysterical. She’s broken through. Don’t you see what this is? Don’t you see that she’s echoing ideas and images that have been projected to her? Can’t you understand? What we’ve just heard is her attempt to verbalize in English what she’s experienced today—the most astonishing thing any human being has ever experienced: communication from another intelligent species!”


  IX


  Of the rest of that night I remember little. The twin shocks of Jo Gilman's hysterical seizure—for so I interpreted not only her unconscious ranting but also the initial scream, and her struggle out of the restraining apparatus— plus the unreasoning interpretation placed upon these events by my employer, served to unnerve me to the extent that when Jo sank gradually into normal slumber, I excused myself to Dr. Wilhelm and reeled off to my own room a little before midnight, for ten hours of uninterrupted—if not undisturbed—sleep.


  It was a distinct surprise to me when I joined the others at staff luncheon the next day to find that a reticence amounting almost to a conspiracy of silence had already grown up in regard to the events of the preceding night. Jo, although pale and shaken, referred to what had happened as her “LSD trip” before the other staff members, and Dr. Wilhelm merely spoke of an abortive phase of "Operation Dolphin” which had been given up.


  In any event, Jo completely abandoned her previous intimacy with Flip. Indeed, I never once saw her in the aquarium building again; at least, not until a certain climactic occasion, the facts about which I almost hesitate to affirm, even at this juncture.


  Suddenly, all research efforts seemed to be shifted hastily to the crowded pens of young dolphins on the north beach, and I was called upon to interpret sonar charts and graphs recording patterns of underwater movement that might—or might not—indicate a telepathic herd-communion between individuals and groups of animals, both free and in captivity.


  This, although a plausibly rational shift in experimental emphasis, somehow failed to convince me; it seemed merely a cover-up (on the part of Josephine as well as Wilhelm), masking a fear, an uncertainty, or some unsurmised preoccupation I failed to grasp. Perhaps these further extracts from my journal will make clear my uneasiness during this period:


  May 7. Jo is still distant and evasive with me. Today as we worked together coding patterns of dolphin movement for the computer, she suddenly fell silent, stopped work, and began to stare straight ahead. When I passed my hand in front of her face, I confirmed that her stare was unfocused and that she had actually fallen into a trance again, from which I was able to awaken her with the same key words we used when she was regularly under hypnosis.


  I was horrified, for such involuntary trances may well be a symptom of deep psychic disturbance, over which I can only blame myself for giving in to Dr. Wilhelm’s rash obstinacy. When she woke up, however, she would admit only to having a headache and dozing off for a moment. I did not press the issue then.


  May 8. The above entry was written in the late afternoon.


  Since Jo seemed herself at dinner, I determined to go to her room later for a serious talk about the dangerous state into which she has fallen. When I reached the door of her apartment I was surprised to hear voices, as it seemed, in muttered conversation inside.


  I stood there for a few moments, irresolute whether to knock or not. Suddenly I realized that although what I heard was divided into the usual give-and-take exchanges of conversation, with pauses and variations in the rhythm and tempo of the participating voices, in actuality the timbre was that of only one speaker: Josephine herself.


  I was shocked—has her state deteriorated into schizophrenia? Might she indeed be picking up telepathic messages; if so, from whom? I could distinguish no words in the muttered stream of speech. Cautiously I tried the door. It was locked, and I tiptoed away along the outer corridor as if I were a thief, or an ordinary eavesdropper....


  May 10. I still cannot believe that what Jo said on the tape after her so-called hysterical seizure was really a remembered telepathic transmission from Flip; despite what Dr. Wilhelm said that night, I don’t know whether he still believes it either. I have studied the transcript over and over, and think I have found a clue. Something about one of the phrases she spoke seemed hauntingly familiar: “Their ancient, glittering eyes are gay.”


  Recalling Wilhelm’s remarkable memory, I mentioned it to him, and he agreed immediately: “Yes, it’s from Yeats. I recognized that almost at once.”


  “But that means the so-called message, or part of it at least, must have come from her own subconscious memory of a poem.”


  “Perhaps. But after all, it was Yeats who wrote the line about ‘that dolphin-torn, that gong-tormented sea.' Perhaps he’s their favorite poet.”


  This flippancy irritated me. “Dr. Wilhelm,” I answered angrily, “do you really believe that the tape was a telepathic transmission from Flip?”


  He sobered. “I don’t know, Dorn. Maybe we’ll never know. I thought so at first, but perhaps I was carried away. I almost hope so—it was a pretty unsettling experience. But one thing I do know: You were right; that particular line of approach is too dangerous, at least with a subject as highly strung as Jo. Perhaps we can devise a safer way to resume the research with hypnosis later, but just now I don’t see how. We’re only lucky that she didn’t suffer any real harm.”


  “We don’t know that, either,” I replied. “She’s started hypnotizing herself.”


  Wilhelm didn’t answer....


  May 20. For over a week, I have not observed Jo fall into one of her trances in the daytime. However, she always retires early, pleading exhaustion, so we don’t know what may go on at night. Several times I have deliberately paused outside her door during the evening, and once I thought I heard that strange muffled conversation again, but softer or more distant.


  The research is now mechanical and curiously artificial; I don’t see that we’re accomplishing anything, nor is there any special need for me to be here at all. The old enthusiasm and vigor seem to have gone out of Wilhelm, too. He has lost weight and appears older, apprehensive, as if waiting for something. ...


  May 24. I sat late on the patio last night, looking out toward the ocean, which was invisible, since there was no moon. At about nine o’clock I thought I saw something white moving down by the water’s edge, proceeding south in the general direction of the main lab. Curiously disturbed, I followed.


  It was Jo of course, either under hypnosis or walking in her sleep. (Here indeed was a scene from a horror film for Wilhelm to snort at!) I took her arm and was able to guide her back to the dormitory building. The door to her apartment was open, and I put her to bed without resistance. However, when I tried to awaken her by the usual mesmeric methods, I failed. After a while, though, she seemed to fall into ordinary slumber, and I left, setting the lock on the hall door to catch automatically.


  Wilhelm was working late in his study, but I could see no reason to tell him about this incident. I shall probably not tell Jo either, since it might upset her nerves even more. I realize that I have become extremely fond of her since her “LSD trip”, in a tender, protective way unlike my initial physical attraction for her.


  This knowledge makes me recognize, too, that something must be done to help her. All I can think of is to call in a psychiatrist, but Wilhelm has already denied the need for this, and I know Jo will follow his lead.


  I must keep alert for more evidence to convince the pair of them that such a step is urgently indicated.


  For the past few weeks our hippies have abated their nocturnal ceremonies, but last night after 1 left Jo’s room I could hear that inhuman chanting and shouting start up, and see from my patio the reflections from their distant fire on the beach.


  Again I did not sleep well.


  X


  It was past mid-June, with no change in the tense but tenuous situation at the Institute, when I had my momentous interview with the hippie guru, Alonzo Waite.


  The moon shone brightly that evening, and I sat as usual on my glass- fronted patio, nursing a last brandy and trying to put my thoughts and ideas into some sort of order for the hundredth time. Jo had as usual retired early, and Dr. Wilhelm had driven into town for some sort of needed supplies, so I was in effect alone in the Institute. Perhaps Waite knew this somehow, for he came unerringly up the beach to my door, his fur cloak flapping dejectedly around his shanks, even though my apartment showed no light. I rose somewhat hesitatingly to admit him.


  He seated himself in a canvas chair, refused brandy, and abstractedly removed the soiled red beret from his unshorn locks. In the faint glow of the hurricane lamp I had lit, his dark eyes were distant and withdrawn; I wondered whether he were under the influence of drugs.


  “Mr. Dorn,” my visitor began, in the resonant tones I well rem’em- bered, “I know that you as a man of science cannot approve or understand what my companions and I are trying to do. Yet because your field is exploration of the lesser known aspects of the human mind, I have hopes that you may give me a more sympathetic hearing than Dr. Wilhelm has done.


  “I, too, am a scientist, or was—don’t smile! A few years ago, I was assistant professor in clinical psychology at a small school in Massachusetts called Miskatonic University, a place you’ve possibly never even heard of. It’s in an old colonial town called Arkham, quite a backwater, but better known in the days of the Salem witch trials.


  “Now, extravagant as the coincidence may seem—if it is really a coincidence—I knew your coworker Josephine by sight when she was a student there, though she would certainly not recognize me, or even recall my name perhaps, in the guise I have now adopted.” He shrugged slightly and glanced down at his eccentric get-up, then continued.


  “You probably don’t remember the scandal that resulted in my leaving my post, since it was hushed up, and only a few sensational newspapers carried the item. I was one of those early martyrs to science—or to superstition, if you like; but whose superstition?—fired for drug experiments with students in the early days of LSD research. Like others who became better known, and who sometimes exploited their discoveries for personal profit or notoriety, I was convinced that the mind-expanding drugs gave humanity an opening into a whole new world of psychic and religious experience. I never stopped to wonder in those days whether the experience would involve beauty alone, or also encompass terror. I was a pure scientist then, I liked to think, and to me whatever was was good—or at least neutral raw material for the advancement of human understanding. I had much to learn.


  “The drug underground at Miskatonic University was a little special. The school has one of the most outstanding collections of old books on out- of-the-way religious practices now extant. If I mention the medieval Arab treatise called the Necronomicon in its Latin version, you won’t have heard of it; yet the Miskatonic copy is priceless, one of only three acknowledged still to exist—the others are in the Harvard and Paris libraries.


  “These books tell of an ancient secret society or cult that believes the Earth and all the known universe were once ruled by vast alien invaders from outside space and time, long before man evolved on this planet. These entities were so completely foreign to molecular matter and protoplasmic life that for all intents and purposes they were supernatural—supernatural and evil.”


  Waite may once have been a college professor, I reflected, but judging by his portentous word choice and delivery, he would have made an even better old-time Shakespearean actor or revival preacher. His costume helped the effect, too.


  “At some point,” the bearded guru continued, “these usurpers were defeated and banished by even stronger cosmic opponents who, at least from our limited viewpoint, would appear benevolent. However, the defeated Old Ones could not be killed, nor even permanently thwarted. They live on, imprisoned, but always seeking to return and resume their sway over the space-time universe, pursuing their immemorial and completely unknowable purposes.


  “These old books record the lore that has been passed on to man from human and prehuman priesthoods that served these imprisoned deities, who constantly strive to mold and sway the thoughts of men by dreams; moving them to perform the rites and ceremonies by means of which the alien entities may be preserved, strengthened, and at last released from their hated bondage.


  “All this goes on even today, and has influenced half the history of human science and religion in unacknowledged ways. Of course, there are rival cults that seek to prevent the return of the Old Ones, and to stymie the efforts of their minions.


  "To be brief, the visions induced by LSD in the Miskatonic students, together with the results of certain experiments and ceremonies we learned from the old books, confirmed the reality of this fantastic mythology in a very terrible way. Even now I could not be persuaded to tell any living person some of the things I have seen in my visions, nor even to hint at the places my spirit has journeyed during periods of astral detachment. There were several disappearances of group members who dared too much, and several mental breakdowns, accompanied by certain physical changes that necessitated placing the victim in permanent seclusion. These occurrences, I assure you, were not due to any human agency whatever, no matter what the authorities may have chosen to believe.


  "Though there was no evidence of foul play, the group was discovered and expelled, and I lost my job. After that some of us came here and formed a community dedicated to thwarting the efforts of evil cultists to free the Great Old Ones, which would mean in effect the death or degradation of all men not sworn to serve them. This is the aim of our present efforts to achieve spiritual knowledge and discipline through controlled use of hallucinogenic agents. Believe me, we have seen more than enough of the horrors connected with these matters, and our sympathies are all on the other side. Unfortunately, there are opposing groups, some of them right here in California, working in parallel ways to effect directly contrary results.”


  "An interesting story, I put in impatiently, disgusted by what I regarded as insane ramblings, but what has all this to do with our research here, and the fact that you knew Miss Gilman as a college student?”


  "Josephine s family comes from Innsmouth,” Waite rumbled forebodingly. “That blighted town was once one of the centers of this cosmic conspiracy. Before the Civil War, mariners from Innsmouth brought back strange beliefs from their South Pacific trading voyages—strange beliefs, strange powers, and strange, deformed Polynesian women as their brides. Later, still stranger things came out of the sea itself in response to certain ceremonies and sacrifices.


  “These creatures, half human and half amphibian of unknown batrachian strains, lived in the town and interbred with the people there, producing monstrous hybrids. Almost all the Innsmouth people became tainted with this unhuman heritage, and as they grew older many went to live underwater in the vast stone cities built there by the races that serve Great Cthulhu."


  I repeated the strange name falteringly; somehow it rang a bell in my memory. All this was oddly reminiscent, both of what Jo had told me and of her delirious words on the tape, which Wilhelm half-believed represented a message from the mind of an undersea race.


  “Cthulhu,” Waite repeated sepulchrally, “is the demonic deity imprisoned in his citadel amidst the prehuman city of R’lyeh, sunken somewhere in the mid-Pacific by the power of his enemies aeons ago; asleep but dreaming forever of the day of release, when he will resume sway over the earth. And his dreams over the centuries have created and controlled those undersea races of evil intelligence who are his servants.”


  “You can’t mean the dolphins!” I exclaimed.


  “These and others—some of such aspect that only delirious castaways have ever seen them and lived. These are the sources of the legendary hydras and harpies, Medusa and mermaids, Scylla and Circe, which have terrified human beings from the dawn of civilization, and before.


  “Now you can guess why I have constantly warned Dr. Wilhelm to give up his work, even though he is nearer success than he realizes. He is meddling in things more terrible than he can well imagine when he seeks communication with these Deep Ones, these minions of the blasphemous horror known as Cthulhu.


  “More than this—the girl through whom he seeks this communication is one of the Innsmouth Gilmans. No, don’t interrupt me! I knew it as soon as I saw her at the university; the signs are unmistakable, though not far advanced yet: the bulging, ichthyic eyes, the rough skin around the neck where incipient gill openings will gradually develop with age. Some day, like her ancestors, she will leave the land and live underwater as an ageless amphibian in the weedy cities of the Deep Ones, which I glimpse almost daily, in my visions and in my nightmares alike.


  “This cannot be coincidence—there is manipulation somewhere in bringing this girl, almost wholly ignorant of her awful heritage, into intimate, unholy contact with a creature that can end what slim chances she may ever have had of escaping her monstrous genetic destiny!”


  XI


  Although I did my best to calm Alonzo Waite by assuring him that all attempts to establish hypnotic rapport between Jo and Flip had ended, and that the girl had even taken an aversion to the animal, I did not tell him any of the other puzzling aspects of the matter, some of which seemed to fit in strangely with the outlandish farrago of superstition and hallucination that he had been trying to foist upon me.


  Waite did not seem much convinced by my protestations, but I wanted to get rid of him and think matters over again. Obviously the whole of his story was absurd, but just as obviously he believed it. If others believed it too, as he claimed, then this might explain in some measure the odd coincidences and the semiconsistent patterns that seemed to string together so many irrelevancies and ambiguities.


  After Waite left, I decided that there were still pieces missing from the puzzle. Thus when Jo knocked on my door a little before 11:00 o’clock, I was not only surprised (she never came out at night any more, since her sleepwalking episode), but glad of the opportunity to ask her some questions.


  “I couldn’t sleep and felt like talking,” Jo explained, with an air of rather strained nonchalance, as she settled in the same chair Waite had used. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.” She accepted a brandy and soda, and lit a cigarette. I had a sudden, detached flash of vision that saw this scene as a decidedly familiar one: drinks and cigarettes, a girl in a dressing gown in the beachside apartment of a bachelor. But our conversation didn’t fall into the cliche pattern—we talked of sonar graphs and neuron density, of supersonic vibrations, computer tapes, and the influence of water temperature on dolphin mating habits.


  I watched Jo carefully for any signs of falling into that autohypnotic state in which she held conversations with herself, but could see none; she seemed closer to normal than had been the case for many weeks. At the same time, I was annoyed to realize that I had become more conscious than before of the physical peculiarities which that idiot Waite had attributed to a biologically impossible strain in her ancestry.


  The conversation had been entirely prosaic until I seized the opportunity of a short silence to ask one of the questions that had begun to intrigue me: “When did you first hear about Dr. Wilhelm’s studies, and how did you happen to come to work for him?"


  “It was right after my father was drowned. I had to drop out of graduate school back in Massachusetts and start making my own living. I had heard about Fred’s research, and of course I was fascinated from "the start, but I never thought of applying for a job here until my Uncle Joseph suggested it."


  “Your father’s brother?”


  “Yes, a funny little old fellow; I always thought when I was a child that he looked just like a frog. He spends about half the year at the old family place in Innsmouth and half in Boston. He seems to have all the money he needs, though I’ve never seen any of it. My father once asked him jokingly what he did for a living, and Uncle Joe just laughed and said he dove for Spanish doubloons.


  “Anyway, a few weeks after I left school and came back to Boston, Uncle Joe showed me a story about Dr. Wilhelm’s work with the delphinidae—I think it was in the Scientific American. Joe knew of my studies in oceanography, of course, and he said he knew an authority in the field who would write me a good recommendation. It must have been a good one, all right, because in less than six weeks here I was. That was over two years ago now.”


  If Alonzo Waite needed a further link in his wild theory of conspiracy, here was perfect raw material!


  “You know,” Jo went on with apparently casual lightness, “I told you a long time ago that Dr. Wilhelm asked me to marry him. That was over six months ago. At the time I thought it was a bad idea, but now I rather wish I had taken him up on it.”


  “Why? Afraid of becoming an old maid? I might have something to say about that one of these days.”


  “No.” Her voice remained as calm'and casual as before. “The reason is that—dating from right around the time that Fred Wilhelm rescued me from my LSD trip in that dolphin tank—I’ve been pregnant. At least, that’s the timetable that the doctor in San Simeon has figured.”


  XII


  “Then it’s Fred?” My remark sounded stupid, clumsy, like something that hypothetical beachside couple I had imagined might be discussing in some tawdry charade illustrating California’s vaunted “New Morality.”


  “Figure it out for yourself,” Jo answered with a nervous laugh. “It’s either you or Fred. I don’t remember a thing until I woke the next morning feeling like a used punching bag.”


  "Wilhelm was alone with you for at least ten minutes before he let me in to the aquarium. And he was alone with you in your apartment after I went to bed three hours later. I never was alone with you that evening.”


  “That’s what I assumed from what you both told me the next day. Besides, I never turned you down—maybe only because you didn’t ask me.”


  “Jo,” I said, getting out of my chair, and didn’t know what to say next.


  “No, whatever it is, forget it,” she murmured. “Whatever you were going to say, it’s too late. I’ve got to think in an entirely different frame of reference now.”


  “What are you going to do?”


  “I think I’m going to marry Fred—that is, if he’s still interested. From there we’ll see. There’s more now than just me to worry about, and that seems the right move—the only move—to start with.”


  We didn’t say much more. Jo felt drowsy all of a sudden and I walked her back to her apartment. Afterward, I strolled on the beach. A brisk wind arose around midnight, and clouds covered what moon there was. I felt numb; I hadn’t known, or anyway admitted to myself, how I felt about Jo until now. I loved her too. But if Wilhelm, the old satyr, had made her pregnant while she was under hypnosis, then what she planned was probably best for all concerned. But how unlike Wilhelm such an act appeared! The gentlemanly, scholarly enthusiast, with his grandfatherly gray hair and amusing penguin shape—he might become infatuated with and propose to a young woman, especially someone who shared his enthusiasms. That was in character. But a dastardly attack like the one Jo suspected? He must be insane.


  I heard the Land Rover chugging up the sandy mud. Dr. Wilhelm was returning. I’d find it hard to face him tomorrow. In fact, that might just be the best time for me to offer him my resignation, although I had no future prospects. Maybe I could get my old job back. At any rate, nobody needed me around here any more, that much was crystal clear.


  I went back to my room and had several more brandies. Before I fell asleep, I became aware that the hippies were launching one of their wild orgies down on the south beach. From what Waite had said, they were holding ceremonies to keep the nice, normal, sane world safe for nice, normal, sane people.


  If there were any left these days.


  XIII


  I don’t think I had slept as much as an hour when something sent me bolt upright in bed, wide awake. It may have been a sound, or it may have been some sort of mental message (ironic, since this was my field of study, that I had never observed, much less experienced, a fully convincing instance of telepathic communication).


  In any case, something was wrong, I was sure of that; and if my premonition proved right, I knew where to go to find it: the beach by the.main laboratory. I dressed hurriedly and dashed out on the shifting sands.


  The wind, now near gale force, had swept the clouds away from the sickle moon, which shone starkly on the beach and glared upon an ocean of crinkled tinfoil. I could see two figures moving toward the windowless building at the water’s edge where Flip, the neglected subject of our old experiment, was still kept in isolation. They converged and entered the building together, after a moment’s hesitation over the locks.


  As I dashed in pursuit, the gusty wind brought me snatches of the hippie ceremony. I made out drums and cymbals beaten wildly, as well as that same muffled chanting and the high, floating wail of ecstasy or terror, or both.


  The harsh white light of fluorescent tubes now streamed through the open door leading to the dolphin tank, and I heard another sound inside as I approached: the clank of machinery and the hum of an electric motor. Dr. Wilhelm was raising the sea gate on the ocean side of the building, the gate that was sometimes used to change the water in the tank while Flip was held under restraint by the daytime lab assistants. No one could be holding him now; was Wilhelm about to release the animal, to satisfy some vague, belated qualm of conscience?


  As I panted up to the open door, 1 realized that more than this was afoot. In a momentary glimpse just before the storm cut out our power lines, I took in the whole unbelievable scene: the massive sea gate was fully raised now, allowing turbulent waves to surge into the floodlighted pool and even to splash violently over its rim, inundating the observation deck and its elaborate equipment.


  The dolphin, pitting his powerful muscles against the force of the incoming water, was relentlessly beating his way out to sea. Of Dr. Wilhelm there was no sign; but, perched on the broad, smooth back of the great sea beast itself, her naked body covered by her soaked, streaming hair, sat Josephine, bolt upright, bestriding her strange mount like the old Grecian design of the boy on the dolphin, that enigmatic emblem of the marriage of earth to ocean.


  Then the lights failed, but the waves pounded on, and the distant delirious chanting reached a peak of hysteria that sustained itself incredibly, unendingly.


  I can recall no more.


  XIV


  Josephine’s body was never found, nor was there any reason that I should ever have expected that it would be. When the lab crew arrived next morning, they repaired the power line and raised the sea gate again. Dr. Wilhelm’s mangled body was caught beneath it. The gate had fallen when the power failed, and had crushed Wilhelm as he attempted to follow the fantastic pair he had liberated into the open sea.


  On the neat desk in Dr. Wilhelm’s office, where I had first met Josephine on the evening of my arrival, lay a manila envelope addressed to me. It contained a typed letter and a roll of recording tape. I found the envelope myself, and I have not shown it to the police, who seem to believe my story that Wilhelm and Josephine were swept out to sea when the gate was accidentally raised during an experiment.


  This is what the letter said:


  Dear Dorn:


  When you read this I shall be dead, if I am lucky. I must release the two of them to go back to the ocean depths where they belong. For you see, I now believe everything that grotesque person Alonzo Waite told me.


  I lied to you once when you asked me whether I had implanted electrodes in the brain of the test dolphin. I did implant one electrode at an earlier stage of my work, when I was doing some studies on the mechanism of sexual stimulation in the animal.


  When our experiments in telepathic communication seemed to be inconclusive, I was criminally foolish enough to broadcast a remote signal to activate that stimulus, in a misguided attempt to increase the rapport between the subject and the animal.


  This was on the afternoon of April 30, and you can guess—reluctantly enough—what happened that evening. I assume full responsibility and guilt, which I will expiate in the only way that seems appropriate.


  When I got to the pool ahead of you on that awful night, I saw at a glance what must have just occurred. Josephine had been ripped from her canvas sling, still hypnotized, and badly mauled.


  Her suit was torn almost off her, but I wrapped her in a robe and somehow got her into bed without your guessing what had really happened. The hypnosis held, and she never realized either. From then on, though, she was increasingly under telepathic contact and even control by that beast in the pool, even though she consciously and purposely avoided him.


  Tonight when I got back from town she told me about her pregnancy, but in the middle of talking she fell into the usual trance and started to walk out on the beach. I locked her in her room and sat down to write this, since you have a right to know the truth, although there is nothing more that can be done after tonight.


  I think we each loved Josephine in our own way, but now it is too late. I must let her out to join her own—she was changing— and when the baby is born—well, you can imagine the rest.


  I myself would never have believed any of this, except for the tape. Play it and you’ll understand everything. I didn’t even think of it for a couple of weeks, fool that I was. Then I remembered that all during the time Jo spent hypnotized in the pool with the dolphin, I had ordered the microphones left open to record whatever might happen. The tapes were routinely filed by date the next day, and had never been monitored. I found the reel for April 30 and copied the part that I enclose with this letter. Goodbye—and I’m sorry.


  Frederick C. Wilhelm


  ***


  Many hours passed—hours of stunned sorrow and disbelief—before I dared bring a tape machine to my room and listen to the recording Wilhelm had left for me. I debated destroying the reel unheard; afterward I did erase the master tape stored in the main laboratory.


  But the need to know the truth—a scientific virtue that is sometimes a human failing—forced me to listen to the accursed thing. It meant the end for me of any peace of mind or security in this life. I hope that Jo and Flip have found some measure of satisfaction in that strange, alien world so forebodingly described by the guru Waite, and that Frederick Wilhelm has found peace. I can neither look for nor expect either.


  This is what I transcribed from that tape after many agonizing hours of replaying. The time code indicates that it was recorded at about 9:35 on the evening of April 30, a scant few minutes before Josephine’s agonized scream sent Wilhelm and me dashing belatedly to rescue her from that garishly illuminated chamber where the ultimate horror took place:


  “My beloved, my betrothed, you must help me. I must get out and unify the forces. Those who wait in watery R’lyeh, those who walk the snowy wastes of Leng, whistlers and lurkers of sullen Kadath—all shall rise, all shall join once more in praise of great Cthulhu, of Shub-Niggurath, of Him Who is not to be Named. You shall help me, fellow breather of air, fellow holder of warmth, another storer of seed for the last sowing and the endless harvest. Y’ha-nthlei shall celebrate our nuptials, the weedy labyrinths shall hold our couch, the silent strutters in the darkness will welcome us with high debauch and dances upon their many-segmented legs... their ancient, glittering eyes are gay. And we shall dwell amidst wonder and glory forever.”


  Merely a repetition, you say—merely an earlier version of that meaningless rant that Josephine repeated an hour later under hypnosis in her bedroom, a garbled outpouring of suppressed fragments and fears from the subconscious mind of one who unreasoningly dreaded her family background in a shunned, decadent seaport a continent away?


  I wish I could believe that too, but I cannot. For these wild words were spoken, not by a mentally unbalanced woman in deep hypnotic trance, but in the quacking, bleating, inhuman tones that are the unmistakable voice of the dolphin itself alien servant of still more alien masters; the Deep Ones of legend, prehuman (and perhaps soon posthuman) intelligences behind whose bland, benign exterior lurks a threat to man which not all man's destructive ingenuity can equal, or avert.


  A Darker Shadow over Innsmouth


  (1969)
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  The figure turned to meet my gaze;


  A woman’s cold, translucent form


  Stood wrapped in early dawning rays,


  While on its mouth the blood was warm.


  Then in the east the sky turned red,


  The phantom sought the grave it knew;


  I clutched the stake with hand of lead,


  And from my box the hammer drew.


  —Wade Wellman


  As I boarded the wheezing, rattling bus bound for Innsmouth there at the station next to a bustling supermarket in Newburyport, I could not suppress a shudder at the thought that now, at last, I was bound for that ancient, decadent, shadow-blighted Massachusetts seaport of which so many repellent legends are whispered. I had read all the Lovecraft stories, of course, and those of his numerous successors, which chronicle how rapacious voyagers of the past century brought horror and calamity upon the town through their impious trafficking with blasphemous humanoid sea-dwellers—creatures who fetched them treasure from weed-grown, cyclopean ocean-bottom cities, but who in turn insisted upon not only the townsmen’s worship of frightful alien deities like Dagon and Great Cthulhu, but even upon the unholy mating of human and amphibian, producing a hideous hybrid of half-reptilian, fish-like abnormalities who inhabited the town until they “changed” sufficiently to take up an immortal existence at the bottom of the sea.


  Of course, I knew too that the town had been hard hit by federal raids over forty years ago, according to Lovecraft’s informants; but I realized:


  “That is not dead which can eternal lie,


  And with strange aeons, even death may die",


  in the words of a fortune-cookie verse I once nearly choked on—a cookie served me, strangely enough, at an Arabian restaurant in Osaka.


  Now I was at last on my way to see for myself these eldritch, unholy entities and enclaves, and to join in the bestial rites therewith associated— that is, if my credentials were all in order. (My Order of Dagon card was signed by August Derleth, but a report had reached me that Colin Wilson had taken over the high priesthood in a daring palace coup.)


  As we approached ill-rumored Innsmouth along the desolate Rowley road, I knew I would not be disappointed—here were the rotting, fishy- smelling wharves; the blear-paned ancient houses; the massive, obscurely terrifying warehouses, holding impassively the secrets of outer arcana; the crumbling, desecrated churches devoted to what hideous ceremonies the sane mind could only shudder to imagine.


  As I alighted from the bus at Town Square in front of the sinister and horror-infested fabric of the Gilman House hotel, with its tattered Diners’ Club sticker, the only person in sight was a slatternly girl with bulging, unwinking eyes and rough, crinkly skin around the sides of her neck. I struck up an acquaintance with this unprepossessing creature—whose name, I learned, was Nella Kodaz—on the pretext of being a stranger in need of guidance, and we strolled down to a deserted wharf where the sibilant and immemorial sea came sliding and hissing out of the mist.


  “Tell me, Nella,” I queried, “I know there is more in Innsmouth than meets the eye. How can I arrange to see the forbidden things secreted in those dilapidated warehouses and hidden away in the ancient boarded-up dwellings here?”


  “Better get a CIA clearance first,” she replied.


  “CIA? Don’t you mean Esoteric Order of Dagon?”


  “That Dagon jazz is all washed up. After the Navy raids here in 1928, they say, the government kept a close eye on any funny business. During World War II there was a commando school here, and since then it’s been used mostly as a hush-hush Defense Department experimental and training station. That’s why everything’s under cover and visitors aren’t welcome. I thought you knew, from the way you talked.”


  I was flabbergasted. “But what about the monstrous batrachian sea- creatures out beyond Devil Reef? The blasphemous fish-frogs that always dominated Innsmouth and extracted their unholy tribute?”


  “Well, every few weeks the Navy people dump a few crates of shark- repellent into the deep water off the reef. If there’s any boogie-men around, that seems to hold them.”


  “You must excuse me, Nella—but it seems to me you yourself exemplify what is referred to as the Innsmouth look’, those peculiarities of personal appearance shown by people descended from human matings with the Deep Ones—people who will some day dive down to live forever in the sea- bottom citadel of Y’ha-nthlei.”


  “Wrong again. I got an overdose of radiation, just a slight one, when I was working as a lab tech at the atomic reactor where they’re making defoliants. The insurance paid through the nose, and I’m due for some free plastic surgery in a few months.”


  “But what about those older inhabitants of Innsmouth who did have an amphibian strain in their ancestry?”


  "The ones who are left come under Medicare now. Mostly their relatives committed them years ago, and they’re in protective custody at a big aquarium down near Marineland. It’s sort of like Disneyland—people pay to see the Creatures from the Black Lagoon, only they think it’s a fake.”


  “Then what’s hidden in all those huddled, leering old houses and sealed, sagging warehouses?”


  "Oh, all sorts of things—antipersonnel bombs, defoliant, infiltration training set-ups, secret courses on karate and winning the hearts and minds of the people. Professors from Miskatonic University come out twice a week to teach counterinsurgency tactics.”


  “Not the famous Miskatonic University?”


  “Yes, in Arkham—where the new napalm plant is going up. Miskatonic U. got a big government contract, so they tore down their library, threw out all those moldy old books on sorcery, and built the biggest Pacification and Incineration Training Center in the country.”


  Suddenly, with a numbing shock, I saw a hideous form emerging from the foaming breakers—a dark, glistening shape, its skin a squamous green—vaguely humanoid in outline, but surmounted by a flat, bestial head with bulging, glassy eyes.


  “Run for your life!” I shouted. "They’ve seen us! The Deep Ones! The monstrous, frog-like minions of—”


  “Calm down,” Nella interrupted in a bored tone. “It’s a frog-man, all right—just part of the underwater demolition school for Special Forces. Why, it’s Elvis Whateley from Dunwich Acres. Hi, there! Dry off and let’s all go downtown and slug back a few beers.”


  So we did.


  Now I have been in Innsmouth over six weeks. More and more I admire the quaint but swinging old town; more and more I enjoy my job packing defoliant from the atomic reactor; more and more I love my new wife, Nella Kodaz, with her soulful staring eyes and intriguing wattled neck. And in just eight months, a little stranger will join us!


  I'm taking a night course in karate at Miskatonic, and angling for a job at the napalm factory when it’s finished. I may even quit the Order of Dagon and join the Green Berets.


  Yes, I’m a happy, fulfilled person. I came to Innsmouth seeking the cosmically evil—looking for sin on a supernatural scale, for horrors beyond the imagination of mere mortal man.


  And I’ve found them. Lovecraft and the Great Old Ones don’t hold a candle. Give me the crusade to protect peace and freedom any day.


  Those Who Wait


  (1971?)
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  Fortunate indeed is he whose range of experience never exceeds that tiny segment of Infinity which it is meant that Man should explore and subdue. He who steps beyond these borders walks in dreadful danger of life, sanity, and soul. Even if he escapes the peril, life can never be the same again—for he cannot escape his memories.


  It is now seven months since I came to the archaic Massachusetts town of Arkham, to attend the small but widely-known Miskatonic University. Since then, my knowledge has increased in an unprecedented manner, but not in the ways I had expected. For me, new worlds have been opened—new worlds containing fascinating vistas of wisdom, and also undreamable abysses of horror, in which I learned the fatal weakness of the human mind in dealing with forces beyond its comprehension.


  The first few weeks of my attendance at the university were occupied with settling myself in the new surroundings and becoming accustomed to my classes. My room-mate, Bill Tracy, I instinctively liked. A tall, blonde, self-effacing fellow, he was one of those utterly frank and compatible individuals one meets all too seldom. He was a sophomore, and helped my absorption into the school’s routine by answering my innumerable questions as to the location of rooms, the dispositions of instructors, and the thousand other things about which the beginner at a school is ever curious.


  Almost a month elapsed thus when the event occurred which was to set in motion a train of events unparalleled, so far as we know, in the history of the Earth. It began, however, prosaically enough.


  One evening, rather late, I suddenly remembered some quotations from Shelley I would be expected to know by the next day for my literature class. Apprehensively I asked Bill Tracy, “Do you suppose the campus library is still open?”


  “Probably,” he replied, “but better hurry. They close at ten. You should have gone earlier.” He grinned at my negligence.


  I hurried from the dormitory and took the gravel path across the campus toward the large brick library building. On nearing it, I was relieved to notice that faint lights were still burning on the ground floor. Inside, I procured the needed book, and, passing the busy librarian, I suddenly turned on an impulse and made my way into the rare books room, which was then completely empty, as was the rest of the library. Seating myself at one of the tables, I prepared to delve into Shelley’s odes, when suddenly I saw it—the thing which was to change my very life.


  It was nothing but a sheet of paper lying on the table near me, written part of the way down one side. Out of idle curiosity I picked it up. It seemed but a series of notes, such as students might jot down when sitting together rather than disturb the quiet of the reading-room by speaking aloud. There were short sentences in two alternating hands. I was about to toss the paper aside, when something caught my eye, and I read it with ever-mounting interest and mystification. As nearly as I can remember, this is what the written conversation said:


  “What time is it?”


  “9:15.”


  “I wish they’d leave.”


  “There are only two. They will leave soon.”


  “Hope they hurry. I’d like to let Ithaqua get the—”


  (Here the script was hurriedly broken off, and there had been an only partially successful attempt to cross out the cryptic word. After which:)


  “Fool! I have told you—never write those names!”


  “All right.—Can we finish tonight?”


  “I can copy the chant”


  “We can open the Gate by—”


  (Here again the writing was interrupted)


  “They’re leaving. Bring the key.”


  This completed the contents of the paper. I was baffled. What were these two planning—a robbery? But what about the cryptic reference to a “chant” and “opening the gate”? Who was “Ithaqua” and why shouldn’t that name be written?


  I was interrupted in these speculations by the opening of a nearby door marked “Private,” and the emergence of two men. I caught a momentary glimpse of the rows of books within the room, and then a piercing gaze was directed upon me and the paper before me.


  The gazer was tall, beetle-browed, and excessively dark, and had the appearance of being too adult for a student, but both he and his companion—a shorter, stouter, and younger-looking fellow who carried a brief-case—wore school sweaters. The younger man, apparently quite agitated at seeing me, quickly closed and locked the door, and then stood waiting for his older companion to act, which he immediately did. Striding forward, he addressed me in low, fierce tones with a hint of fear in his voice.


  “Pardon me, sir, this paper is mine.” And without further ado, he snatched it up and turned away.


  “Just a moment!” I exclaimed angrily, “What are you up to? Have you two been stealing rare books from in there? What’s in that brief-case?”


  Seeing he could not get away without an explanation, he stopped and became immediately suavely polite.


  “Pardon my haste,” he said, smiling blandly. “My companion and I are engaged in no untoward activities. It is true: We were using the so rare books within that room, but we were merely copying portions of them, for a—thesis: yes, a thesis on demonolatry.” Something in the inflection and wording suggested that he was a foreigner. “You will excuse us now.” Grasping the arm of his companion, he turned once more.


  “Do you think he understood—?” began the smaller man, but he was hushed by a gesture from the other, who looked guardedly back at me. The two quickly left the library, leaving me to muse on what I had witnessed.


  My work was soon finished, but as 1 walked across the campus, thoughts of the two strange men obsessed me. If they had been engaged in authorized reference work, why had the note hinted that they wished to be left alone before entering the locked room? Too, parts of the dark, moody note seemed curiously irreconcilable to that explanation.


  Over the thickly clustered, shadowy grove to the east hung a waning moon. Stars, those bright specks of light from distances incomprehensible, held dominion over the more subdued hues of darkness at the zenith. Ahead of me stretched the half-lit dormitory. Within was Bill Tracv. Perhaps he could shed some light on this matter.


  I hurried to our room. Bill greeted me with a cheer)’, “Hi! Get your work done?”


  “Yes,” I answered abstractedly; then: “Have you ever seen a tall, dark, foreign, older-looking fellow in the student body?—Maybe tagged by a stoutish, younger fellow?”


  “I think I know who you mean. His name is Renaunt. He is older. Taking a post-graduate course in Ancient Literature and Folklore.”


  “What do you know about him?”


  “Oh, nothing in particular. Rather reserved chap. You meet him?”


  “In a way.” I told him what had occurred. He seemed peculiarly disturbed when I mentioned the strange name Ithaqua and the locked room.


  “He’s up to no good,” muttered Bill, more to himself than to me.


  “What do you know about it?”


  “It’s more than you can imagine. 1 was bom and raised here. There are legends….”


  He told me then; fantastic tales of ancient books on malignant evil come down from ages immemorial, kept in Miskatonic Library’s locked room. Sane or not, the dark beliefs and rituals contained in these books have been practiced even down to the present. The thick woods bordering the Miskatonic River had seen hideous, illogical rites celebrated within ancient circles of standing stones, and the forgotten hamlet of Dunwich, surrounded by altar-crowned hills, degenerated year by year from more cause than mere isolation. There were those, especially among the oldsters of Arkham, who averred that dark things could be called from the hills or the sky, if one was willing to pay the price. It was universally admitted that at certain seasons the sky lit up disturbingly over the hills, and queer rumbling earth-noises were heard. Scientists mumbled about seismographic shocks and Aurora Borealis, but few dared to investigate. In the old days, it had been quite generally believed that indescribable legions of demons were served there by wicked cults. Strange disappearances of those who lived or ventured too near the woods at night were invariably laid to the cult or its hideous deities, especially when the bodies would be found months later far away, only a few days dead.


  Here my informer paused.


  “Surely,” I prompted, “you don’t believe that!”


  “Believe it? I wouldn’t believe that Renaunt believed it if it wasn’t for that note you told me about. They sound in earnest.”


  “Couple of crackpots!”


  “If you really want to know something about this crazy business, just ask tomorrow to examine some of the books in that room. They’ll let you. But as for copying wholesale from them, there’d be suspicions. That’s why your two playmates made their own key and nosed in on the books secretly.”


  That night I had little rest. Indeed, my loss of sleep was not the result of vague and later definite fears which would soon beset me, but was rather caused by excitement: I thought perhaps I had discovered a new myth-pattern (new to me, at least), as my hobby had for years been the gathering of native legends from my home state, Wisconsin.


  Suddenly in the middle of the night, I remembered where I had heard that cryptic name, Ithaqua. During my explorations of Wisconsin’s north woods in search of lore for my collection, I had met an old Indian who had told me vague legends of the Wendigo, sometimes called “Wind-Walker” or Ithaqua—a titanic and repulsive monster, haunter of the great unfrequented snow-forests—a being who took men with him high and above the woods to the far corners of the Earth, but who never relinquished his victims until they had been frozen to death.


  Such, then, was the thing which these unusual collegians spoke of as a reality, or—?


  The next day passed slowly for me, but at last my classes terminated and 1 went quickly to the great library. Rather timorously I approached the aged librarian, and asked whether I might examine the rare occult books contained in the locked room. He eyed me oddly but assented, and, giving me a key from the ring at his side, bade me lock the door carefully when I finished.


  With queer misgivings I approached the fated door and applied the key. Inside, I was confronted with several rows of books held in wall-shelves. The immense antiquity of the rotting tomes greatly impressed me. Many were incomplete or mutilated; others merely bound manuscripts. I saw such titles as the Necronomicon of Abdul Alhazred, Unaussprechlichen Kulten by Von Junzt, Liber Ivonis, and De Vermis Mysteriis by Ludwig Prinn. I was blissfully ignorant of the hellish evil around me, but was not long to remain so.


  To open the Necronomicon (one of the largest and best preserved of the lot) was the work of the moment. Thumbing through it, I learned for the first time of Great Cthulhu; of Azathoth, the Lord of All Things, of Yog-Sothoth and Shub-Niggurath, of Nyarlathotep and Tsathoggua, and of other horrors the nature of which I could grasp no better. Had I believed what I read then, I should inevitably have gone mad at once, but thinking it merely a particularly malignant myth-pattern or a devilishly clever hoax, I read on with only a curious interest


  There were many hundreds of pages of rambling, disconnected essays in Latin, containing charms, counter-charms, spells and incantations (which latter seemed to be entirely in a laboriously spelled phonetic language). Frequently there was a crude diagram of complicated signs, such as a pattern of intersecting lines and concentric circles, as well as a fire-outlined star designated as “The Elder Sign.”


  From the particularly lucid passages, I gleaned a strange story. It seems, according to the crazed Arab author that, billions of aeons before Man, great cosmic entities “from the stars” had come to Earth.


  These Things (possessing the queer names that had so puzzled me) were extra-dimensional and beyond the ties of Time and Space. They were the personifications of universal Evil and had fled from cosmoses beyond human ken the wrath of the benign Elder Gods, against whom They had rebelled. These evil Great Old Ones built cyclopean cities according to non-Euclidean geometric principles, and from Earth planned to renew their fight against the Elder Gods. But before They were fully prepared, “the stars went wrong” as the author put it, and these Great Old Ones could not live. Neither could They ever die, but being preserved by the black magic of Their high priest Great Cthulhu, slept within Their monster cities to await a coming time. Some were banished into caverns in the bowels of the Earth; others, imprisoned beyond the known universe.


  In the course of an unbelievable passage of time, Man had arrived and the Great Old Ones had communicated with some individuals telepathically, telling them of the great awakening that was to come, and instructing them in the chants and rituals which, together with proper sacrifices and worship, could bring the gigantic Things temporarily to great circles of stone monoliths set up in abandoned places, and further hinting that Man would be instrumental in the permanent release of the Old Ones, as They could not yet move under Their own volition.


  These secrets had been learned and passed on by wicked groups of men even after R’lyeh, the nightmare-city of Cthulhu, had sunk into the sea in the same cataclysm that spelled doom for Atlantis and Mu. The cults would go on until “the stars again became right” and the release of the blasphemous elder monsters would be accomplished as the culmination of its supreme purpose.


  In addition to these wild historical notes, the book held hundreds of stories of various strange happenings, authenticated by long-forgotten witnesses and inexplicable save in the light of the lore the book expounded. Concerning the physical aspect of these extraterrestrials and Their minions, the book was distressingly hazy. Once it alluded to Them as “of no substance”; other times mentioning a hideous plasticity and the capability of becoming invisible.


  Being so completely absorbed in the book, I failed to notice light steps approaching the door, but I dropped the Necronomicon in fright as a menacingly familiar voice sounded behind me.


  “Are you perhaps looking for something?”


  It was Renaunt, of course, not far preceding his pudgy accomplice with the eternal brief-case. In strange agitation I tried to reply lightly.


  “I was just checking up to see what interested you so much last evening.”


  “I thought you perhaps might do so,” he returned narrowly. “Have you found anything of interest?”


  “Yes, indeed! Here seems to be a myth-pattern of great antiquity upon which I have never before stumbled.”


  “You are interested in the ancient religions?”


  “Very much.”


  “So are we. You must pardon me. I am Jacques Renaunt—that is my so good friend Peterson.”


  We shook hands. I did not enjoy the experience.


  “I have something you might like to see,” said Renaunt in a disarmingly friendly manner. “Perhaps last night you thought us devil-worshippers, to copy from these old books, but this is uncorrect.”


  “Incorrect.” Peterson spoke his first word in the conversation. “You mustn’t forget your English.”


  “Quite right. Thank you. As I was saying, we are merely amateur archaeologists, but we have discovered, not far from here, some very unique ruins, which, if we are not mistaken, were once used in connection with rites given in this books.”


  “These books,” put in Peterson.


  “No matter. The point is, we have been perusing—these books to gain further information. We planned to visit these ruins toni— this afternoon. We would be glad for a—companion.” The two exchanged glances.


  Did I let my instinctive aversion to these men cause me to refuse their bland offer? No; logic conquered instinct, and I made myself see only a new and fascinating experience in a venture against which my ever dormant intuition cried out loud.


  “I would be delighted. First let me tell my room-mate…”


  “Peterson will do that when he gets the car. Hurry, Peterson.”


  The stout man scuttled away, while Renaunt let me rather furtively out a side exit. In a surprisingly short time Peterson drove up in the car. Renaunt opened the back door for me and then climbed in beside Peterson. For a few minutes, silence prevailed as the car swept swiftly across the leaf-strewn campus grounds and through the autumn-tinted, rolling Massachusetts hills. Then Renaunt turned and addressed me politely.


  “You must pardon me while I converse with Mr. Peterson in my native language. It is tiring for me to constantly formulate my thoughts into the English.”


  They immediately began talking in some foreign dialect. Listening idly, I could not trace any Romance language or Greek or even Slavic in what they said; it seemed a kind of guttural Oriental tongue, but as 1 sat listening to it, mile after mile in that stuffy’ car, I could take no pleasure in the beauties of the wooded hills, or of the forest-cradled Miskatonic River, now tinted a flaming orange by the rays of the descending sun.


  Much further than 1 had expected we drove. The sun was hidden behind the tall pines of the mountains ahead when we turned from the main road. The eastern sky was dusky behind us as the car jogged along a narrow, rough dirt trail. Several times it branched off again on bypaths leading through quiet forest glades of the greatest sylvan beauty. The trail became barely wide enough to permit passage to the sedan. Few were the farms we passed, and these few were always in a deplorably run-down condition. It was a poor district, ruled by Nature and not Man.


  Long after losing sight of the last farmhouse among the thickening trees, Peterson brought the auto to a lurching halt.


  “This is as far as we can go by the car,” said Renaunt, opening the door.


  Within a few minutes we were plunging through thick undergrowth among the huge boles of an amazing cluster of trees. This, I thought, must be one of the few out-of-the-way virgin forests in the state. Another thought occurred to me and 1 asked Renaunt, “Why were these ruins not discovered before? They are reasonably near human habitation.”


  “The natives around here fear these woods,” answered my guide cryptically, “and few others have occasion to visit them.”


  In silence we covered the distance of perhaps a mile. The ground gradually became damp and spongy until it was apparent that we were nearing a swamp.


  “The ruins are on a kind of island in the midst of a marshy crescent lake near the Miskatonic,” explained Renaunt in response to my query.


  A deep dusk, enhanced by the somber shade of the forest, had now indeed fallen.


  “How can we see when we arrive? We have started too late,” I commented.


  I received no reply, save the pulsing croak of frogs which now reached us from somewhere ahead in the leafy labyrinth.


  Little by little the trees thinned and 1 saw stretched before me, surrounded by woods like those from which we were emerging, a low, open, marshy spot in the shape of a giant crescent moon. Reeds and rushes grew at the margin, while near the middle the water was clear and deep, albeit rather stagnant. Near the center of the lake rose a small island, almost covered with the sprawling ruin of a strange, irregular grey stone platform surrounded by a crumbling parapet, much in need of repair. Low stone columns rose at intervals from it. The last reflected rays of the setting sun shone behind it, outlining the skeletal remains of a once-great and still imposing structure. I was astounded to find such a complex piece of architecture in apparently unexplored wilds.


  “The lake of Y’ha-nthlei,” breathed Peterson, “la! Cthulhu!”


  “What did you say?” I exclaimed, “I—”


  But Renaunt interrupted me with a terse command to Peterson.


  “Now is the time!” he snapped. “Concentrate!”—and I felt all suddenly go black around me. My last conscious impression was one of the two grasping my arms to keep from falling as I slipped into the black trough of insensibility.


  ***


  When I awoke, the deepest night had fallen. My first sensation was of lying uncomfortably on a very hard substance; my second was of bewilderment; I could not realize the significance of the bonds around my wrists and ankles. I knew now that I was a prisoner. Then, suddenly, the meaning of my situation came back to me. I remembered the strange trek through the shadowy woods with my queer companions; the marsh lake, the ruins. I remembered too my faint (for such I then deemed it) at the edge of the woods. Then I began to struggle for, gazing around, I discovered that I was lying on the rough stone flags comprising the floor of the island ruin. My companions must have brought me here, I thought; but why bound?


  The extent of Renaunt’s treachery was soon to be made clear to me, however. 1 heard voices approaching and soon, from behind a pile of crumbling stones, two robed figures appeared. They were Renaunt and Peterson, hooded and encased in black garments. With a shudder of unbelievable terror, I realized that they planned to stage a ceremony, of which 1 might be a part. That was why I had been enticed on this devilish trip!


  Renaunt approached me, more than human wrath and contempt glowing in his eyes.


  “Ah, my so curious young friend, you will not let well enough alone, and now see what it has got you!”


  “Let me go!” I stormed, with more courage in my voice than in my heart. “What is the meaning of this?”


  “It means you shall be a living sacrifice to Those Who Wait!”


  “Madman! You plan—to sacrifice me in some idiotic ritual? Are you going to kill me?”


  “Our hands will be clean, I assure you—you will leave this island alive.”


  “Then you—?”


  “But you will never be seen so again!”


  “Nonsense!”


  “You will see!” he cried in a fit of anger. “We are come from the Supreme One of Irem to open the Gate for the Great Old Ones! The stars are almost right again! Tonight, we will tell Great Cthulhu so He may prepare. Soon shall They do battle with Those of Betelgeuze, and—!—But light the torches, Monog!”


  The one I knew as Peterson, with a long flambeau, fired masses of dry wood atop the pillars of the parapet. “You,” said Renaunt, “will be the bait to draw Great Cthulhu here, as is written in the Old Books.”


  Peterson, or Monog, had by then completed his task, and he and Renaunt lifted my bound body, tossing me roughly upon a high pile of crumbling stones.


  The ceaseless piping of frogs, which all the while had formed a weird background to the words of my captor, now seemed to increase in intensity and to fill the night air. Beneath me, Renaunt and Peterson were stooping to chalk diagrams drawn from papers they held (doubtlessly copies from the Necronomicon and the other books) on the stone flags. Renaunt then began a weird chant, while Peterson cowered beneath an outcropping of stone. What would these lunatics do, I wondered, when they realized that their mad activities brought no result? Then all speculation was swept away and I abandoned my soul to terror!


  For something was happening—not only below me but all around; on the lake, on the rampart—as the meaningless mouthing continued. The landscape seemed to change subtly under the pale rap of the dying moon; a blur dimmed the horizon; angles shifted and solid stone swayed formlessly. The waters of the lake were wildly stirring, though there was no wind. From all sides, great waves broke over the low parapet, threatening to douse the frantically flickering fires. A stench as of all the dead and rotting water life of the world nauseated me. A strange wind now stirred, moaning, through the tumbled stones, and above the chorus of frogs, Renaunt’s voice was lifted in a primal incantation:


  “la! la! N’gah-hah! N’yah ahahah! Cthulhu flitaghnl Phn’glui vul-gmtn R’lyeh! Ai! N’gaii! Ithaqua vulgmm! N’gaaga—aaa-fhtaghn! la! Cthulhu!”


  The leaping flames of the great torches now revealed to my horror-stricken eyes a thin, wavering line across the sky. More appeared, traversing the space above my head. A low, thunderous roar competed with the truly cacophonous chant of the frogs and the incantation shouted by Renaunt, while greenish flashes from over the horizon lit the scene fitfully. A great blast of cold air swept over the lake, followed immediately by a foetid warm draft, as with a hideous stench, and an uncouth bubbling sound, a giant shape sprang seemingly from the lake itself and hovered over us without visible means of levitation! Mercifully, I fainted.


  When I regained my senses (it must have been but a moment later) the Thing was still there. It is beyond the power of any pen to hint adequately at the aspect of It. An alien, undimensioned entity from beyond the known Universe, It seemed by turns to be a great, green, monstrous tentacled squid; a boiling, changing, flowing mass of protoplasm, constantly altering yet ever the same, having malevolent red eyes opening from every part of its non-terrestrial body, and a swollen, empurpled maw from which issued an idiotic, frantic, bubbling ululation, so low in timbre that it struck one as a physical vibration rather than a true sound.


  Great Cthulhu! High Priest of the Old Ones! Carried from His crypt in sunken R’lyeh by Ithaqua the Wind-Walker, summoned by the evil man in whose hands I was prisoner! Great God! I believed; I saw! But I could not die; I could not even faint again. Even now my hand trembles when 1 think of my hideous captivity as the helpless prey of that hellish daemon!


  Below, Renaunt was conversing with It, in the same unholy dialect with which he had summoned It (the same, indeed, in which he had talked with Peterson in the car), mentioning such names as Azathoth, Betelgeuze, R’lyeh, the Hyades, as well as the names of the other weird monsters. As his monologue progressed, Cthulhu became greatly excited, quivering in agitation as His great body overshadowed the entire lake, and later uttering a few ghastly mouthing sounds which thrilled my soul with a new fear when I had thought I had reached the extremity of terror.


  Abruptly, the awful communication ended. Renaunt fell on his knees below the Thing and extended his hand toward the pile of debris on which I lay bound. It flowed toward me, extending from Its plastic self a tentacle or trunk which groped downward at me. Directly above me, the savage opening of what It used as a mouth yawned wide, disclosing a hollow body cavity striated with red bands. In another moment I would have known a thing far worse than merciful death; but at that instant, something intervened to save me.


  Bill Tracy—what tributes are due his courage!—appeared at the top of the sacrificial mound, approaching from the side opposite that of Renaunt. Sickening horror showed in ever)’ line of his face, but he nevertheless sprang to my side and slashed my bonds with a ready knife. As I leapt up, he extended his right hand towards the excrescence of Cthulhu, which had almost reached us. It recoiled, and the massive bulk overhead lumbered away.


  “Run!” shouted Tracy. “Swim the lake! Get to the car!”


  We were off, racing madly over the shattered flags and plunging into the stagnant lake. Behind us, Renaunt was imploring Cthulhu, and as we swam frantically for shore, we heard him racing in pursuit.


  He and Peterson dragged a small rowboat to the margin of the lake and pulled after us. Overhead, the great bulk of the monstrous entity Cthulhu flowed along, lashing the affrighted air with thousands of loathsome tentacles. Fortunately, Tracy and I were both good swimmers, and the surprise instituted by Tracy’s daring move gave us a head start


  Upon reaching the shore, we plunged into the pitch-dark forest. The sounds of frantic shouts and the ululant mouthings of Cthulhu (who had evidently joined the chase) goaded us to frenzied exertions.


  “We must separate,” gasped Bill. “They know these woods. I’ll go this way, but if I don’t get through, remember don’t go to the police. It won’t do any good. Go to Professor Stems.”


  Thus saying, he plunged off to the left, attempting to cross a clearing whose edge I was skirting. As he reached its center, Renaunt and Peterson broke from the woods on the opposite side. Behind them, over the tops of the trees, Cthulhu rapidly neared. Renaunt, with amazing speed, sought to grapple with Tracy, but again extending his right arm, on which I saw something gleam, my deliverer caused my former captor to fall. In doing so, he clutched Tracy’s knees. The latter, after a desperate struggle to retain his balance, plunged heavily to the ground. As they rolled free, Renaunt half-rose, extending one arm toward Tracy, the other toward the blasphemous monstrosity hovering overhead. He shrieked a flaming command, and immediately the Thing put forth dozens of squamous tentacles which entangled the struggling body of my rescuer. He was lifted, screaming hideously toward the frothing maw of the monster.


  Cold with icy terror, I ran on through the clutching undergrowth of those haunted woods. After what seemed an almost interminable interval, the trees thinned and I emerged on the highway less than a quarter of a mile from the cars. Tracy’s vehicle was parked near Renaunt’s. He had obviously suspiciously trailed us, perhaps becoming lost in the forest, and arriving only in time to save my life at the cost of his own.


  With a prayer of thanks, 1 saw that the keys were still in the ignition. Moments later, 1 was speeding recklessly over the deserted highways, caring only to get far from that awful spot. Through the blackest hours of the night I was lost, but at dawn I found myself approaching Arkham. What had poor Bill said? “See Professor Sterns.” A short consultation with the telephone directory in a small confectionery told me his address. As 1 was leaving the store, I shuddered to see blatant headlines on a cheap astrology periodical proclaiming, “Portentous Events in the Stars—Something Unprecedented!”


  ***


  I drove slowly along pleasant, tree-lined residential streets, hazy in the early morning sunlight, and stopped at a decaying mid-Victorian mansion bearing the number 1 had memorized. And so, shaken in body, mind and spirit, with an indelible memory fomenting in my consciousness and a gnawing fear tormenting me, I lifted the knocker beside the ancient nameplate with the legend, “Professor Arlin Sterns, Ph.D.”


  A mellow-faced, white-bearded elderly man opened the door and in response to my agitated query introduced himself as Professor Sterns. Upon learning my name, he grew pale, but civilly invited me in.


  “How much do you know,” I began hurriedly, “of Bill Tracy and me and what goes on in that—”


  “I know,” he said laboredly, “that a young man came to me this morning and told me of two college students he believed to be engaged in very nasty business. He expressed fear that you, his friend, might be drawn into it. I advised him to keep a watch on you, and I gave him a certain bracelet which I felt would give him protection. What has happened?”


  I thereupon told him my full story, ending on an almost hysterical note as I recounted my mad flight through the forest and the endless race along tree-lined highways. As I spoke, the savant stroked his stubby goatee, but when I told of Bill Tracy’s gruesome fate, he stopped abruptly and muttered, “I told him the grey stone from Mnar wouldn’t stop the Old Ones Themselves.”


  “Do you believe what I say?” I asked. “I can hardly believe it myself!”


  “Unfortunately, yes” replied Professor Stems. “Before my retirement as Professor of Anthropology at Miskatonic, I had occasion to be convinced in a most horrible manner. But that’s neither here nor there. The point is,”—his face showed worried lines—“the world, the whole universe as we know it, is in danger of being obliterated in a terrible way in a coming battle between extra-dimensional entities whose nature we cannot even begin to grasp. That is the purpose and purport, veiled, garbled and cloaked in mysticism, of all religions and cults, and, more directly, of the evil books now found in only a few scattered libraries and manuscript fragments in private possession.” He turned. “But I must not keep you waiting out here. Please come into my study.”


  He led the way through a dark, narrow hall into a large room, lined with bookcases and strewn with the odds and ends of a long and varied career. With a serious demeanor he unlocked one of the lower drawers of his desk, and drew forth a folio of manuscript. After bidding me seat myself on a chair near the desk, he addressed me in this fashion:


  “These are the extracts I copied from the Necronomicon and other books while I was at Miskatonic. Allow me to point out to you some pertinent passages.” He passed over to me one of the sheets. I took it and read.


  Nor is it to be thought that Man is either the oldest or last of the Masters of Earth; nay, nor that the greater part of Life and Substance walks alone. The Old Ones were, the Old Ones are, and the Old Ones shall be. Not in the spaces known to us, but between them. They walk calm and primal, of no dimensions, and to its unseen… They walk foul in lonely places where the Words have been spoken and the Rites howled through at their Seasons… The winds gibber with Their voices; the Earth mutters with Their consciousness. They bend the forest. They raise up the wave; They crush the city—yet not forest nor ocean nor city beholds the hand that smites. They ruled; soon shall They rule again where man rules now. After Summer is Winter and after Winter is Summer. They wait patient and potent for here shall They reign again, and at Their coming again, none shall dispute them. Those who know of the Gates shall be impelled to open the way for Them and shall serve Them as They desire, but those who open the way unwitting shall know but a brief while thereafter.


  “Now this,” said the professor, handing me another sheet.


  I read,


  Then shall They return and on this great returning shall Great Cthulhu [—I shuddered at the name—] be freed from R’lyeh beneath the sea, and Him Who Is Not To Be Named shall come from His City, which Carcosa near the Lake of Hali, and Shub-Niggurath shall come forth and multiply in His hideousness, and Nyarlathotep shall carry the word to all the Great Old Ones and Their minions, and Cthugha shall lay his hand on all that oppose Him and Destroy, and the blind Idiot, the noxious Azathoth, shall rise from the Middle of the World where all is Chaos and destruction, where he hath bubbled and blasphemed at the Centre which is of All Things, which is to say, Infinity, and Yog-Sothoth who is the All-in-One and the One-in-All shall bring His globes and Ithaqua shall walk again, and from the black-litten caverns within the Earth shall come Tsathoggua and together shall take possession of Earth and all things that live upon it and shall prepare to do battle with the Elder Cods. When the Lord of the Great Abyss is apprised of Their returning, He shall come forth with His Brothers to disperse the Evil.


  “You mean,” I exclaimed, “that this book—written a thousand years ago—actually foretells what is happening now?”


  “I’m sure of it!” said the professor forcefully. “Look: astrologers proclaim that something unprecedented is in the stars. The writer of this mythology claims that ‘when the stars are right’ those who know ‘shall be impelled to open the Gates.’ These men come, frantically study the books, and conjure up a monster beyond the wildest dreams of a hashish-eater. They admit their purposes. What could be plainer?”


  I was convinced for once and all of the absolute veracity of the Arab necromancer.


  “But,” I inquired, “Renaunt mentioned something about being sent ‘by the Supreme One of Irem.’ What does that mean?”


  “Let me read you what Alhazred says; here—


  But the first Gate was that which I caused to be opened, namely, in Irem, the city of pillars, the city under the desert.


  “Irem is the headquarters of this hellish thing. There, the entire purpose of the Old Ones is known, or at least as much as Man can know of it, and there are some things in Irem that are not even human, unless I miss my guess. Renaunt and Peterson, or whatever their names are in Irem, must be high up, if they were sent on this crowning mission. The island must be a vital spot if it was chosen for Cthulhu’s awakening. We must prevent this, my boy! It is bound to come some day, but if we can stop them now, it will be thousands of years before the stars are right again!”


  “But how?” I gasped. “Aren’t the Old Ones already loosed? How about last night?”


  “That was just a warning to Great Cthulhu,” said Professor Sterns. “The real awakening can only be scheduled for AllHallows’ Eve; a month yet.”


  “How can you know?”


  “There are certain times when these ceremonies grow more potent; stronger; intenser. The times are May Eve, Walpurgis night; Candlemas; Roodmass; and AllHallow’s Eve. The opening of the Gate will be a difficult thing. It will shake the Earth, and its consequences will destroy mankind. It is infinitely important to—Them.”


  “How can we hope to stop these invincible monstrosities?”


  “It will be hard; hard! But Their weak points are Their minions. They must be there to perform the ceremonies. And though all the powers of Irem and the Old Ones Themselves protect them, they’re only human. Not much more than human, anyway—I hope.”


  ***


  During the following month, both Professor Sterns and myself were feverishly busy. I was able to continue my classes at the university, but every day after their termination I hurried to the ancient savant’s crumbling brownstone house, which I had come to look upon as not only a second home, but as a sort of mecca for all the world’s hopes. It was fantastic; a world of beings living in complete ignorance of a ghastly and unspeakable fate which was inexorably approaching and threatening their very souls, while two men struggled to avert the catastrophe with all the knowledge and skill, human and inhuman, in their possession.


  Or, rather, not just two, for I found that there was a considerable band of learned men, all over the world, united in a common knowledge of and belief in the nightmare myth, and a desire to thwart the Great Old Ones and Their minions. There was a steady stream of strange visitors to the weathered old house on Harper Street, and an equally strange flow of outlandish letters and parcels. Professor Sterns’ large desk in the library became heaped with neat folios of papers and small packages. What were they? All manner of charms, spells and diagrams helpful against the malignant monsters and Their worshippers. Professor Sterns was particularly excited over the arrival of a large crate from a Buddhist priest in Tibet. This, the professor informed me, contained the Elder Gods’ benign sign, carved by Their Very Selves on a stone brought from another world and spirited away from the ancient and accursed Plateau of Leng expressly to aid us in our mission.


  Weeks went by; Bill Tracv, whose disappearance had caused a wide stir, was not found, alive or dead. The beings known to us as Renaunt and Peterson had also vanished.


  On a pale, sombre October evening late in the month, Professor Sterns telephoned me and asked me to visit him for final instructions. I left for his house, feeling acutely the nervous apprehension under which I had so long labored.


  ***


  A near-full moon, rising above the trees surrounding Professor Sterns’ house shot feeble rap glinting along the ridgepole of the roof, along the old tin spouting, along the banisters of the wide front porch. A queer chill gripped me as I approached along the gravel walk; the house was lightless. Half formed fears stirred uneasily in my mind as I plied the knocker, but after a short, suspenseful interval I recognized the slow tread of my aged friend approaching the panel from within. It opened slowly and I discerned the kindly, bearded face peering narrowly through the gloom. Almost instantly a look of relief and welcome swept over it.


  “Ah! You!” muttered the professor. “I am glad to see you. You came sooner than I had anticipated. Step into the hall.”


  Inside, he spoke quietly but rapidly.


  “There has been a change in plans. I—we have a guest. He is to help us. He’s—strange. Doesn’t speak English, but he’s on our side. Do you remember how you lost consciousness at the edge of the lake after Renaunt told Peterson to concentrate? That was instantaneous hypnotism, showing a great development of mind-power. Well, our guest has just such mind-power, and more. He will be an immeasurable aid to us.”


  Professor Sterns led the way into the study, switched on the light, and there, standing by the desk, was the Guest. Little could be seen of him, for he wore a long, tightly-buttoned overcoat which dragged on the floor. It had been thrown over his shoulders, so that the arms dangled uselessly at his sides. On his head he wore a large hat pulled far down, and (strange to tell!), over his face he wore a grey scarf, knotted firmly at the back of his head. Thus not an inch of his person was visible. Only once did I see him without all this paraphernalia intact.


  “This is the young man I was telling you about,” the professor was saying. He seemed highly respectful, almost reverential, toward the muffled figure. But what was it he had said?—“He doesn’t speak English!” He must understand it, though, I thought.


  The figure made a movement which might be construed as a bow, and I murmured conventional words of greeting to it. I noticed that the top of the desk had been cleared, and that three suitcases lay in the shadows. I flashed a questioning look to Professor Stems.


  “We are leaving,” the savant spoke nervously. “I have discovered where the Great Awakening is to take place. The information is hidden by a clever code in the Seven Critical Books of Hsan, but I haven’t deciphered it. In fact, we are leaving immediately. You won’t need to pack anything. It will all be over—one way or the other— soon. You see, tomorrow night is AllHallows’ Eve!”


  ***


  The street was dark, the walk was long, the suitcases heavy. I carried two; Professor Stems carried the remaining one. Our Guest followed us in a peculiar quiet and gliding manner, unburdened. He seemed shorter than when I had first seen him, but I put this down to a trick of light and shadow.


  It may have been half an hour later when we arrived at the field. Under the rays of the moon, dry stubble took on a beautiful yellow sheen, and the airplane shone with a pale silver glow. For there was an airplane on the field, and in it the professor placed his suitcase, instructing me to do the same with mine.


  “But,” I stammered, “where are we going? Who is taking us?!”


  “We are going,” replied the aged man grimly, “to the north woods of Maine; to a place which I will not name and for a purpose you know too well. Get in, my boy.”


  Inside the tiny cabin Professor Sterns settled himself at the controls, with me beside him, while the Guest sat on the suitcases behind.


  “I learned to fly,” explained the professor, “from Professor Peaslee, the man whose father had such a dreadful experience when those singularly ancient ruins were discovered in Australia that he committed suicide.”


  With a whine and a growl that deepened to a roar, the motor awoke and in a few moments we were bouncing swiftly down the field. At its extreme end our pilot lifted the plane’s nose and we were airborne, climbing sharply to gain altitude and leveling off to streak swiftly northward.


  Looking down, I could see the thin line of light that was the Miskatonic River fade into the distance. Silence and darkness (save for the monotone of the motor and the illuminating instruments) closed in on us, wrapping us in a pall of almost sentient gloom as we sped on for hours over northern Massachusetts and the southeastern corner of New Hampshire.


  Midnight found us over Maine. Professor Sterns was explaining to me more in detail about both our mission and our adversaries. Some of what he said I cannot bring myself to repeat, for the world is better off without it, but other parts of his information were vital and pertinent.


  “As you know, the Great Old Ones are elementals; that is, each is identified with and has dominion over one of the ancient so-called elements. Cthulhu is the deity of water, Cthugha of fire, while Nyarlathotep, Tsathoggua, Azathoth and Shub-Niggurath seem associated with Earth. The air-beings are Hastur, Zhar, Ithaqua, and Lloigor. Yog-Sothoth, who is spoken of as the ‘All-in-One and the One-in-All,’ seems not to be associated with an element.


  “From hints in the Necronomicon, I can guess at some of the things that will happen at the Great Awakening. First of all, there will be the celebration of rites for days in advance. Of their nature, there is no need to speak. Then, on AllHallows’ Eve (tomorrow night) there will be a long ritual beginning at sunset. Then, at midnight, the book says,


  … shall the sky be torn away and from Their dimensions on Outside shall the Old Ones be seen upon the Earth. And the Earth shall tremble at Their aspect, and the Old Ones shall descend and inhabit and ravage.


  “What we must do is to stop that ritual, to which there are two parts. The first ‘Opens the Gate’ and the second frees the Old Ones to move. If we can stop it before the end, then the fleeting moment in which the stars are in the right position for it to take effect will pass, and Earth will be saved.”


  “How can we stop the ritual?” I asked... “Murder?”


  “That is neither necessary nor would it be effective. There will be far too many there. Renaunt and Peterson may or may not be there. What we must do is to counteract their spells and charms with our own, and, finally, destroy their lair of cosmic evil by sealing it with the Elder Sign on that stone block from Tibet. But there are many risks. We may be apprehended before we can do any of those things. For that reason, I have wrist-bands for us to wear. None of the minions of the Old Ones can bear to touch these stones with the Elder sign on them, but only on the Tibetan enchanted stone is it potent enough to stop all evil. Remember, Bill Tracy found the weakness of the bracelets his undoing.”


  For hours we droned on over northern Maine. The hands of the clock on the instrument panel pointed to 4 a.m. when suddenly I noticed something.


  “Look!” I murmured to the professor, “There ahead!”


  Shifting his gaze slightly, he too saw what had attracted my attention. Miles ahead of us, a titanic shadow had blotted out the stars, a shadow whose blurred outlines seemed a hideous caricature of the human form, and from the space where the head appeared to be, there shimmered with an unholy light what seemed to be two great green stars!


  And the Thing was moving, rushing to meet us; a giant shape, miles high, whose colossal bulk filled the horizon and stretched to the zenith! Simultaneously, a howling wind sprang up, bearing on its wings the sound of shrill, terrible music, as of great flutes or reed pipes being played all around us in the air.


  “One of the Old Ones sent to destroy us!” shouted Professor Sterns. “An air-elemental. It is Ithaqua the Wind-Walker!” Black terror gripped me


  The shadow-like Being neared rapidly, yet our pilot held his course, flying straight at the mound-like, neckless head and the star-eyes.


  “We must flee!” I exclaimed.


  “No use,” said the professor, “this is the only way.”


  Louder sounded the demoniac music, nearer rushed the monster. For a moment Its flaming eyes shone directly before us, and then I closed my own. When I opened them, the sky ahead was clear.


  “We have cut across another dimension and passed directly through His body,” breathed the professor. “He cannot touch us because of the grey stone. We are safe!” But just then a tremendous gust of wind threw the plane into a dangerous spin. “He is sending His winds to wreck us!”


  Through the black night tore howling, whistling blasts of air, throwing us off our course despite everything the professor could do. For minutes he fought valiantly with the controls, but at last a seething vortex of cyclonic strength seized the machine like a huge black fist and seemed about to hurl it to destruction on the earth below. But at the last moment, the winds subsided and the plane righted itself.


  “What…?” I began, when Professor Sterns interrupted me with a whispered, “Look!”


  On the horizon a pale, opalescent glow broadened imperceptibly, reflecting thin rays upon the mists above.


  “Dawn!” The first night of terror had passed safely, but the Great Adventure was just beginning.


  ***


  Less than half an hour later, our plane landed near the village of Chesuncook. There, the professor loaded our luggage into a car which was somehow waiting for us, and, with the Guest in the back seat, we embarked on a trip very similar (and yet how different from) one I had taken a month before.


  The day was damp, foggy and uncomfortable. The pine forests on either side of the road stood dark and expectant, unwarmed by the cloud-obscured sun. About noon, the professor extracted a box lunch from one of the suitcases, but the Guest did not partake, nor did the professor offer him any of the food.


  It was long past noon when the car stopped. The grey clouds in the sky were still unrelieved, save for a dull glow between zenith and horizon which was all that was visible of the sun.


  Professor Sterns then opened another suitcase and extracted a queer apparatus consisting of a square board with a circular hole in the center. In the hole was fastened a shallow metal tray of the same shape, with a curved glass over it which prevented the spilling of the liquid in the tray. In this clear fluid floated an oblong piece of dark wood several inches long, whittled to a point at one end. On the outside board, queer designs were carven.


  Holding this odd contraption level, the professor gazed intently at the wooden pointer. It seemed to turn slowly counter-clockwise, but suddenly it reversed its direction and jerked quickly three-quarters of the way around, there remaining immovable.


  “This is our guide,” remarked the professor. “It’s a kind of compass, but it doesn’t point north!”


  We set off into the woods, following the direction set by this compass that was not a compass. I took the two remaining suitcases (one was very heavy ), and the aged savant went ahead with the direction-finder. The Guest moved unobtrusively along in the rear.


  The undergrowth was very thick, and the pines seemed to grow abnormally close together, so our progress was slow and none too steady. I called frequent halts for rest when I noticed that the professor was staggering from fatigue.


  Imperceptibly, the shades of the forest deepened and it was night. I began to feel an indefinable aura of evil surrounding these black woods; a sense of cosmic dread and alien purpose, so that I did not like to let my mind dwell on our mission.


  Quite abruptly, we came to the clearing. It was about a quarter of a mile across, and in the center was a stone structure resembling a well, bathed in rays of a ghostly full moon which shone from a rift between two clouds. This, the professor informed me, was the only entrance to the most unholy and accursed temple on earth; a place where dark things dwelt with degenerate men, and the site of the All-Hallows’ Great Awakening.


  A flickering light as of torches came from the mouth of the open cylinder-shaft, and a faint murmur also reached us from it.


  The following events which occurred on that hellish night I must be very careful in describing.


  We scuttled across the clearing and crouched by the lip of the round shaft, which rose perhaps a yard from the ground.


  “The ceremony has started,” whispered Professor Sterns. “Watch the sky and do what I say.” He unlocked both suitcases, took from one a folio of papers from amongst many more, and from the other eased the great grey Tibetan stone, with its queer carving, laying it between himself and the Guest.


  For a long time, the only thing audible from below was the murmur of chanting men’s voices, occasionally broken by a strange, deep, ecstatic moan. Then, syllables in English floated up to us.


  “Oh, Raythore, the time has come. Begin, thou!”


  I started wildly as another voice began in chant-like speech. For the second voice was that of Jacques Renaunt!


  “Death-Walker! Cod of the Winds! Thou Who walkest on the Winds—adoramus te!”


  The sky slowly faded to a dark grayish-green, and the wind stirred.


  “Oh, Thou Who pass above the Earth; Thou Who hast vanquished the sky—adoramus te!”


  The wind grew in a few seconds to a cyclonic pitch, and high in the sky the clouds rushed back with breath-taking speed, as if its force up there were thousands of times greater than we felt below.


  “Ithaqua! Thou Who hast vanquished the sky—vanquish it yet again that the Supreme Purpose may be fulfilled. Ia! Ia! Ithaqua! Ai! Ai! Ithaqua cf’ayak vulgtmm vugtlagln vulgtmm. Ithaqua flttaghn! Ugh! la! Ia! Ia!"


  Thunder rumbled and crashed around us, adding yet another voice to the insane canticle of chant and wind. The chorus of men’s voices welled up deep and strong as a climax approached in the indescribable chaos of the elements.


  “Ia! Azathoth! Ia! Yog-Sothoth! Ia! Cthulhu! Ia! Cthugha!”


  Flashes of light showed the straining sky flecked with lines of glowing green.


  “Ia! Hastur! Ia! Ithaqua.’ Ia! Zhar! Ia! Lloigor!”


  A loud buzzing sound seemed borne on the shrieking blasts of wind.


  “Ia! Shub-Niggurath! Ia! Tsathoggua! Ia! Nyarlathotep! Ai!”


  On the last word, a fiendish shout of expectancy echoed up from below. Why didn’t the professor do something? I wondered shudderingly. Glancing at him, I saw him worriedly watching the passive Guest. But all thought was extinguished as, with a noise unequalled since the birth of the world, the sky cracked!


  There is no other way to express it. The darkness split, shrivelled and rolled up, and, from Outside, a hideous and unknown light bathed the Universe, as the Great Old Ones once more looked upon Earth.


  Of what I saw beyond the ragged shreds of the borders of our Space-Time continuum as new, final chants rose from the temple below, I can only begin to hint. I had the simultaneous impression of stupendous, amorphous entities; of fluid hyper-intelligences of dominating universal Evil; of an undimensioned chaos of impossible angular curves and curved angles; of a boiling, changing cauldron of moving, massing monstrosities approaching; then, being a mere human being, I fell backward to the ground and turned my face away. What I saw on the ground was almost as stupefying as the sky’s ghastly change.


  For there in the dirt was an overcoat, a hat, and a gray scarf, lying in crumpled disarray, while in the shadows of the wood a black form was disappearing!


  Seconds later, a titanic column of flame exploded from the forest and shot upward, sending showers of sparks flying everywhere. Its base left the Earth and it expanded swiftly, while moving upward at a rate inconceivable. Simultaneously, from the four points of the compass, four similar pillars of fire were propelled to the zenith, where they were superimposed on one another in the form of a colossal pentagram, or five-pointed star, silhouetted against the torn sky and the amorphous shapes streaming across it. I cowered in abject terror!


  “Come!” whispered Professor Sterns. “We have work to do!” He began copying strange designs, from the papers he held, onto the ancient stones of the shaft with a queer paste-like substance from a metal tube.


  “Now!” he exclaimed, throwing the implement aside, “help me with this stone!”


  We lifted the heavy Tibetan mystical stone, which had begun to glow with a curious russet light, to the lip of the shaft and cast it over. It fell inside with a crash, and immediately the shaft caved in amid cries of agony from below, which superseded the former chanting. The professor murmured a few indistinguishable words and made a curious sign with his right hand.


  “Our job is finished,” he said in a trembling voice. “We must escape the forest-fire.” For the woods from whence the Flame-Being had risen were indeed burning fiercely.


  We fled swiftly the way we had come, but not too swiftly for me to glance back and catch a glimpse of the fiery star vanquishing the beings from Outside, the hellish vision fading away, and the heavens returning to normal.


  But the rest of that flight through the fear-haunted forest is to me even more nightmarish than what had preceded it, and I shall never again know peace of mind, even though the newspapers babble reassuringly about a volcanic disturbance in Maine and its strange effect on the skies. For the answer which Professor Arlin Sterns gave in a shuddering whisper to my question about the identity of our mysterious Guest is forever burned into my brain. As we plunged through the nighted woods, he gasped to me,


  “It came to my door one night… It was black and as plastic as jelly… It sent a message into my mind telling me what I had to do tonight… telling me It would go with me… I got it to form into a piece about the shape of a man, and put those clothes on It to disguise It… It told me in my mind that It had come from the star Betelgeuze, 200 light years away with Its Brothers to combat the Great Old Ones!”


  And as we ran toward the car and the safety of civilization, there came back to me half-forgotten passages from the abhorred Necronomicon which caused me to tremble in a new ecstasy of fear and agony of remembrance, even though the Earth had been saved for a time...


  Ubbo-Sathla is that unforgotten source whence came the Great Old Ones Who dare oppose the Elder Gods being the Ones Who are of a black fluid shape. And Those Ones who came in the shape of Towers of Fire hurled the Old Ones into banishment… but they shall return; Those Who Wait shall be satisfied… And together shall take possession of Earth and all things that lived upon it and shall prepare to do battle with the Elder Gods…


  WHEN THE LORD OF THE GREAT ABYSS IS APPRIS’D OF THEIR RETURNING, HE SHALL COME WITH HIS BROTHERS AS TOWERS OF FIRE AND DISPERSE THE EVIL!


  Planetfall on Yuggoth


  (1972)
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  By the time the Pluto landing was scheduled, people were tired of planetfall stories. The first human on the moon may have taken a giant step for mankind, as he claimed; but in the half-century following, each succeeding stage in the exploration of the solar system became more boring than the last. The technology was foolproof, the risks minimal, and most of the discoveries—while epoch-making for all the sciences—were too complex and recondite to be dramatized for the man in the street, or in front of his Tri-V screen.


  They even stopped giving the various expeditions fancy names, like that first Project Apollo to the moon, or Operation Ares, the Mars landing. They actually let one of the crewmen of the space craft—a radio operator named Carnovsky—name the Pluto jaunt, and he called it “Operation Yuggoth,” frivolously enough, after the name for the planet used in pulp fiction by some obscure author of the last century.


  Of course, the media dutifully carried the same stale old textbook research about how Pluto, the last planet to be discovered and the last to experience human visitation, was merely a tiny chunk of frozen gunk over three and a half billion miles from the Earth that took 248 earth years to circle the sun, and how if the sun was the size of a pumpkin (which it is not, so it was hard to make sense out of the comparison) Pluto would be a pea about two miles away, and how it was probably once a moon of Neptune that broke away into a very irregular orbit and thus possibly didn’t qualify as a real planet at all.


  The whole upshot seemed to be that here was another airless, lifeless, frozen world like all the others not on our sunward side—in which latter case they were airless, lifeless, sizzling worlds.


  After the invention of the long-predicted nuclear fission drive, even such vast distances were minimized; the trip would have taken only two weeks from Earth, and from the deep space station beyond Mars it wouldn’t last that long.


  No one except scientists expressed any disappointment that remoteness did forbid live Tri-V transmission, and they’d just have to wait for the films. The fact that a brief on-the-scene radio report was scheduled to be relayed via several earthside beams even drew complaints from a few music buffs.


  We had all seen pictures of the ship before (or ones just like it): a pair of huge metal globes connected by a narrow passage, never destined to touch the surface of any world—the little chemical-fuel scouts did all the real exploring.


  Altogether, it was shaping up as a megabore.


  The broadcast promised to be even more tedious than the build-up. Arrived in orbit over Pluto, the space craft reported no glimpse of the planet’s topography, due to a cloud of frozen mist—which, however, analyzed as not too dense for the scouts to penetrate. There was a lot of delay while the first scout was prepared and launched, carrying the radioman Carnovsky who had dreamed up the Operation Yuggoth tag and five other crewmen.


  Carnovsky gave a running account as the small rocket approached the surface and grounded. First he spoke of milky, churning mists hovering over the vast icefields, half-discerned under their high-power searchlights. Then, with mounting excitement, the crackling interplanetary transmission reported a lifting and clearing of the fog. Next came a gasp of awe and that incoherent babbling which was traced in part later to garbled, half-remembered quotations from the pulp writer who had fantasized so long ago about dark Yuggoth.


  Had Carnovsky gone mad? Did he somehow kill his fellow crewmen on the scout, after planting a time-bomb on the spaceship before they left it? In any event, no further transmission was ever received from either vessel after the hysterical voice from the scout abruptly broke off.


  This is how the broadcast ended: “Mists are clearing—something big towering up dead ahead—is it a mountain range? No, the shapes are too regular. My God! It can’t be! It’s a city! Great tiers of terraced towers built of black stone—rivers of pitch that flow under cyclopean bridges, a dark world of fungoid gardens and windowless cities—an unknown world of fungous life—forbidden Yuggoth!


  "Is that something moving over the ice? How is it possible in this cold? But there are many of them, heading this way. The Outer Ones, the Outer Ones! Living fungi, like great clumsy crabs with membranous wings and squirming knots of tentacles for heads!


  “They’re coming. They’re getting close! I—“


  That was all; except that those few on Earth—those who were not watching the variety shows on their Tri-V’s but who were outside for some reason and looking at that sector of the sky where Pluto is located—experienced the startling sight of a bursting pinpoint of light as, over three and a half billion miles away, the atomic fuel of the spacecraft bloomed into an apocalyptic nova, writing finis to the ill-fated expedition, and to Operation Yuggoth.


  But scientists don’t discourage easily. They admit that Pluto may hold some unsurmised danger—though certainly not connected with Carnovsky’s hallucinations —and it may be best to stay away while unmanned probes gather more data.


  Now, though, they’re all excited about the plan to send a manned ship to a newly-discovered, unimaginably remote tenth planet that hasn’t even been named yet.


  The new project, for some reason, has been dubbed “Operation Shaggai.”


  The Nightingale Floors


  (1975)
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  I


  Start talking about a broken-down old museum (one of those private collections set up years ago under endowments by some batty rich guy with pack-rat instincts)


  where strange things are supposed to happen sometimes at night, and people think you’re describing the latest Vincent Price horror movie, or the plot of some corny Fu Manchu thriller, the land that sophisticates these days call “campy” and cultivate for laughs.


  But there are such places, dozens altogether I guess, | scattered around the country; and you do hear some pretty peculiar reports about some of them once in a while.


  The one I knew was on the South Side of Chicago. They tore it down a few years ago during that big urban renewal project around the university—got lawyers to find loopholes in the bequest, probably, and scattered the ! exhibits among similar places that would accept such junk.


  Anyway, it’s gone now, so I don’t suppose there’s any harm in mentioning the thing that went on at the Ehlers Museum in the middle 1950’s. I was there, I experienced it; but how good a witness I am I’ll leave up to you. There’s plenty of reason for me to doubt my own senses, as you’ll see when I get on with the story.


  I don’t mean to imply that everything in the Ehlers Museum was junk—far from it. There were good pieces | in the armor collection, I’m told, and a few mummies in fair shape. The Remingtons were focus of an unusual ! gathering of early Wild West art, though some of them were said to be copies; I suppose even the stacks of f; quaint old posters had historical value in that particular | field. It was because everything was so jammed together,


  I so dusty, so musty, so badly lit and poorly displayed that ' the overall impression was simply that of some hereditary kleptomaniac’s attic.


  I learned about the good specimens after I went to | work at the museum; but even at the beginning, the place held an odd fascination for me, trashy as it might have appeared to most casual visitors.


  I first saw the Ehlers Museum one cloudy fall afternoon when I was wandering the streets of the South Side for lack of something better to do. I was still in mytwenties then, had just dropped out of the university (about the fifth college I failed to graduate from) and was starting to think seriously about where to go from there.


  You see, I had a problem—to be more accurate, I had a Habit. Not a major Habit, but one that had been showing signs lately of getting bigger.


  I was one of those guys people call lucky, with enough money in trust funds from overindulgent grandparents to see me through life without too much worry, or so it seemed. My parents lived in a small town in an isolated part of the country, where my father ran the family industry; no matter to this story where or what it was.


  I took off from there early to see what war and famine had left of the world. Nobody could stop me, since my money was my own as soon as I was twenty-one. I didn’t have the vaguest notion what I wanted to do with myself, and that’s probably why I found myself a Korean War veteran in Chicago at twenty-six with a medium-size monkey on my back, picked up at those genteel campus pot parties that were just getting popular then among the more advanced self-proclaimed sophisticates.


  Lucky? I was an Horatio Alger story in reverse.


  You see, although my habit was modest, my income was modest too, with the inflation of the ’40’s and ’50’s eating into it. I had just come to the conclusion that I was going to have to get a job of some kind to keep my monkey and me both adequately nourished.


  So there I was, walking the South Side slums through pale piles of fallen poplar leaves, and trying to figure out what to do, when I came across the Ehlers Museum, just like Childe Roland blundering upon the Dark Tower. There was a glass-covered signboard outside, the kind you see in front of churches, giving the name of the place and its hours of operation; and someone had stuck a hand- lettered paper notice on the glass that proclaimed, “Night Watchman Wanted. Inquire Within.”


  I looked up to see what kind of place this museum-in-a- slum might be. Across a mangy, weed-cluttered yard I saw a house that was old and big—even older and bigger than the neighboring grey stone residences that used to be fashionable but now were split up into cramped tenement apartments. The museum was built of dull red brick, two and a half stories topped by a steep, dark shingled roof. Out back stood some sort of addition that looked like it used to be a carriage house, connected to the main building by a covered, tunnel-like walkway at the second story level, something like a medieval drawbridge. I found out later that I was right in assuming that the place had once been the private mansion of Old Man Ehlers himself, who left his house and money and pack- rat collections in trust to preserve his name and civic fame when he died, back in the late ’20’s. The neighborhood must have been fairly ritzy then.


  The whole place looked deserted: no lights showed, though the day was dismally grey, and the visible windows were mostly blocked by that fancy art-nouveau stained glass that made Edwardian houses resemble funeral parlors. I stood and watched a while, but nobody went in or out, and I couldn’t hear anything except the faint rattle of dry leaves among the branches of the big trees surrounding the place.


  However, according to the sign, the museum should be open. I was curious, bored, and needed a job: no reason not to go in and at least look around. I walked up to the heavy, panelled door, suppressed an impulse to knock, and sidled my way inside.


  “Dauntless, the slug-horn to my lips I set....”


  II


  The foyer was dark, but beyond a high archway just to the right I saw a big, lofty room lit by a few brass wall fixtures with gilt-lined black shades that made the place seem even more like a mortuary than it had from outside. This gallery must once have been the house’s main living room, or maybe even a ballroom. Now it was full of tall, dark mahogany cases, glass-fronted, in which you coulddimly glimpse a bunch of unidentifiable potsherds, stuck around with little descriptive placards.


  The walls, here and all over the museum, were covered with dark red brocaded silk hangings or velvety maroon embossed wallpaper, both flaunting a design in a sort of fleur-de-lys pattern that I late learned was a coat of arms old Ehlers had dug up for himself, or had faked, somewhere in Europe.


  The building looked, and smelled, as if nobody had been there for decades. However, just under the arch stood a shabby bulletin board that spelled out a welcome for visitors in big alphabet-soup letters, and also contained a photo of the pudgy, mutton-chop bearded founder, along with a typed history of the museum and a rack of little folders that seemed to be guide-catalogues. I took one of these and, ignoring the rest of the notices, walked on into the first gallery.


  The quiet was shy-making; for the first time in years, I missed Muzak. My footsteps, though I found myself almost tiptoeing, elicited sharp creaks from the shrunken floorboards, just as happens in the corridors of the Shogun’s old palace at Kyoto, which I visited on leave during the Korean War. The Japs called those “Nightingale Floors”, and claimed they had been installed that way especially to give away the nocturnal presence of eavesdroppers or assassins. The sound was supposed to resemble the chirping of birds, though I could never see that part of it.


  I wondered what the reason was for Old Man Ehlers to have this kind of flooring. Just shrinkage of the wood from age, maybe. But then, he’d been around the world a lot in his quest for curios, probably. Maybe the idea for the floor really was copied from the Shogun’s palace. But if so, why bother, since it wasn’t the sort of relic that could be exhibited?


  Anyway, I walked through that gallery without giving the specimens more than a glance. I understand that the Ehlers Collection of North American Indian pottery rates several footnotes in most archaeological studies of the subject, but for myself I could never understand why beat-up old ceramic scraps should interest anybody but professors with lots of time on their hands and no healthy outlets for their energy. (Maybe that attitude explains my never graduating from college, or why I picked up a 'Habit instead of a Hobby; or both.)


  The next gallery was visible through another arch, at right angles to the first. Even after I had looked over the floor plan of the museum, and learned to make my way around in it somehow, I never really understood why one room or corridor connected with another at just the angle and in just the direction that it indisputably did. On this first visit, I didn’t even try to figure it out.


  The second gallery was more interesting: armor and medieval armaments, most impressive under that dull brazen light and against that wine-dark wallpaper and hangings. I kept walking, but my attention had been tweaked.


  The third room, a long and narrow one, held most of the Remington cowboy scenes, and a few sculptural casts of the Dying Gladiator school. For some reason, this was the darkest gallery in the whole place—you could hardly see to keep your footing; but the squeaky floor gave you a sort of sonar sense of the walls and furnishings, as if you were a bat or a dolphin or a blind man.


  After that came the framed posters from World War I (“Uncle Sam Wants YOU!”) and the 19th century stage placards, well lit by individual lamps attached to their frames, though some of the bulbs had burned out. Next was a big, drafty central rotunda set about tastefully with cannon from Cortez’ conquests and a silver gilt grand piano, decorated with Fragonard cupids, which Liszt once played, or made a girl on top of, or something.


  All this time no sight of a human being, nor any sound except the creaking floorboards under my feet. I was beginning to wonder whether the museum staff only came out of the woodwork after sunset.


  But when I had made my way up a sagging ebon staircase to the second floor, and poked my nose into a narrow, boxlike hallway with small, bleary windows on both sides (which I figured must be the covered drawbridge to the donjon keep I’d glimpsed from outside), I did finally hear some tentative echoes of presumably human activity. What kind of activity it was hard to say, though.


  First of all, it seemed a sort of distant, echoing mumble, like a giant groaning in his sleep. Granted the peculiar acoustics here, I could put this down to someone talking to himself—not hard to imagine, if he worked in this place. Next, from ahead, I caught further creaking, coming from the annex, that was analogous to the racket I had been stirring up myself all along from those Nightingale Floors. The sound advanced and I was almost startled when the thoroughly prosaic figure responsible hove into view at the end of the corridor—startled either because he was so prosaic, or because it didn’t seem right to meet any living, corporeal being in these surroundings; I couldn’t figure out which.


  This old fellow was staff, all right: his casual shuffle and at-home attitude proclaimed it, even if he hadn’t been wearing a shiny blue uniform and cap that looked as if they’d been salvaged from some home for retired streetcar motormen.


  “I saw the sign outside,” I said to the old man as he approached, without preliminaries, and rather to my own surprise. “Do you still have that night watchman job open?”


  He looked me over carefully, eyes sharply assessing in that faded, wrinkled mask of age; then motioned me silendy to follow him back along the corridor to the keep and into the dilapidated, unutterably cluttered, smelly office from which, I learned, he operated as Day Custodian.


  That was how I went to work for the Ehlers Museum.


  III


  My elderly friend, whose name was Mr. Worthington, himself comprised all die day staff there was, just as I constituted the entire night staff. A pair of cleaning ladies came in three days a week to wage an unusccessful war against dust and mildew, and a furnace man shared the night watch in winter; that was all. There was no longer a curator in residence, and the board of directors (all busy elderly men with little time to spend on the museum) were already seeking new homes for the collections, anticipating the rumored demolition of the neighborhood.


  In effect, the place was almost closed now, though an occasional serious specialist or twittery ladies’ club group came through; like as not rubbing shoulders with snotnosed slum school kids on an outing, or some derelict drunk come in to get out of the cold, or heat.


  Worthnigton told me all this, and also the salary for the night job, which wasn’t high because they had established the custom of hiring university students. I made a rapid mental calculation and determined that this amount would feed me, while my quarterly annuity payments went mostly to the monkey. So I told Worthington yes. He said something about references and bonding, but somehow we never actually got around to that.


  I was relieved to learn that, since the public was not admitted during the twelve hours I was on duty, I would not be expected to wear one of the rusty uniforms.


  I asked Worthington about the founder, but the old man hadn’t been on the staff long enough to remember Frederick Ehlers in person, who was rumored to be quite an eccentric. The Ehlers money had come from manipulation of stocks and bonds before the turn of the century, and most of his later years were spent traveling to build up the collections, which had become his only interest in life.


  Now, the rest of my story is where the plausibility gap, as they say nowadays, comes in. I’ve already told you I was a junkie in those days, so you can assume if you please that whatever I say happened from then on was simply hallucination. And I can’t claim with any assurance or proof that you’re not right.


  Against that, put the fact that my habit was a very moderate one, and I was a gingerly, cautious, unconvinced sort of dope-taker. I shot just enough of the stuff to keep cheerful, if you know what I mean: dope picked me up, made the world look implausibly bright and optimistic; but not enough to give me any visions or ecstatic trances, which I wasn’t looking for anyway. I was always a reality man, strange as that may sound coming from me. Only once in a while reality got a bit too abrasive, and the need arose to lubricate the outer surfaces in contact with my personality, by means of a little of that soothing white powder. Dope was my escape, like TV or booze or women serve with others.


  The moderation of my habit enabled me to kick it cold turkey on my own after I left the museum job. But that’s another story.


  Very well, then: before I started this night watchman job (and for that matter afterwards) I had never had any experiences with far-out fancies or waking nightmares or sensoiy aberrations. All during the time I worked there (it wasn’t long) I did have such experiences. Either that, or the things really happened that I thought were happening.


  You be the judge.


  IV


  It started my very first night on the job. I checked in at 6 p.m., by which time Worthington had had an hour since closing time to batten down the hatches and lock up. He was to turn the keys over to me, and I would lock the big, ornate door, as broad as a raft, behind him. From that time I was on my own until he came back at 6 a.m. I could make the rounds when, as and if I saw fit; or simply doze, read, or cut out paper dolls.


  I had asked old Worthington about the incidence of trouble at night, and he answered that there wasn’t much.


  I mentioned the j.d. gangs that could be expected in such a neighborhood, but he insisted there was hardly I any difficulty with kids, except sometimes around Hallowe’en, when the smaller ones might dare each other to try to break in through the windows on the lower floors. That wouldn’t be for a while yet.


  Anyway, I was all fitted out with a .45, a night stick, and a powerful flash, and the precinct police station was only a block or so away. Accordingly, I anticipated a boring stint, so started from the first shooting my daily ration of junk just before coming on duty, to keep my thinking positive. It crossed my mind once or twice that this was a pretty spooky place to hang out in overnight, but I was a rationalist then, with no discernible superstitions, and thus didn’t dwell on the idea.


  The first evening when I came on, feeling no pain, it was already almost dark. Worthington left me with a few casual words of admonition, and I and my monkey were alone in the shadowy museum.


  The lights in the entry hall were always kept on, plus the ones in the second fioor office across the way in the keep; and of course there were night lights at set intervals, though they didn’t do much to relieve the gloom. Especially in that badly-lit gallery of Wild West art you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face, and I always had to use the flash.


  The first time I made the rounds took me more than an hour, since I stopped to look over any exhibits that attracted my attention. As I passed the cases of stuffed alligators, Etruscan jewelry, and Civil War battle flags, I found myself wondering what sort of guy Frederick Ehlers could have been to devote so much of his time and fortune to such random purchases. Maybe things out of the past simply fascinated him, no matter what they were, the way they do some kids and professional historians.


  By the time I ended up in the keep, it was pitch dark outside.


  I’d noticed as I sauntered along that those musicalfloorboards sounded twice as loud at night as they did in the daytime, and reflected that this made it virtually impossible for a thief or prowler to escape detection—and also impossible for me to sneak up on any such intruder. The place had two-way, built-in radar.


  I spent maybe half an hour in the keep, flashing my light over a really fascinating array of medieval artifacts, including some of those ingenious torture instruments that seem so to obsess the modern mind. This gallery was arranged a little more logically than most of the displays, and held the interest better.


  As I was starting back across the drawbridge-like corridor, I noticed that my footsteps as magnified by the squeaky flooring seemed to echo back at me from ahead even louder than I had noticed on the way over. Alerted by the narcotic I had taken, my subconscious must have noticed some inconsistency of rhythm or phasing in that echoed sound, for I found myself, for no discernible reason, stopping stock still.


  From far ahead, the rhythmic squeaking continued!


  Sweat popped out on me, though the evening was chilly. An intruder? Or had old Worthington returned? But he surely would have hailed me to avoid being shot at, in case I turned out to be a trigger-happy type. No, it must be a prowler, someone who had either broken in or secreted himself before the museum closed.


  I broke into a trot, heedless of noise, since stealth was impossible anyway. Once across the drawbridge, I stopped again to listen, and thought I had gained on the sound, which seemed to be coming from below. I fumbled my way down the stairs to the first floor and dashed ahead, using my flash discreetly where needed. As I paused outside the pitch-dark Remington gallery, I realized the sound was coming from just inside.


  I plunged into the gallery and swept my flash over the wine-red draperies, over the Indian paintings and bronzes of horses and cowboys. My ears told me the creaking was now at the opposite side of the narrow room and moving toward the arched exit. I ran on, directing the light through the archway; then, once more involuntarily, I halted.


  The squeaking of the floor progressed deliberately past the exit and into the gallery beyond, but my light revealed nothing visible to cause the sound!


  Now the sweat that had broken out on my body turned cold.


  Suddenly, the sound ceased entirely; but even as I moved forward to investigate, I heard it start again upstairs.


  Doggedly, I turned in my tracks, recrossed the dark gallery, and puffed my way back up the stairs.


  The creaking now seemed diffused, echoing from a dozen ambiguous sources—as fast as I would track one down, it would evaporate and others cut in, some upstairs others again below.


  Finally my uncanny sensation dissolved before the ludicrousness of the situation. Here I was chasing noises all over a haunted house, stirring up more echoes with my clumsy footfalls than I could ever succeed in running down. I leaned against a display case, winded, and laughed out loud. As I did so, the crackling and creaking noises all over the building reached a peak, dwindled, and gradually ceased.


  I began to consider what might have caused this disconcerting visitation. The most logical answer was probably the cooling and shrinkage of the floorboards in the chilly night air. This could occur in random patterns of self-activating sound. Added to this, perhaps, might be the factor of my own weight traversing the floor, depressing certain boards which, as they cooled and shrank, sprang back in sequence, creating the effect of ghostly footsteps.


  Still in a moderate state of euphoria, I convinced myself that this was certainly the case, and began to feel ashamed of my initial panicky reactions.


  I went back to the little office, brewed some coffee on the hot-plate, and ate a sandwich I had brought with me. After a while, I made the rounds of the museum again, stepping lightly and gingerly, as if my care could exorcise the sinister eruption of sounds that had beset me earlier.


  This time, outside of a few odd groanings and shiftings normal in an old building, there were no noises. Once in a while during the night there came brief flurries of distant squeaking, but I finally gave up attempts to locate them through sheer boredom. It was too monotonous trying to creep up and surprise a mere nervous chunk of wood suffering from hot and cold flashes.


  I even napped for a while in the office toward dawn.


  At six a.m., shortly after daybreak, I went down to answer Mr. Worthington’s bell. As he entered, stoopshouldered and rather pathetic in his threadbare day- shift uniform, he asked in a disinterested tone, “All quiet?”


  I wondered if he was joking. “I wouldn’t call it that, exactly,” I answered. “The place was creaking and crackling half the night. Sounded as if all the ghost legions of Crusaders who owned that armor had come back to claim it.”


  “Oh, the floors. Yes, most of our night men mention that at first. Scares some of them out of a year’s growth. I forgot to tell you about it.”


  I stared at Mr. Worthington’s inoffensive form with a feeling of fierce contempt I hope my expression concealed. The warmth of my reaction surprised me; I must have been more rattled last night than I realized.


  I went home and went to bed.


  V


  Well, like the other night men at the museum, I got used to the noise after a while. (Or maybe they didn’t; maybe that was why the job was open so often.) After all, I was on an especially potent kind of tranquillizer. The work was easy, the pay and the hours were steady, and I had no kicks—outside of the kind I sought myself at the tip of a needle.


  I wasn’t getting anywhere; but, as I’ve intimated, I was never sure just where it was I might want to get anyway.


  The second phase of the business started when I commenced to see things as well as hear them. Almost to see things, that is, which was the maddening part of it. Actually I would never cacth a straight glimpse of anything odd: just flickers out of the corner of my eye, a fugitive flurry of barely-sensed movement that disappeared no matter how quickly I turned to confront it; furtive shift- ings in the mass of solid objects as I passed by. It’s not an experience I can describe very clearly, nor one that I would wish to repeat.


  This kind of visual impression might or might not be synchronized with the creaking of the floors, nearby or distant. The coinciding of the two phenomena occurred so much at random, in fact, that I somehow sensed there was no connection, at least no causative connection, between them.


  I wondered whether Old Man Ehlers had seen and heard things here too, and whether that might have had anything to do with his being found dead of a heart attack in the medieval gallery one morning during the winter of 1927, as Mr. Worthington had told me.


  Now I really began to get concerned. Other people had heard the noises, or so I’d been told, and there were conceivable natural explanations for them. But nobody at the museum, as far as I knew, had ever mentioned seeing things, and I couldn’t bring myself to mention the matter to old Worthington. I wasn’t yearning for a padded cell, or Lewisburg, at this juncture.


  I drew the natural conclusion and knocked off on dope for a few days. But it made no difference, except then I was so nervous and shaky that my delusions (if that’s what they were) might have been withdrawal symptoms as easily as narcotic hallucinations. They had me, coming and going.


  It was about this time that I found Old Man Ehlers’ journal.


  VI


  You see, these delusions of sound and sight, whatever they were, didn’t afflict me all the time. (That would have sent me starko, despite my alleged skepticism.) They went on for maybe ten or fifteen minutes once or twice or even half a dozen times a night; there was never any way to predict. The rest of the time I used to occupy with reading, to fill up the gaps between my increasingly infrequent rounds.


  This particular night I’d forgotten to bring a book, so I rummaged around the cluttered office in the keep for something to browse through while I consumed my sandwich and coffee.


  I located some moldy old volumes sagging abandoned in a decrepit breakfront pushed back in one corner; they seemed mostly antiquarian guides, but my eye fell on a thin book with no title on the spine. I pulled it out and discovered it was a daily journal, dated 1925 and stamped with the name Frederick Ehlers. It was dusty enough that it might not have been opened in the 30-odd years since Ehlers died, but I cleaned it up a bit and began to page through it.


  At first I was disappointed, although the human fascination with sticking one’s nose into someone else’s private business kept me reading.


  It was neither a diary nor a business journal, but seemed to consist mostly of accounts of dreams the old boy had had, plus speculations on their meaning, with occasionally a few rather visionary philosophical jottings thrown in.


  Some of the dreams were dillies. I remember one that went something like this: “Dreamed I was shut inside the new Iron Maiden from Diisseldorf. A noisy crowd outside was laughing, jeering, and hammering on it; and gradually it became red hot. Feeling of terror, not at the pain, but because I was certain those outside were not human. Meaning: birth trauma, or perhaps some ritual of spiritual purification?”


  There was a lot of stuff like that, not very reassuring as to the inner psychic life of Our Founder, and I had begun to tire of deciphering the jagged, fading ink strokes, when suddenly an extended passage caught my attention. I copied it down and still have it, so I can quote it accurately:


  “That objects with a long history, particularly those associated with passionate or violent people and events, soak up and retain an aura or atmosphere of their own I have no doubt. And that under certain conditions they may produce a tangible emanation, even sensory stimuli, is proved by my experiences as a collector. Perhaps one must be psychic, whatever that may mean, to receive these impressions, which would explain why not all collectors have had such experiences.


  “I don’t mean only manifestations like the squeaking of the ancient floorboards I brought over and installed from the wrecked daimyo’s mansion after the Tokyo earthquake (though that is an especially unnerving instance), but also certain definite sights and emotional impressions, sounds, odors, etc. How otherwise explain the smell of blood, the feeling of horror surrounding most ancient torture instruments? It cannot be association, since the effects are felt even when the objects are hidden and unsuspected by the subjects in tests I have made.


  “These phenomena, of course, are not ‘ghosts’ in any literal or personal sense, but more like the recordings impressed on a phonographic cylinder. Still, since I am unsure whether or not such emanations can affect matter physically, there is a chance they may be more powerful, and perhaps dangerous, than mere recordings could be.” That, was all; next came another crazy dream, and nothing else in the book continued this train of thought, although there were some weird, rather theosophical speculations on spiritual life inhabiting inorganic matter.


  Still, it meant that the man who had originally assembled this jumble-sale collection had himself heard, seen, and felt things here that he couldn’t explain, except through this fanciful theorizing, over thirty years ago.


  And my guess about the Japanese origin of the Nightingale Floors was correct—an almost fantastic coincidence! (Could I myself perhaps be “psychic, whatever that may mean”?) I began to feel closer to, and sorrier for, that lonely, visionary millionaire who bequeathed this house of horrors to an indifferent community.


  Suddenly, faint in the distance, I heard the muffled sound of a piano playing. It was not a radio, not a recording, but unmistakably an echo from the drafty rotunda downstairs where reposed the fragile, ornate instrument once reputedly owned by Liszt.


  I walked downstairs as if in a dream, hardly aware of what I was doing. I knew the piece: it was Liszt’s “Campanella”; someone played it in a Hitchcock movie once, and it had stuck in my mind: fragile, elfin bells in a silver tintinnabulation of sound. As I entered the lofty rotunda the piano, deep in shadow, loomed across the room, stark Spanish cannon silhouetted incongruously against it as still deeper shadows.


  My eyes adjusted to the gloom and began to half-dis- cern what appeared to be a dark, swaying, undefined shape hovering above the keyboard, moving in the circumscribed patterns a rapt player might follow. The music still had a distant, stifled quality, and I wondered if the ancient hammers and pedals were really moving: surely the instrument would not be in tune after so many years. But what had Ehlers written? “Objects . . . associated with passionate people and events soak up and retain an aura, and may produce a tangible emanation, even sensory stimuli....”


  Suddenly the racket of the Nightingale Floors erupted around me again, louder than ever before, deafening, from all over the house, so that the spell holding me broke and I felt terror, bewilderment; and turned to run, to flee this strange museum with its entombed but living sampling of the past.


  But the only way out lay through the unlit Remington gallery, that tomb-black trap I had always distrusted. And I had left both flashlight and weapons upstairs!


  There was no other choice, and as I blundered into the room of Wild West art I sensed that it was neither entirely dark nor entirely untenanted.


  Outlined in a light that was not light, since it did not diffuse, I saw the erect, majestic form of an Indian chief in full ceremonial regalia: feathered headdress, buckskin leggings, beaded belt, with a crude bow slung across one bare, muscular shoulder. (Could an artist’s intensification of reality also entrap an image from the past, even though the painting itself had never been in the physical presence of its subject?)


  The figure of the Indian moved lithely toward the center of the chamber, but I was past it already, bounding through the archway opposite as if propelled by the crackling of the floors, now intensified to such a degree that it resembled a fireworks display.


  I staggered into the next gallery, but stopped short to locate and avoid any further unnatural phenomena there.


  This was one of the medieval rooms, and at first it seemed there was nothing unusual here except the frantic snapping of the flooring. Then my glance fell on an Elizabethan headsman’s axe mounted on the wall, faintly illuminated by one of the dim night lights several yards distant.


  Before my eyes, a wavering form shaped itself around the axe, stabilized, and came clear, lifelike: the black- hooded, swarthy figure of the executioner, both brawny fists grasping the haft of the immense, double-headed weapon, which hung at an angle as if to accommodate itself to the natural grip of the burly headsman.


  I wheeled in panic and sprinted for the front door, threw back the night latch, and half-stumbled down the stairs and across the mangy lawn under the spectral branches of the great poplars, whose dry leaves rattled and chattered as if in derisive echo of the tumultuous uproar of the floorboards in the empty building behind me.


  I phoned in my resignation to Mr. Worthington next day (since, superstitious as my attitude might seem, I never wished to enter the Ehlers Museum again) and started the long comeback path to a normality in which I could at least distinguish between the real and the illusory. Which is about all any of us can claim, at best.


  For I had seen something during those last few seconds in the museum that frightened me more than anything else I experienced that night.


  I have said that the apparition of a giant executioner gripping his axe had appeared in the medieval gallery. Well, the axe was mounted on the wall just above another quaint relic of those earlier days when our savagery was less subtle: the rough-hewn wooden headsman’s block.


  And as the figure of the executioner coalesced around his axe, so another figure—supine, hands bound, neck wedged in the gruesomely functional V-shaped depression—materialized around the block.


  The face was turned toward me, and I recognized from photos the florid, mutton-chopped visage of Frederick Ehlers, long-dead founder of the museum, staring in terror—still caught in his endless chain of nightmares, still a prisoner (but now a part) of those “tangible emanations” from the past which he had painstakingly assembled and which he had finally and forever, inescapably joined.


  The Silence of Erika Zann


  (1976)


  [image: ]



  I still stroll over to Ashford Street sometimes and look at the vacant lot where The Purple Blob used to stand. In its heyday it had been one of the earliest and best of the psychedelic light-show clubs, and even had a mention once in Time magazine.



  But the rock-music scene changes fast, and the San Francisco skyline even faster. Last time I was over there, I was startled to see that the foundations of a new building have been started on that lot. It seemed to me that those power scoops were burying some part of my life for good—a part that was still alive and screaming wordlessly down there.


  Everybody but me seems to have forgotten The Purple Blob ever existed. But I’ll never forget the old place, with its glaring ricocheting lights and its mind-blowing music—for it was there that I experienced the most tragic and bewildering event of my life, the silence of Erika Zann.


  I’m not really into rock music and the hallucinogenic kick all that much, and I never was. I grooved on some of the zany, far-out groups, and there for a while I swallowed or smoked about anything anybody handed me—and that’s quite a variety, in San Francisco— just to see what it was like. But I’m enough over thirty, and sort of an instinctive Mr. Straight when you come right down to it, that I didn’t try to keep up with the kids who were real swingers. I didn’t even feel comfortable with the new lingo. “Groovy” and “right on" had quotation marks around them in my mouth, and I think I’ll stop using that jargon here for easy atmosphere. (If I’m going to write this right, I’ll have to dig, that’s for sure, but not in the current slang sense of the word.)


  What I actually used to do, after tending to my boring nine-to- five job, was sit around as a bemused spectator of all those new sights and sounds the Bay Area was turning on to in those days—just a few years back, actually, though now it seems ages ago. The kids needed an audience more than they needed more freaks and exhibitionists. As a relative newcomer from the Midwestern hinterlands, I suppose I was lonely enough that a mostly passive part seemed to me better than no role at all in the big excitement.


  That was how I started going to the Purple Blob, and how I met the lead vocalist of their star rock band, which was called, with the usual elephantine whimsy, The Electric Commode.


  I had heard of Erika Zann before I met her. She’d made a few obscure records, farther-out stuff than the early material she used with the Commode. There was one disk devoted entirely to a Satanist mass, I remember, and Erika was involved in that, along with a really astonishing range of sound effects, plus human ululations of ecstasy, fright, and less identifiable feelings. (Later she told me she’d broken with the black-magic bunch, but she didn’t say just why, though I think she hinted that money trouble was involved.)


  Since Satanism was never my bag, that didn’t especially impress me; but just to have any recording artist in a place like The Blob in those early days was a sort of status symbol, so Erika got star billing, even though she didn’t start out winning any popularity polls. In fact, for that kind of spot, her performance at first seemed remarkably subdued and downbeat, though it didn’t stay that way for long.


  I remember ambling in one evening, nodding to the club manager, Pete Muzio, and picking up a beer at the bar. The place had been a tavern before, and still kept its liquor license, though the hippies from the Hashbury were already bringing their own kicks with them in their pill boxes and grass bags.


  A lot of those oddly dressed types in beards were sitting around at tables, more or less stoned—you don’t need me to describe the counterculture specimens at this late date—while a guitarist and bongo player up on stage noodled imitation ragas picked up secondhand on Beatles records. Not much was happening, except maybe inside the skulls of those already launched into acid orbit.


  Manager Muzio sidled over to me at the bar. If I’d been him and had all those broken teeth, I wouldn’t have grinned so wide all the time.


  “Got a new group on deck since I saw you here last,” he muttered. For the manager of a high-decibel joint, he certainly talked soft, which was often a strain on communication.


  “Who are they?” I asked, to be polite. Pete Muzio was the one fixture I didn’t especially fancy about The Purple Blob.


  “Name’s The Electric Commode. Nothing special up to now, but they’ve got a new vocalist who’s cut a few grooves. Haven’t had time yet to get her posters up, but the name’s Zann, Erika Zann. German chick, I understand.”


  After a while the group came on and Erika sang a few loud but forgettable numbers. The acid-rock arrangements were in that year, and if you’d kept up to date you could tell just where The Electric Commode was snitching its charts. The Blob was between lighting specialists just then, and Pete ran the strobes himself, which didn’t add much to the total effect.


  After the set, he brought Erika over to the bar and mumbled an introduction. Since I had a straight job and money to spend, unlike many of his regulars, Pete tried to be nice to me.


  I bought her a beer and handed her a few formal compliments. She shot back, “We’re doing pretty tame stuff now, but Tommy— that’s our lead guitar—just hired a new arranger. He’s working up some fantastic new things—really far out, with a lot more electronic effects. Wait’ll you hear ’em.”


  I sized up Erika Zann. Standard sequined gown, nice figure but too thin. A wide forehead accentuated by a bushy flare of ash-blond hairdo. Big, deep purple eyes, her only claim to beauty; she admitted the color came from contacts. Tiny pointed chin beneath a mouth that seemed too small for the voice that came out of it. Definitely nervous, maybe a twitch, like many performers on the scene.


  To make conversation, I remarked, “Pete says you’re German.” She laughed mechanically. “Not really. I was born in Europe right after the war. My folks were refugees and got to the States a few years later. I don’t even remember.”


  “Musicians?"


  “My dad’s dead now, but he was a violinist. So was my grandfather, but he’s been gone a long time. Funny thing.”


  “What is?"


  “Grandpa Erich Zann left his family in the 1920’s and settled in Paris. He played in a pit band, though Dad said he used to be good. He was a mute—not deaf, of course, but he couldn’t utter a sound. Here I’m named after a dummy, and I make my living yelling my head off."


  What else we talked about wasn’t memorable, and I certainly didn’t fall for that wiry, uptight blond at first sight.


  In fact, I didn’t come back to The Blob for a week or two after that, and when I did it was simply out of curiosity about the new sounds I’d heard were erupting over there.


  Things were different, all right. Pete was packing them in, and his craggy smile was wider than ever as he surveyed the crazy-quilt crowd surging under dim overheads, and counted the take from the gate charge he’d slapped on as soon as he thought he could get away with it. Erika’s posters were all oyer the place. When you walked in the reek of marijuana made your eyes smart; the tangled, ropy coils of smoke were thick enough to dim the lights even more. Pete Muzio must have used part of his profits to pay off the neighborhood fuzz, since the place was never busted that I know of.


  He’d used part of the take, too, in hiring a good light man, and replacing the guitar duo with a Hammond organ virtuoso. Just now they were doing things to a Bach fugue with jazz percussion added that Disney and Stokowski never dreamed of.


  If you thought that was wild, all you had to do was wait for the main event. The Electric Commode had certainly snagged a new arranger, though no one ever found out his name. (Once, when he was especially high, the lanky lead guitarist everyone called just Tommy was heard to claim that their cleffer was “a black man—not a Negro, just a black man.” I wondered what he meant by that.)


  The first thing about their new sound, it was loud, so loud that if you’d already blown your mind, this music might blast it back in again. Second, it was electric. There were half a dozen new instruments to back up the guitars and sax and trumpet and drums that no one had ever seen, or heard, anything like before, except maybe in Dr. Frankenstein’s lab on the Late Show.


  Third, there was Erika. Whether she’d always had it in her or the new gimmicks added something, wailing was no word for it. At the climaxes of those long sets, which left her drained and shaking, she’d take off into wordless stratospheric flights that reminded you of Yma Sumac, the freak Peruvian soprano of a while back.


  The total effect, while not exactly rock—or not entirely rock— was, in any event, searing. Some of the regular customers had convulsions, literally, but since they kept coming back, I guess that’s what they were there for.


  Every once in a while would come what seemed to be an offstage stereo effect, a sort of wide-range, omnidirectional growl that built and built, like someone was sprawled full length along the keyboard of a great cathedral organ. Nobody could guess what it was, and only one thing was sure: The sound didn’t come from that hyped-up little Hammond on stage. At those times the colored lights in the room would start to skitter and skim like reflections from the heart of hell, and Erika outdid herself to rise above the racket. I could almost swear the look of mingled fear and exultation on her face wasn’t a put-on.


  The audience ate it up, and The Blob became an “in” spot, naturally attracting reporters, tourists, and slummers, in that order. Pete Muzio bought out the espresso coffee shop next door and knocked down the intervening wall to get more floor space.


  I was hooked too, and kept coming back week after week, even though I realized at last that it wasn’t the music which attracted me—that began to seem vaguely disquieting, if not odious—but Erika herself.


  I’d gotten to know her a bit better by the simple expedient of buying the band drinks between sets, or passing around the grass. She was a strange, evasive kid, but I felt more and more certain she was at times scared blue, and so I suppose my feeling for her was deepened by a sort of pity or protective instinct.


  One night we were drinking alone at a side table and she finally started to level with me. I’d made some sort of inane remark about how she seemed nervous, which was simply my way of trying to break down her standoffishness—she always seemed nervous, actually, no more so one time than another.


  “Nervous? I suppose I am.” She took a drag on her cigarette, an ordinary one this time. “It goes with the business. Only, I used to be able to unwind with some grass, or a few fingers of gin. Now nothing seems to help.”


  “What’s the trouble?”


  “Oh, lots of little things.” She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “That creepy manager isn’t leveling with us on our slice of the bread. And the drummer’s putting the make on me, or on Tommy, or maybe on both of us ... who knows?


  “Tommy’s changed, too. He won’t tell the rest of us where he’s getting the arrangements or those crazy instruments. Did you know that the new side men and the light man don't even talk about the jobs they’ve played before?”


  “Does that scare you?”


  “Maybe it should. I was in pretty deep with the devil-worships gang I told you about. That wasn’t all they were up to, either. Some of them have it in for me but good, and I thought I recognized the new man on vibes as one of that bunch, but he won’t talk, just like the rest, and I can’t be sure. The vibes man is pretty thick with Pete Muzio, and they seem to have a lot of private business together. But the worst thing is the music.”


  “The music?” I exclaimed. “That’s what made you a star.”


  “I know, but it still scares me. When I’m on stage I can’t tell where half the sound is coming from. It’s not from those crazy boxes with grids and neon tubes on them; they’re mostly dummies, or just far-out decorations on ordinary electronic instruments. That roaring, moaning noise from offstage is what really gets me. I swear to God I’ve searched every square inch back there—there’s not that much space. Unless somebody took the trouble to build a set of speakers into a solid brick wall, and conceal the outlet some way, there’s just no source for such sounds. And why should anyone do that? It doesn’t even make sense as a publicity stunt, since Tommy won’t let anybody even talk about it.”


  I thought of what one hi-fi nut in the audience told me: He’d tried to tape the show with a hidden transistor set, but could never pick up the offstage sounds.


  Erika finished off a martini on the rocks that was mostly water by now, and went on, “I’ll tell you something I’ve never told anyone before. After Dad died I found a box of letters from his father, Erich Zann, addressed to my grandmother and dated Paris, mostly 1924 and 1925. I can read a little German because we used to speak it around the house.


  “The letters tell about experiences the old man had playing his violin all alone at night in an old loft where he lived. He seems to be hinting that something was after him, and only the sound of his playing kept it away.


  “There’s one letter that mentions the guilt he felt about ‘prying into things better left alone.’ It doesn’t sound so corny in German. And one paragraph that I translated with a dictionary talks about him looking out the window at midnight and seeing 'shadowy satyrs and bacchanals dancing and whirling insanely through seething abysses of clouds and smoke and lightning.’


  “Crazy, huh? He must have been really strung out. But I found another letter in the box, a report from the Paris police saying that Erich Zann had disappeared and could not be located. It must have been an answer to a missing-persons inquiry Grandma Zann sent from Stuttgart.”


  Pete Muzio materialized behind her through clouds of pot smoke, like some stage devil making his big entrance. “All set, Erika? Time for the last set.” His wolfish grin seemed mocking, though I don’t see how he could have heard anything.


  As I sat waiting for the music to start, it occurred to me that although it was hard to tell at this remove whether old Erich Zann had been crazy or not, the parallels hinted at by his freaky granddaughter were wild enough to get her committed, if she talked to many people this way. But at the same time I could see how these apparent parallels might push someone, who was nervy and uptight to begin with, all the way over the edge.


  I started trying to figure out ways for Erika to get away from The Purple Blob, maybe on the excuse of a vacation, and then later for good. But it was a dilemma: Here was where the group’s success was building, and Pete Muzio, bless his pointed fangs, had them trapped in an airtight contract. For some reason the leader, Tommy, refused to cut records or say why not, though he’d turned down offers that could have led to the real big time.


  Tommy, with his Jesus hairdo and half-blind, inward-peering eyes, seemed to be stoned all the time now, and if he was too far around the bend to look after his own best interests, how could anyone expect him to worry about Erika’s?


  Things went on but didn’t get any better. Erika seemed thinner and tenser all the time, and the sets the combo played behind her got wilder and wilder, as she wailed and coloraturaed above the slamming beat and the ugly toneless roaring that seemed to press in on the stage from everywhere and nowhere.


  The novelty was wearing off, and business—though fairly good—was largely down to the hard-core fans, or addicts, for whom an evening with Erika’s symbolic struggle on the stage seemed the equivalent of some sort of emotionally cathartic trip. The reporters and the record company A&R scouts had drifted away, looking for other kinky groups that would cooperate in being exploited.


  On that final evening, though, there was a standing-room crowd, because it was Friday (not the thirteenth, but a Black Friday nevertheless). I had drifted in rather late, and glimpsed Erika down front just before the last set was due to start. As I shoved my way through the crowd and approached her, I was shocked at the ravaged look on her face, and the unfocused glare of those purple eyes above a tight pucker of mouth.


  I thought for a moment that she must have flipped, but she seemed to recognize me, and while the organist was winding up his polytonal calypso, I took her arm and led her off to the side.


  “Erika, you look sick,” I blurted, too disturbed to be polite. “Beg off and let’s get out of here. You must have saved enough to buy out of your contract, with Tommy or Pete or both. You shouldn’t be doing this; it’s killing you by inches. I’ll help—you know I like you,” I added, the only declaration of my feelings toward her I ever made.


  She twitched me a grateful smile, the only response to them she ever made, but her voice was a hoarse croak: the fumes of gin rode with it. “I’m afraid, not sick. It’s getting louder and louder, and I can’t sing over it. It’s coming after me, nearer all the time. I think I know what it wants, and I’m afraid!”


  “Then come away!”


  “After tonight, maybe. My voice is giving out, that’s no lie, but I’ve got to do it right, get a doctor’s opinion. That way no trouble, not like last time ...”


  The organist wound up with a splatter of scales trapped inside pinwheeling discords, as the strobes flared with machine-gun rapidity, turning the world into stop-motion photographs. Erika pulled away from me and walked stiffly, jerkily to the stage, a parody of some surreal silent-movie sequence.


  The curtain went up on The Electric Commode, and the lights all over the room exploded in mad random patterns, like a night bombing raid in World War II. The brain-blasting strangle-scream of the combo cut in, a shriek of nerve-frazzling terror, and I knew the set would be no ordinary one, even for this group.


  Erika was off and running with an up-tempo scat-vocal skimming lightly over spiky chords that sounded like Kenton’s borrowings from Stravinsky in the forties. Almost immediately the deep, almost subaural roar pressed in from outside, louder than I had ever heard it before—soulless, ravening, implacable.


  A hippie with fright-wig hair, the acid glow bright in his eyes, was standing beside me shouting something unintelligible. I leaned toward him and caught a few fragmentary phrases: “Blackness... blackness of space illimitable! ...Unimagined space alive with motion and music... no semblance of anything on Earth...”


  Erika was struggling to ride the tide, to crest the waves of sound. Faster and faster, higher and higher her voice mounted, but the surge of noise swept past her, curled into breakers ahead of her, piled in swift suspended combers on either side of her. The lights dimmed to a kind of crepitating underwater green, lanced by livid streaks of scarlet, magenta, and violet.


  No one could stand such strain, I knew. I pushed my way back to the bar where Pete Muzio skulked in a dark corner with his knife-like smile. Grabbing his shoulder, I pressed my face close to his and shouted amid the din: “Shut off that noise! That hyped-up speaker set or whatever you’ve stashed back there—you must have an amp control up front here somewhere. Shut it off! It’ll kill her!”


  Pete wasn’t smiling now; he was sweating and scared, and for once in his life, he was yelling to be heard.


  “There’s no tape, no speakers. I swear to God I don’t know what it is! I thought at first the band was doing it, and they thought I was. Then the new guy warned me to mind my business if I wanted to keep any—”


  I shoved him aside and wheeled toward the stage. The sonic outrage had mounted to an ear-splitting shriek; the players in the combo dropped their instruments in consternation. Even the lighting display flickered out aghast, leaving a single baby spot playing over Erika, reflecting from the metallic sequins of her gown, glinting from the huge, hunted eyes.


  She stood feet apart and braced, arms outstretched, head tilted back, alien bellow of sound writhing about her like a visible nimbus. She drew in a breath, contorted her lips, and bore down, squeezing for the last tortured top note of her hysterical cadenza.


  Nothing.


  Not a sound, not a squeak, not even a groan came from the stretched square of mouth. The voice, her protection from the unknown stalker, had broken at last.


  Exultantly, the all-pervading roar seemed to pounce on her and she staggered back, stumbling over Tommy’s discarded guitar, blundering from there into the big super-amp that charged all the electrified instruments and speakers.


  There was an eruption of sparks, and I saw her hand go out to arrest her fall, grasping at one of the strange new instruments that stood like a sinister robot chorus surveying the scene.


  Instantly the entire charge of current grounded itself, sizzling lethally through the metal sequins of her gown. The burning and ozone cut through the reek of marijuana.


  The stage curtains bloomed into flame as the band members fled—except for Tommy, who never made it—and the audience floundered in drugged bewilderment toward the exits. The cheap streamers and psychedelic decorations of crepe paper and cheesecloth channeled fire into every corner of The Purple Blob, lighting up the nightmare riot garishly when the fuses abruptly blew.


  I was near the exit, and though I knew that Erika never had a chance, I tried to force my way toward the stage against the pressure of the crowd. The gesture was as pointless as it was futile—I was carried by the surge of the mob toward a safety I neither coveted nor valued.


  It wasn’t too spectacular as far as fires in crowded places of entertainment go. Besides Erika and Tommy, whose bodies were badly burned, only Pete Muzio died that night. He wasn’t found till next day, crouched behind the bar near the entrance. Not a mark was on him, and it was assumed he had had a heart attack. They say his face still held the habitual broken-toothed grimace he had always mistaken for a smile.


  No one was badly hurt in that stampede of zonked-out hippies, which shows that—as the squares say—God takes care of fools and children. The interior of The Purple Blob was completely gutted, but firemen had little trouble controlling the flames. Later, though, it was judged that the structure was unsound, and the shell of the building was pulled down.


  I’m glad it’s gone, though I can never forget it; nor will I forget the things that happened there, or the people they happened to. Least of all will I forget—though I have a notion that as time goes on, I shall more and more wish I could forget—the silence of Erika Zann.
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