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We walked in shadow under singing gills.

“This thing is still alive. And it’s certainly no plant.”

… by the time I turned, all I saw was another spreading circle of ripples.

A darker patch of grayness began to take shape in the fog …

… a low growl echoed around us.

When the thing moved it flowed almost as much as it ran.

We stood on the shore of a vast underground lake …

I saw not a dark man but a white owl, impossibly huge.

The mist itself seemed almost solid, yet continuously shifting and swirling …

The largest male raised his trunk and trumpeted a warning …

… a mass grave for victims of the Great Plague. And now they were rising …

The tentacles retracted, and a dozen boulders … moved closer to the pipe …

A deep puddle formed below us, and the ice above us retreated away.
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To Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

 

 


Introduction
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PROFESSOR CHALLENGER has mostly played second fiddle to Holmes in the Conan Doyle canon, but the character has always interested me. Challenger is a flawed scientist with a big heart and a bigger ego, much like Quatermass, another early influence. Considering that Challenger appeared in so few tales from the Doyle pen, it is a testament to the depth of the character that he has survived at all.

From the Lost World to the poison in the mist and the day the Earth screamed, he captured my imagination when I was twelve, and I’ve loved him ever since. That, plus the fact that Doyle reports that Challenger was born in Largs, making him a Scotsman from a town just 6 miles from where I was brought up, means that when I was offered the chance to play in his world, I jumped at it.

Big beasties fascinate me.

Some of that fascination stems from early film viewing. I remember being taken to the cinema to see The Blob. I couldn’t have been more than seven or eight. The original incarnation of Kong has been with me since around the same time.

Similarly, I remember the BBC showing re-runs of classic creature features late on Friday nights, and THEM! in particular left a mark on my psyche.

I’ve also got a Biological Sciences degree, and even while watching said movies, I’m usually trying to figure out how the creature would actually work in nature—what would it eat? How would it procreate? What effect would it have on the environment around it?

On top of that, I have an interest in cryptozoology, of creatures that live just out of sight of humankind, and of the myriad possibilities that nature, and man’s dabbling with it, can throw up.

Challenger shares some of my enthusiasms, and in these stories you’ll find him and Malone investigating lost worlds, big beasties, small beasties, some human monsters and many inhuman ones.

I had a great time writing these, and I hope you have just as much fun reading them.

 

—William Meikle

 

 


The Kew Growths
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Things weren’t going well.

My rehabilitation after our ill-fated second trip to the Amazon took much longer than I would have wished, and the muggy summer in London left me feeling tired and listless. My nights were spent tossing and turning in fevered dreams of too-green jungle and strength-sapping heat, and what little rest I got did little to ease a constant feeling of being on the edge of collapse. Booze helped, a little, but I was only too aware of the dangers that lay in too close an association with the bottle, and I limited myself to a night a week in the George, where I drank ale until I had no choice but to sleep it off.

At work, McArdle had made way in the top seat for McGuire, but that didn’t make my life any easier. Although my body was severely weakened, I had been given a taste for adventure, and life as a junior reporter for The Express was sorely lacking in that department. I was still on suspension, relegated to obituaries, flower shows, and weddings. Roxton had given me an open invitation to join him in the casinos of the French Riviera, and I was seriously considering taking him up on the offer. So you can imagine I was not best pleased when McGuire gave me my assignment that Thursday morning in August.

“Pop down to Kew Gardens, Malone,” he said. “They’re opening a new greenhouse at noon.”

“And what’s the story?” I asked.

McGuire smiled. “It’s Kew. They’re opening a new greenhouse,” he said, slowly, as if addressing a child.

I took the hint, bit my tongue, and headed across the river.

 

The heat was oppressive. I felt damp under the arms and my hair stuck to my forehead as I walked into the new greenhouse. Then it got hotter. I was of a good mind to leave immediately and turn in a -fluff piece based on the great and good that were already here mingling. But despite McGuire’s obvious low opinion of me, I still had some self-respect left—enough to keep me there for a short time at least.

I will admit the new edifice was spectacular; a marvel of glass, ironwork and light filled to the brim with exotic plants in a bewildering array of colors, textures and scents. But all it did for me was to remind me how tame and regimented it all seemed when compared to the true sights and smells of the Amazon. So when an elderly lady asked me what I thought of the exhibition, I rather let my feelings run away with me. I told her precisely what I thought of people playing at being in wild places, and my disdain for the cozy depiction of nature on offer in this exhibit.

To her great credit, she took it in good grace. “I shall try harder next time,” she said with a smile. It was only then that I realized I had been talking to the architect of all I saw around me. I blustered out an apology that she waved away with another smile.

“Let us see if I have anything here to thrill your jaded palate,” she said and, taking me by the arm led me away from the main crowd to a much more shaded area beneath the tallest trees. “I found these in Mongolia on my last expedition,” she said, and pointed into the shadows. At first I did not understand what she meant; then I saw them.

It was a patch of huge parasol mushrooms, some three feet tall, with caps spreading in a canopy that mimicked that of the trees above. They were milk white on top, but jet-black below, their stems a glistening silver-gray. They moved gently, as if swaying in the wind, and they seemed to give out an audible hum.

“It’s the wind in the gills,” my companion said, whispering conspiratorially, as if we were speaking in church. “They sing, there in the dark.”

And as I listened closer I heard it; an almost melodious chorus, like a choir of monks heard in the wind. My expression must have showed her that I was enchanted.

She clapped her hands and laughed. “I knew my boys would touch your soul. They charm all those who hear them,” she said, and led me away, back to the gathered throng.

It seemed that, as the mushrooms had charmed me, I had in turn charmed her, and she held tight to my arm as she introduced me to the sponsors of the exhibit, some lords and ladies of the realm, and more than a few politicians. I even started to enjoy myself, before realizing that time was short. I reluctantly took my leave and hurried back to the newsroom. I wrote up my story, of an explorer filling a new greenhouse with the fruits of her travels and of magical singing mushrooms. McGuire seemed happy enough with it and agreed to run it in the morning edition. But when I went to bed that night it was the fungi I heard, a lullaby rocking me down into darkness.

I was woken early by a most unwelcome knock on the door. Then again, Scotland Yard is unwelcome most of the time in my profession. There were three officers on my doorstep when I answered, and I found myself mentally reviewing my workload of the past few days, wondering whose toes I might have stepped on this time. Between me trying to avoid looking guilty, and the officers trying not to give me any details as to why they were on my doorstep, it took a few minutes to get to the heart of the matter. It was then that I discovered the reason for my rude awakening.

Ten of the people who had been present in the greenhouse the day before were lying comatose in the hospital, suffering from an infection as yet unidentified. The Yard was trying to find everyone who had been present. Luckily I had been introduced to most of the attendees during my time there, and I was able to provide the detectives with several names they had not yet processed, the mention of one of whom, a Cabinet member of some note, had them in a dashed hurry to leave.

 I was given orders to report to a doctor if I showed any signs of sickness, told to take care, and I was left alone on the doorstep. I had barely woken from my dreams; I could still hear singing in my ears.
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I dragged myself into the office, part of me wondering whether I had a valid enough excuse for some sick leave, another, larger, part feeling the first signs of excitement that there might be a real scoop to be had. But my hopes were dashed almost immediately. McGuire didn’t think there was a story in it, despite all my protestations.

“It’ll be some kind of food poisoning, you mark my words,” he said. “Besides, our readers don’t like to hear about sickness. It puts them off their breakfasts.”

I muttered some choice words about both breakfasts and Express readers, but McGuire either didn’t care or didn’t choose to hear. Instead of excitement, I spent the day on an obituary of a minor member of the Lords who had never done anything more daring than fall asleep during a debate on Farming Subsidies. All the time, my thoughts were back in the dark corner of the greenhouse with the singing fungi. My nose was telling me there was more to this than met the eye.

I might not have been much of a journalist, but my instincts usually proved true. When it came time to clock off, I passed on the chance of a few quick pints in the Cheese with the lads downstairs and headed south of the river again, arriving at Kew just as dusk was falling. The heat was just as oppressive as it had been on the previous day, and I was starting to regret my impetuosity as I walked through the quiet grounds toward the main greenhouses.

I was disappointed to find that the new greenhouse was securely locked up. I tried to peer inside, but there was no interior lighting, at least none that was switched on, and inside the glass everything lay in dark, shifting shadow. By this time, I had definitely come to regret my decision to forego some ale, and was just about to retire to the nearest bar when a movement in the shrubbery caught my eye. I hunkered down, hiding myself from view, and watched as a man came out of the darkness, heading toward the greenhouse. He moved furtively, trying to avoid being seen. I recognized that immediately; I had employed the same ducking, shuffling gait in my own approach.

The newcomer’s movement was further impaired by the fact that he carried what appeared to be a rather heavy suitcase. He passed within ten yards of my position, but was intent on his own purposes and did not notice me. I got a good look at him for the first time, and was surprised to see that he was a well-dressed, well-groomed gentleman; his suit was expensive, his shoes were shined, and his mustache had been trimmed within an inch of its life. He certainly did not look like the kind of character I’d have expected to be involved in nefarious activities.

He seemed to know what he was about, though. He moved quickly to the greenhouse door, took a key from his pocket, and let himself in. I followed at a discreet distance and, saying a prayer of thanks that he had not seen fit to lock the door behind him, slipped inside. I stayed in the shadows, resolving to keep quiet until I knew the lay of the land.

The newcomer moved purposefully. He went to the large open area in the center of the greenhouse and lit several candles. Using their light, he began a series of drawings on the floor. I was too far away to make out the particulars, but I started to get a heavy feeling in the pit of my stomach. This smacked of mumbo-jumbo, and I’d had more than enough of that in the Amazon, thank you very much. I smelled garlic among the floral scents as he traced around the already-drawn lines. He took something mechanical from the suitcase and put what looked like glass valves at points on the floor. Then I heard the unmistakable sound of a dynamo being cranked. The valves blazed with a rainbow profusion of lights, so bright that I pushed myself far into the foliage for fear of being seen.

The newcomer stepped inside the circle. Then he started to chant. I cannot reproduce the words here; they were completely foreign to me, somewhere far outside my everyday experience.

But the fungi responded. I recognized their singing immediately and once more was filled with a sense of awe and wonderment. The greenhouse filled with a swelling chorus of song. The valves pulsed in time and the whole structure rang and echoed.

Just as I thought the whole structure might come crashing down around us the man shouted one short, final, phrase.

“Dhumna Ort!”

Everything fell silent.

The man started packing up. It seemed that whatever had just happened was now over. After putting everything back in the suitcase, he carefully wiped away the markings on the floor and made his way back toward me in the darkness. All I saw of him was a darker shadow against the foliage. I debated introducing myself, but he beat me to it. He stopped several yards from me.

“I hope you enjoyed the show?” he said, as casually as if we were friends meeting on a busy day in Oxford Street. I stepped out of the shrubbery. He put out a hand for me to shake.

“Thomas Carnacki,” he said.

“Edward Malone,” I replied instinctively, at the same time wondering where I had heard his name before. He knew me better than I knew him.

“Ah yes, the Express chap. I might have known there would be some of you reporter types chasing around for a story. I suppose you’ll want to know what just happened? Let me buy you a drink and I’ll fill you in.”
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So it was that twenty minutes later we sat in a rather well-appointed ale-house on the riverside, sipping some of Fuller’s finest ale, while I listened to an increasingly ever more outlandish story. Indeed, had my new companion not been so obviously a gentleman of some wealth, and a clear-eyed one at that, I might have taken his tale as the ramblings of someone addled by an opium habit.

“I should start by telling you something you don’t want to hear,” Carnacki said, lighting a pipe. “Your bosses will never print what I’m about to tell you. Indeed, you may never even write it up, for I am pretty dashed sure that you will not believe me. Nevertheless, it is all true, if a tad strange to unenlightened ears.

“I am a student of the arcane,” he began. “A searcher after secrets in ancient books and scrolls lost over time. My studies have, over the years, brought me into direct contact with what I believe the layman would call ghosts and ghoulies, denizens of the Outer Darkness that surrounds us.”

I put up a hand to stop him. “You’ve lost me already,” I said. “And I should tell you that I don’t believe in any of that hocus-pocus.”

He smiled at me. “I am long used to that response,” he said. “But hear me out. In the end, it may or may not make sense to you, but at least you will understand why I was in the greenhouse tonight, and what I was doing there.

“The story begins this morning. I was in my library, testing out a new dynamo and ensuring that the valves on the Electric Pentacle were still functional, when I became aware of a fluctuation in the field. I immediately set up a circle on the floor and sat inside. I called up a spell I have memorized from the Sigsand manuscripts, and the fluctuation resolved itself into a high mesmeric singing that was most pleasant but at the same time rather disconcerting, for there was no apparent source of the sound.

“You may also be pleased to know that I had but ten minutes previously read your article on the opening of the greenhouse. I put two and two together, and immediately set on a course of research into these singing Mongolian mushrooms of which you seemed so enamored.

“It took me several hours, but the more I uncovered, the less I liked what I had found. There are several legends from widespread places around the world that deal with these fungi, and none of them have much, if anything, good to say about them. The details vary considerably, but on one thing there is perfect agreement. On no account should they be cultivated, or allowed to sporulate, for they are voracious in their appetite, and devious in their methods.

“Now, this would be jolly bad news even if that were all that was involved. But the old texts told more, of a spiritual dimension to the fungi, and of even older tales of their origin millennia ago on the high plains of Leng. All of this will sound arcane, if not ridiculous, to your modern sensibilities, Malone. But, trust me, I learned enough this afternoon to put me in an awful funk. I came to realize that the singing you found so melodious was merely a precursor to the main event. The fungi were preparing to sporulate, and if allowed to do so, an apocalypse of biblical proportions would quickly engulf this city, this country, perhaps even the whole planet.”

“Steady on, old chap,” I said. “Isn’t that rather melodramatic?”

He laughed. “An affliction I am somewhat prone to, I will admit as much,” he said. “It comes of telling too many tales to old friends over drinks. One tends to emphasize some things more than others for a dramatic effect. But not this time. The things I learned in my books did indeed have me in a blue funk. And I was at somewhat at a loss over how to proceed at first, until I found a fragment of a chant hidden in The Concordances of the Red Serpent which alluded to manipulation and control of the sporulation process. I saw a way in which it might be achieved by a judicious combination of chanting and upsetting the innate rhythm of their singing with light and sound. In effect, I had devised a means to put the fungi to sleep; a lullaby if you’d like to think of it in those terms.

“I quickly gathered my defensive materials and called a carriage to take me to Kew. On the way the driver took some delight in relating the story of the comatose people who were taken away to the hospital, and I knew that speed was now of an essence. I went to the groundskeeper’s house and, for the cost of a five-pound note, gained the use of the greenhouse key for the evening.

“I don’t believe I have to tell you much more, Mr. Malone, for you were yourself present for the dénouement. I am firmly of the opinion that I was successful in my task, and that the psychic influence of the fungi has been quelled. It will only remain for me to ensure that the organic material itself is disposed of, and the matter should be closed.”

He sat back, clearly a contented man, puffing on his pipe and sipping ale. I did not know what to make of the story at all.

“You were right,” I said. “I can see that you believe in what you are saying. But I’m also ruddy well convinced that McGuire would laugh me out of the newsroom should I place a piece like that in front of him. I do believe I will keep it to myself, if you don’t mind?”

“Oh, I don’t mind at all,” Carnacki replied. “Anonymity is often for the best in my line of work. But, just in case you need me …”

He handed me an engraved business card. I put it away in my jacket without looking at it. The last I saw of Thomas Carnacki, he was heading off into the night in search of a carriage, still carrying his suitcase.
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The comatose patients woke up at the same time; I calculated later that it was at the exact moment when Carnacki gave out his climactic shout in the greenhouse. The morning after our meeting I had a telegram. It merely read as follows: 

 

THE GARDENER HAS CLEARED THE GROUND. CARNACKI.

 

I took that to be the end of the matter, and promptly forgot all about it, until one morning a fortnight later McGuire decided to send me on another assignment.

“Fairy rings?” I said. “You must be joking.”

“Do I look like a bloody comedian?” he said. “There’s an epidemic of some kind. Reports are coming in from all over the city. Gardeners in the suburbs are up in arms … and that’s our readership, in case you had forgotten? I want a thousand words by the end of the day.”

I’m nothing if not obedient. I may, once again, have muttered under my breath about the dashed readership, but I went out into the city in search of the aforesaid “fairy rings.” I did not have to look very far.

Summer had just started to turn into autumn, and the trees showed early signs of yellowing. That was the first thing I noticed on walking through Lincoln’s Inn Fields. The second thing I saw were the bare patches on the normally pristine grass, light brown where it should have still looked lush and green. A severely disgruntled-looking groundskeeper leaned on a spade having a smoke. I went over to join him. He acknowledged my arrival with a tip of his cap.

“Morning,” he said. “Although there ain’t much good in it if truth be told.” 

“So what’s the story here?” I asked, and passed him a cigarette that he put behind his ear for later. He waved his hand to indicate the whole area of the Fields.

“It’s the same all over, guv’nor,” he said. “The grass ain’t growing proper. Just withered and died since yesterday.”

I looked down. We stood in the center of what seemed to be an almost perfect circle of dead grass some ten feet in diameter. I saw several others nearby, and more brown patches over toward the Holborn exit from the grounds.

“What’s causing it?” I asked.

He shook his head and looked as sad as any man I’ve ever met. “I’ve heard tell it’s happening all over the city, guv’nor,” he said. “And I’ll be damned if I know what they expect me to do about it.”

I’ll be the first to admit that my knowledge of grass does not extend far beyond the fact that it is a plant, and it is mostly green. To do my story justice I would need a quote from an expert.

And I knew just the man for the job.
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I finally tracked Professor Challenger down in the Natural History Museum. I heard him long before I saw him, his booming bellow echoing through the Great Hall, so loud that I heard it while still at the main entrance.

“I’m telling you,” he shouted, “you’ve got it all wrong. It should be more upright, not bent over like a geriatric squirrel.”

I followed the voice and found him haranguing a wide-eyed technician, a poor lad who was only doing his job and had happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“Malone,” Challenger bellowed on seeing me approach. “You’ve seen one of these. Tell this idiot what’s wrong with it.”

Challenger pointed at the skeleton that dominated the center of the hall. In truth, I agreed with him; the beast did indeed look badly put together. The lizards we encountered on the plateau had stood tall on two legs. This one appeared to have been designed by a committee of men who couldn’t agree on the matter. But I had long since realized that the Royal Society would go its own way, and there was little I, or Challenger, for that matter, could do to change that. I dragged the Professor away, much to the relief of the technician, who scurried off as soon as our backs were turned.

“Come away, old man,” I said as I led him by the arm. “You know this is fruitless.”

Challenger wasn’t in the mood to be placated. “It shouldn’t be allowed,” he shouted. “Willful displays of ignorance have no place in a house of science.” 

I do believe he might have stood there shouting all day if I had not distracted him.

“How about some lunch?” I said. “And an ale or two? I’m on the expense account.”

Ten minutes later we were in a quiet bar off the main thoroughfare in Knightsbridge. Challenger finally deigned to listen when I put a flagon of ale in front of him. I told him about the bare patches in grass; how they were widespread over the city, and how some people were intimating some kind of supernatural agent to be at work.

“Fairy circles?” he said, and laughed loudly. Heads turned throughout the bar, but Challenger paid them little heed; he wasn’t one to worry overmuch about making a public spectacle. “Stuff and nonsense. These rings are a simple product of mycology.”

“And what might that be when it’s at home?”

He laughed again. “Fungi, Malone. A spore lands, grows, and sends out tendrils.” He illustrated by dripping some beer on the table and moving it around with his finger. “These tendrils grow at an equal rate in every direction, and they eat into grass roots as they go, killing the plants above ground. After a certain period of time, the tendrils have all reached an equally distant point from the central, original, spore. Thus leaving a dead circle of grass. Do you see?” 

I did indeed see. I was starting to see only too well.

“These spores. Am I right in thinking they are carried on the wind from fruiting bodies?”

Challenger nodded. “In most cases, yes. You don’t need me, old man,” he said. “Seems that you already know all that you need to know.”

“I seriously doubt it,” I replied. I was starting to think I didn’t know nearly enough, and that I was going to be learning fast.

I told Challenger my story of what happened at Kew. Of course he scoffed, and at great length, at the idea of any supernatural element, but he became very interested on hearing of how Carnacki had the gardener clear up the organic material.

“There’s nothing else for it, Malone,” he said, downed his beer in one draught, and stood. “We must head for Kew and find out what that gardener did, or didn’t, do with the fungi.”

I knew better than to argue. Once Challenger has made his mind up on a course of action he becomes a force of nature that cannot be stopped. I gulped down what was left of my beer and followed him as he strode out of the bar. He was already hailing a cab even as I got out the door.
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We arrived in Kew twenty minutes later, got left off at the gates, and strode through what should have been gardens that were the pride and joy of the capital. It was immediately apparent that whatever was affecting the foliage across the city was much worse here than elsewhere. The park was a dead brown wasteland. And it was not just the grass. The trees and shrubbery, which had been so vibrant on my visit just two weeks before, seemed to have succumbed to an early winter, being bereft of leaves or flowers. The slightest breeze sent rotted branches tumbling to the ground where they fell apart on impact to little more than dust and splinters. The circular patches in the grass had joined up in most places, and as we walked the dead stems were crushed to a fine dust underfoot. It was almost as if someone had dumped weed-killer over the whole area from a great height.

The area around the showpiece greenhouses had fared no better and indeed was even more dry and barren than elsewhere. We did not have to find the gardener to be able to have an informed opinion on what had happened to the discarded fungi. A copse of young birch behind the greenhouses housed the groundskeeper’s sheds and what had obviously been a dumping area for refuse from the park. Both birch and sheds were rotting in situ, the decaying remains completely overshadowed by three tall mushrooms, each of them over ten feet high, parasols open wide to the wind. There was no sign of any sound as a fresh gust of wind blew across the surface of the gills, for which I was thankful, for any singing in this place under these new circumstances would feel completely out of place.

Challenger strode straight toward the tall mushrooms and stood under the canopy looking up.

“Come away, man,” I shouted. “If you fall into a coma, I won’t be able to drag you out.”

He ignored my entreaties, just kept staring up for long seconds. Finally he turned away and strode back to stand beside me.

“They’re starting to rot,” he said. “All the spores have long since dissipated.”

“Well, that’s good news,” I started, then saw the look in Challenger’s eyes, and returned to worrying once again. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

“I’m beginning to think it already has,” Challenger replied. “And we may be far too late to do much about it.”

We spent the rest of the afternoon in Whitehall, being shuttled between a number of officials, none of whom showed any willingness to take responsibility. In the meantime Challenger became increasingly irate and grew ever louder and more strident in his demands that immediate action had to be taken. In the end we were forcibly shown from the premises, and it was all I could do to keep the Professor from doing physical harm to the officers given the task of escorting us out.

“Blithering idiots,” Challenger shouted as we were left outside on the street. Then, as quickly as it had come, his rage was gone. He turned to me, and spoke softly. “What about your paper, Malone? If we get something in print on the streets, then the Home Office will have to take notice.”

I agreed on the sentiment, but was unsure if McGuire would agree, given his low opinion of me. But even I could see that something had to be done, otherwise all of London’s green spaces would soon be little more than fine, brown, dust.

“And who knows what lies underground?” Challenger muttered as we walked briskly along the Strand toward Fleet Street. “It could be spreading underfoot even now, just waiting for the right conditions to reproduce. The worst may indeed be yet to come.”
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As it turned out, McGuire was more receptive than I had imagined. I had to tone down some of Challenger’s more alarmist predictions of impending doom, and McGuire made me simplify the science almost to the point of it scarcely being worth mentioning. But overall I considered the final product to be a balanced piece, containing a reasoned explanation of what was considered the problem, and what measures might be taken to prevent further spread of the infection. We ran the story the very next morning, advising gardeners to keep a watchful eye for any outbreak, and to report any new growths to the authorities.

It had no discernible effect. Over the next two days the brown patches grew and spread, with reports coming in from across a large swathe of the city. People complained, mostly about the unsightly nature of the outbreak, but there seemed to be no threat to public safety, and the men in Whitehall continued to do nothing. After all, as the Home Secretary pronounced, rather more sarcastically than necessary, trees going brown in autumn is hardly rare. The population on the whole went back to talking about football and the price of tea, and life went on much as before.

That all changed a week later.
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I was woken just after midnight by the sound of rain pattering heavily on my bedroom window. It fell in rather a downpour, but that was not unusual at this time of year in London. I thought little of it, rolled over and went back to sleep.

The next thing I knew it was morning. A pounding on my front door woke me from a dreamless sleep. I threw on a dressing gown as whoever it was threatened to knock the door down.

“Hold your horses, I’m coming,” I shouted, but the pounding didn’t stop.

I threw the door open, ready to give whoever stood there a stern lecture on the etiquette of waking a chap from his sleep, but stopped as soon as I saw my visitor.

 It wasn’t the men from the Yard this time. It was Challenger. He seemed red in the face as if he might have been running, and, stranger still, he had wads of rough cotton stuffed in his ears.

“No time to explain,” he shouted. “There was indeed worse underground. Get something in your ears and follow me.”

I knew better than to argue. No matter how ridiculous his request might seem the Professor never did anything without good reason. I trusted to his judgement and dressed as quickly as I was able. It was as I stood in the bathroom tearing up a handkerchief to plug my ears that I heard a strange, but immediately familiar, sound … a high, almost musical chorus I had last heard in the new greenhouse in Kew.

I opened the bathroom window to hear it more clearly. The song seemed to ring out across the rooftops. Somewhere nearby there was a fruiting body. And it was singing.

I stopped what I was doing to listen … and I might have still been there to this day had Challenger not grabbed the strips of cotton from my hands and started to plug my ears. From somewhere deep inside me, I found enough resolve to help him, and very quickly, the music was deadened. The wadding was not enough to cut out the sound completely, but it sufficed to allow me to break my fascination with it and let me function normally.

Challenger looked me in the eye and bellowed again. I could hear him just fine. I believe they might have been able to hear him in Scotland.

“It’s some kind of enhanced mesmeric technique,” he roared. “Keep the plugs in.”

“How bad is it?” I shouted back.

“Pretty dashed calamitous,” he replied. “The rain brought them up. But you can see for yourself.” 

I saw what he meant as soon as we stepped out into the road. There wasn’t just one fruiting body nearby. There was a forest of them. Everywhere that had been greenery mere days before now sported tall parasol mushrooms ranging in height from two feet to well over six, all swaying gently in a stiff breeze. The singing was louder out in the open, and I felt an almost overwhelming urge to stop and listen; to lie down and let the lullaby rock me into a gentle sleep.

Challenger slapped me, hard, across the cheek. “Stuff that cotton in harder,” he shouted. “And try not to listen.”

“Shouldn’t we get back inside?”

“No time for that,” he said. “Things are falling apart fast. Something has to be done.”

That’s when I saw the first body. An elderly lady lay in the road on her back. I ran to her side. Her eyes were open, she was breathing regularly, but she did not recognize the fact that I was beside her, and the smile on her face widened as the music swelled to a crescendo. I’d seen a stage magician at the Aldwych reduce people to this kind of almost-catatonic state, but it’s one thing seeing it in the Music Hall, and quite another finding it in the street outside your house on a Friday morning. I knelt at her side for long seconds, quite at a loss as to what aid I could provide.

“Leave her where she is,” Challenger shouted. “She’s on the paved road. She should be safe, for now.”

I was about to ask what he meant when I saw more bodies: five of them, to be exact. These had been less fortunate than the old lady; they had fallen under the mushrooms’ spell while on bare earth. They had obviously lain down, subdued by the music.

And now the fungi fed on them.

Fine white tendrils snaked and ran over and through the bodies. I was close enough to see one no thicker than a hair slither up a nostril and thread inwards. Others curled around ears, into mouths, filling every available hole, writhing and whipping like a nest of angry snakes. I moved toward the nearest body, not knowing if I could help, but willing to try.

Challenger pulled me away, none too gently, almost wrenching my arm from the socket.

“Don’t touch them,” he said. “It isn’t safe.” He held up his hand and turned it to show me the palm. A red welt, deep and oozing, ran from the webbing at his thumb joint all the way across to the pinkie. “I tried to save a dog. Dashed stuff is as fast as the wind in latching on to things. We should stay well back until we have a means of dealing with it.”

“What can we do?” I said, averting my gaze as one of the bodies on the ground started to fall in on itself, as if all life had been sucked from it to leave a mere shell behind.

Challenger looked grim. “We need to try Whitehall again, I think. Let us see if we can render any assistance there.”

Generally I have little, if any, respect for the pen-pushing meddlers in the corridors of power, but I could see little choice short of calling in the Army.

We set off south.
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We did not get far before we realized that the situation was even worse than we had realized. Everywhere we looked we saw more bodies. Most lay on paved areas of road and pavement and seemed alive, but in the same kind of music-induced coma I had seen in the old lady on my street. But many that had fallen victim to the growths had been trapped on open ground and were already lost inside an ever-crawling web of white tendrils. I shuddered to think what carnage might have been wrought had the growths appeared in daylight when the bulk of the population was up and about. It was bad enough as it was.

Far to the east a persistent siren sounded, clearly audible even through the wads of cotton in my ears. Black towers of smoke rose high in the air over in that direction. Parts of the city were afire, and if what we were seeing was any indication, there was nobody but us awake to deal with it.

We hurried on, at each turn meeting new sights of terror and despair. The thought that the shifting mounds of people under the parasols could not be helped filled me with abject sorrow … that, and a quiet rage that festered in me until I had to do something, anything, to relieve the growing frustration.

With a roar building in my throat I threw myself at a nearby parasol, putting my weight into it and crushing the meaty, moist stem between my hands. The fungi fell before my attack, the parasol toppling to the ground. I was about to cheer my success when I saw a puff from the gills, and a cloud of spores rose into the air. Challenger and I covered our mouths and backed away as the wind took the spores and dispersed them away to our west.

“Don’t try that again, old boy,” Challenger said. He smiled, but not a lot of it reached his eyes. “I don’t believe it has improved things in any way.”
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We gave Hyde Park a wide berth. The decision lengthened our route considerably, but neither Challenger nor myself wished to walk beneath the shadow of the forest of parasols that bloomed in the once-green spaces in the heart of the city. Regent Street and the Strand were quiet and empty. Pale, frightened faces looked out at us from several of the premises, but no one else seemed foolhardy enough to venture out into the open as we had done. We passed several of my favorite watering holes as we reached the city center, and I was more than tempted to step inside, quaff some ale, and let someone else sort out this bally problem. But I knew that, as long as I was with the Professor, there was only ever going to be one course of action. He led and I followed.

“Hurry,” Challenger said as we finally reached an empty Trafalgar Square. “We must do something before these things mature enough to release more spores. In this breeze the Home Counties could be lost in a day, and the whole country soon afterwards.”

My lack of fitness and general ill-health started to tell on me, and I felt dog-tired and leg-weary by the time we reached Whitehall. It quickly became apparent that our trip had been for nothing. Two officers—they may even have been the same ones who had shown us out so rudely on our last visit—lay prone in the main doorway, alive but unseeing, their smiles seeming to mock us as we stepped over them. We ventured inside cautiously, but found only empty offices and comatose cleaning staff. If indeed anyone was governing the situation, they weren’t doing it from here.

 After half an hour of fruitless searching, we stopped in a quiet office on the second floor. Challenger patted at his pockets, looking for a smoke, but it seems he had none on him. I rooted around in my jacket and came up with a pouch of tobacco, a lighter, some papers … and a business card belonging to Thomas Carnacki, 472 Cheyne Walk, Chelsea.

As I rolled us our smokes, I tried to broach the subject with the Professor. “You know, it might be a good idea to get a second opinion on this matter from someone with experience. What about Carnacki?” I started.

“That occultist chap? I sincerely doubt if his kind of claptrap is of any use at all in the current situation.”

I handed Challenger a thin cigarette, rolled a similar one for myself, and we lit up.

“He did manage to stop the sporulation process in the greenhouse. There may be some merit in his methodology,” I said.

Challenger guffawed loudly, but I had got him thinking, and I pressed the issue while I had the chance. “And he seemed to know something about the history, and maybe even the habits, of … whatever this thing is.”

The Professor sucked at his smoke for long seconds, and tugged his beard, an old habit I might have poked fun of on another occasion. Finally he nodded. It seemed he had come to a swift decision.

“You’re right. We can’t achieve anything here. So let’s visit the one man we know who has practical experience … even if I do find his work the worst kind of populist tripe.”
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Getting to Chelsea proved more difficult than I imagined. Westminster was quiet and empty, but as we approached Victoria we started to see people in the street. I went to hail two men less than a hundred yards away. Challenger put a hand on my arm and dragged me into a shop doorway.

“Look,” he mouthed.

I peered round the corner. Both of the men I had seen carried shotguns. They used the butts to break the glass frontage of the nearest shop, and started looting whatever they found inside. Challenger put his finger to his lips and pulled me away down a side street. We didn’t speak until we were sure we were out of range of the armed men.

“I suspect we’ll see a lot more of that kind of thing,” the Professor said. “The veneer of civilization is thin at the best of times. And this is not the best of times.”

We kept to side streets and alleys after that. We had to step over several more of the comatose victims, all of whom smiled up at us as we passed, none of whom saw us or heard anything more than the music.

The area around Victoria Station had been particularly badly hit. The concourse was a mass of prone bodies lying across and on top of each other, all with that same placid grin on their faces. Past the concourse, out on the platforms, there had been enough bare earth at the track level to give the fungi a foothold, and they had taken the opportunity with some alacrity. Tall parasols loomed over stationary trains, and beneath the umbrellas mounds of the dead were being digested.

I’m afraid I took rather a funk, and bolted at the sight. Luckily for me, Challenger had his wits about him, and pulled me aside just before I ran straight into another tall clump of fully-grown parasols. We sidled away carefully until we were out from under the shadow of the umbrellas, and only then did I manage to get my panic under control.

The extra exertion had almost done me in, though. My legs were like jelly and I struggled to catch my breath. I do believe that if I hadn’t had Challenger to lean on for the last mile down to Chelsea, I might have lain down and joined the others in smiling at the sky. As it was, I almost fell across Carnacki’s doorstep when he opened the door to our knocking.
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I was so exhausted that I didn’t notice at first that it was deathly quiet inside Carnacki’s home. All that morning I had been hearing, as if from a distance, the swelling chorus of the fungi. But now it had gone completely.

Carnacki shouted at us.

“You can take out the earplugs, gentlemen. I can assure you, you are quite safe in here.”

His voice sounded hollow and toneless. I put it down to the earplugs, but when I removed the wadding, I knew there was still something off. The room wasn’t just quiet; it was silent, a complete absence of all noise.

Carnacki noticed my puzzlement. “Come through to the library,” he said, his voice seeming to come from a great distance. “We’ll get you a snifter, and I’ll explain.”

He led us through the hallway to a well-appointed library beyond. Our footsteps sounded flat and dampened like slapping a wet cloth on a table and there was no sense of depth in any noise we made. I was almost tempted to shout out loud as an experiment, but the place felt so quiet, almost sepulchral, that it would have been like yelling in church.

A large chalk diagram on the floor composed of concentric circles drawn around a central pentagram dominated the library. Multicolored valves blazed at the points and valleys, and in the very center, a pair of Graphophones sat, their wax cylinders rotating, but seemingly no sound coming from them.

Carnacki saw me looking, and smiled. “I assure you, gentlemen,” he said, “the instruments are working correctly. I have managed to set up a countering song against the fungi’s music, one that exactly cancels out all the tonal qualities produced by the singing gills. It has an unfortunate side effect of dampening all other sounds around, but I’m sure you will agree it is preferable to the alternative?”

Challenger showed every sign of understanding. As for myself, I dropped into the nearest armchair and resolved not to move until the world stopped spinning.

“I congratulate you on your original thinking, Mr. Carnacki,” Challenger said. “I presume you mean that you have employed a harmonic dampening effect?”

Carnacki went to a cabinet before replying and returned with a bottle and three glasses. He poured us each a stiff measure of what turned out to be a most fine Scotch.

“Harmonic dampening? Yes, that is one term for it. It also dampens the psychic attack and …”

I knew Challenger wouldn’t let that stand.

“Psychic attack? There’s no such thing,” he said. “If you’re going to start any of that bally nonsense, then I shall take my leave.”

Carnacki smiled again. “It is only my “bally nonsense” that is protecting you at this very moment,” he said. “But I will turn it off—if you wish? Although I can assure you, the consequences might not be to your liking.”

Challenger never did take too well to being mocked, and this time was no exception. I intervened before the explosion that was surely coming.

“Whatever you have done, Mr. Carnacki,” I said. “It seems you are the only man in London with a method of nullifying the effect of these fungi. But what we need is something that will take effect, not just in this house, but all across the city. Something that will halt any incipient sporulation before we lose the whole of the southern counties.”

Carnacki went pale. “It is that bad out there?”

“It is worse,” Challenger said, and proceeded to bring Carnacki up to date while I tried to get as much Scotch in me as I could manage.

The Scotch also did much to soften Challenger’s mood, and when Carnacki passed round some fine Russian cheroots, all was quiet for some time as we smoked.

Carnacki, although he did not know it himself, had a similar habit to Challenger. Although he was beardless, he rubbed at the side of his chin while he was thinking, as if he was mulling over a problem.

“I was about to attempt a ritual from the Sigsand manuscripts when you gentlemen arrived,” he finally said. “I would be grateful if you would consent to stand in the circle with me, for it might be dangerous for you to be without protection if things do not go the way I plan.”

“Protection? From what? How is a chalk circle going to stop us from being charmed like all the rest? And how in blazes does …”

Yet again I had to butt in, for Challenger seemed to be building up a head of steam.

“Whatever you say, Carnacki,” I replied. “It seems we are in your hands.”

I gave Challenger a look that told him to behave himself, and to my astonishment he sat back in his seat and took a hefty slug of Scotch.

“Never let it be said that I am not open to new ideas,” he said.

Carnacki laughed and clapped Challenger on the shoulder. “Don’t fret, old chap,” he said. “I can promise you a new experience. Surely that is worth more than your skepticism?”
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Challenger and I smoked another of Carnacki’s cheroots while we watched him make preparations for his ritual, most of which involved re-tracing the lines drawn on the wooden floor with garlic and water from a small phial he took from a pocket. I had a suspicion that this water might have been blessed by a minister of the church, but did not voice that thought, for to do so would only set Challenger off again, and I was enjoying the relative quiet of the moment. After a time Carnacki motioned us forward. A minute later we stood inside his circle.

He turned toward us and suddenly looked most serious.

“I am going to attempt the Saaamaaa Ritual where it refers to the expulsion of Certayne Spyryts,” he said. “I have done it before, but never on such a grand scale, and never in quite such dire peril as now. This may get rather uncomfortable.”

Challenger guffawed softly, but said no more.

Carnacki looked at me and grinned. “I told you I was prone to a touch of melodrama from time to time,” he said to me, and moved so that he was standing in the exact center of the circle. “Malone, if you please, turn off the Graphophones.”

“But won’t we fall under the influence of the fungi?”

“I sincerely hope not,” Carnacki said, and started to chant, the same harsh sounds I had heard him use that night in the Kew greenhouse. I did as requested, bent, and switched off the Graphophones. Almost immediately the singing of the fungi wafted in from outside, and once again I felt dreaminess cloud my thinking. But that mist was quickly dispelled as Carnacki’s chant grew in power. The library hummed and vibrated in sympathy as he put more force into it, and my whole frame shook, as if being gently rattled in the hands of a giant.

And then the strangest thing happened. Pictures formed in my mind——not dreamlike, but with perfect clarity. I still saw Carnacki in front of me, but I could also see these new images, of a high mountain plain. Mushrooms grew there, tall elegant parasols bent against a stiff wind. But what drew my gaze weren’t the fungi … but the things that moved among them in that high forest under the purple sky, the slumping, disfigured things that crept slowly among the stalks, picking delicately at the gills with long white tentacles. Even as I watched one turned in my direction. A face that was little more than a gaping maw topped by a lidless eye stared at me, through me, down to the depths of my soul.

I’m afraid to say that my nerve failed me completely. I screamed.

Carnacki shouted.

“Dhumna Ort!”

And suddenly everything was deathly quiet again. I blinked and looked around the library. The memory of the high mountain plain was still fresh in my mind, etched there with remarkable clarity.

“Is that it?” Challenger asked, softly. “Is it done?”

I could see that the Professor was somewhat shaken by our experience. I wondered if he had perhaps shared the same vision of the high mountain plain, but I had no time to inquire. Carnacki stepped out of the circle and went to the library window. He drew back a curtain and looked out over what might once have been a neatly tended courtyard garden but was now a dry brown ruin. A tall parasol stood in the center.

Carnacki beckoned us forward. “Come and see. I think I was successful.”

I stepped out of the circle, half expecting at any moment to be assaulted with fresh visions of mountains and amorphous, faceless blobs that were somehow sentient. But no such attack came. I joined the others by the window, looking out at the high parasol of the fungus. Even as we watched it sank in on itself, and toppled sideways. It hit the ground with a thud we heard even through the window. I watched closely, but there was no sign of any release of spores.

I felt like cheering.

But in the same breath my hopes were dashed. Far off, some distance away but still audible even through the windowpane, the high singing of the fungi continued unabated. Carnacki walked back over to the circle and switched the Graphophones on.

The room fell deathly quiet once more.

Carnacki looked as weak and tired as I felt. “It seems we are defeated,” he said, his voice flat, almost lifeless. “The range of the ritual is too short to be effective.”

“I wouldn’t give up just yet, old man,” Challenger said. “You managed to destroy the one in the garden. I believe you are on the right track. But what you need is more amplification.”

Carnacki smiled sadly. “All I have available are these Graphophones,” he said.

Challenger wasn’t to be dismayed. “Can you record your chant on these wax discs?”

“Certainly,” Carnacki replied. “But, as you have seen, the range of the Graphaphone is limited to little more than this room, and …”

“Leave that to me,” Challenger replied. “But I will need us to get to Piccadilly and the Royal Society archive at Burlington House.”

“What will we find there?” I asked, but Challenger merely smiled.

“A solution to our problem, I hope,” he said. “But I fear we must move quickly if it is to be done at all. The parasols could reach full maturity at any time.”

I thought of the dangers that would await us on a return trip through the city, considered the many things that could go wrong on such an expedition, and the terror that faced us if the fungi should reach maturity. Then I looked at Challenger, as obdurate and determined as ever, and I knew that I would follow him to the gates of Hell if he asked.

“Lay on, MacDuff. And don’t spare the horses.”
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Carnacki had to switch off the Graphophones before he could record his chant on a new wax cylinder, so Challenger and I were forced once again to stuff the cotton wadding in our ears. We sat quietly, each in an armchair, smoking yet another of Carnacki’s fine cheroots and sipping on a last stiffener of his Scotch. It was a strangely serene scene given the chaos and disruption that was befalling the city around us.

“It was a good idea of yours, Malone,” Challenger said at one point when Carnacki was out of the room. “This Carnacki cove seems to know his business. I might not agree with his methods, but there is no doubt he can get results.”

That was as close to a compliment I’d heard from the Professor. I knew what he meant, though. In Carnacki I sensed we had met a fellow traveler, someone fighting against the tethers of our society, looking for something more adventurous. In different circumstances I believed we might all even become friends.

We had to fall quiet again on Carnacki’s return as he recorded his chant on the wax cylinders. Outside the protection as we were, the chant had lost most of its earlier power, but even still I felt a tingling in my bones, and when I closed my eyes I saw mountains, and a purple sky. A decent slug of Scotch, which was enough to have me starting to feel quite mellow, quickly dispersed my feelings of dread.

All too soon it was time to leave. Carnacki shepherded us out. He carried a small case containing one of the Graphophones. We stood on the doorstep, looking to Challenger for guidance. It was his show now.

“We make for Piccadilly. We’ll be moving fast,” Challenger shouted. “And we won’t be stopping for any distractions. Agreed?”

Given that I had found it quite a struggle just to get up out of Carnacki’s chair, I knew that I was going to be concentrating just to put one foot ahead of the other. But what choice did I have? I nodded my agreement, and we set off at a brisk pace along the embankment.

Carnacki’s ritual had obviously worked to some extent. Dazed people, just woken from their coma, wandered in the street. All of the parasols within a quarter mile of Carnacki’s residence rotted where they stood, dripping with a noxious black fluid that stung in my throat and threatened to make me gag. There was no sign of any spores, and I started to hope that Carnacki might have been more successful than we feared.
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But once we headed out of Chelsea and back toward the city center we started to see healthier specimens, and the singing from the fungi became louder again. Comatose and dead bodies lay everywhere, a scene of such utter devastation the like of which I hope never to see again.

We gave the Victoria area a wider berth this time, for which I was grateful, remembering my previous funk. Although we saw several groups of people, some intent on robbery and mayhem, we managed to avoid being seen by the simple expedient of keeping to the shadows and moving fast.

We had intended to take the northerly route round Buckingham Palace, but as we approached we smelled smoke in the air and turned a corner to see that a large part of the city in that area was well aflame. We turned south and east where the way was easier and approached the palace itself from Birdcage Walk, only to find that the building was burned almost entirely to the ground. Nothing much remained of it but blackened stone and smoldering timbers. There was no sign that any attempt had been made to quell the conflagration. I believe it was only then that I came to realize the full severity of our situation. There was no authority left in the city, nobody fighting back. Except we three, armed only with a Graphophone, and our wits.

The long walk up the Mall was the stuff of nightmares.
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The mature fungi grew even taller here than any we had previously seen, their growth fueled by the lush foliage of the parks on either side of the Mall. Many of the parasols were over twenty feet tall, and the stalks so tightly packed together that the canopy encroached almost to the point where it covered the whole of the wide road ahead. We walked in shadow under singing gills. Even through the cotton wadding the singing sounded loud, intoxicating and most calming. It was all I could do to keep upright. But one look to either side soon stiffened my resolve, for then I saw that it was not only lush foliage that had fed these monstrosities; each tall stalk grew out of a mound of horribly familiar shapes … arms, legs, torsos, all deflated and misshapen, all undeniably human. We quickly learned to keep our eyes solely on the road ahead. Even so I regretted ever leaving the comfort of Carnacki’s library.

As we walked the long stretch of the Mall, Challenger looked up every so often and frowned. Finally, somewhere past the halfway point, he seemed to come to a decision.

“We must hurry,” he shouted. “They are very near maturity. We have little time left.”

We broke into a run. In my own case it was more of a barely controlled stumble, and I lagged several yards behind the other two. The fungi seemed somehow to sense the threat that we posed. The tall stalks swayed and thrashed, and white, snake-like tendrils pushed out of the ground and ran across the road, threatening to block our path. They rose in the air, as if tasting the slight breeze, and several of the longer strands came forward toward us.

“This way,” Challenger shouted, and headed off to our left. At first I thought he was merely leading us directly into a thick part of the fungal forest, but all we had to do was push through a layer two or three yards deep. A tendril wrapped itself around my ankle and tugged. I felt a flare of pain and pulled hard against it. Something tore; I lost a six-inch-square patch from my trousers, and felt fresh blood pool in my sock. But I was free, and the jolt of fear helped me lose any lethargy I had felt. I caught up quickly with the others as we emerged from the clump of fungi into daylight.

Once clear, we stood at the foot of a long stone staircase leading up and away from the Mall. Another white tendril made an attempt to snare my ankle, but I easily danced away from this one and followed Carnacki and Challenger up the stairs to relative safety.

The steps nearly proved to be the end of me. By the time we reached the top I was drenched in sweat and barely able to move. My wounded ankle bled inside my sock and my foot squelched moistly with every step. But there was no time to inspect the severity of the wound.

“Nearly there, old man,” Challenger said, but didn’t slow down.

I followed behind the other two as we approached Piccadilly Circus. The rise in the noise level quickly alerted us to the fact that something else was amiss. A riot was underway, a rolling moil of civilians and policeman in a street fight of epic proportions. Even as we arrived, shots were fired from the Regent Street end, and a platoon of soldiers, all wearing protective headgear, marched in formation into the area.

“Whatever we’re going to do, we’d best make it quick,” I shouted.

Challenger pointed off to our right. “In here.”

We made our way past a pile of prone, smiling people and inside the large vaulted hall of Burlington House. We seemed to have the building to ourselves. Challenger immediately led us down a long flight of stairs into a basement storage area where he proceeded to barrel his way through, opening boxes, knocking over others, and smashing his way into glass-fronted crates.

“What are you looking for, old man?” I shouted.

He let out a cry of triumph at almost the same instant. “This,” he said. “Give me a hand. We need to get it on the roof.”

This proved to be a disc around six feet in diameter, sitting atop a cube some four feet on a side. I had no idea what its function might be, but I knew one thing. Getting it up to the roof was going to be a bit of a struggle.

I had forgotten Challenger’s almost boundless strength, enthusiasm and sheer force of will. He did most of the hard work, with Carnacki and me supporting where we could. With much sweat and more than a few oaths, we finally emerged out into the rooftop space.

The sound of gunfire came from below. I peered over the edge. The recently arrived soldiers had given up firing warning shots and were strafing the rioting crowd, wounding, even killing civilians and police officers alike. I found I did not even have the strength to be outraged.

Instead I spent some time examining the thing we had brought with us from the basement. The large disk was made of some material I did not recognize, like thin cotton but with a slightly metallic sheen to it. The box below was mahogany with brass fittings, with a cranking handle on the right, and an aperture on the left. I walked around it, examining it from all angles.

I still had no idea of its function.

 

“Get the Graphophone ready, Carnacki,” Challenger shouted. “I’ll crank this thing up.” He started to wind the cranking handle.

“I wished I knew what the deuce we were doing,” I replied.

“As I understand it, this cranking serves to compress a column of air inside the contraption which, when released, vibrates against the material of the disc. It’s a Parsons’ loud-speaker,” Challenger replied. “Charles demonstrated it last year at the Society. Blew out three windows and near deafened poor old Summerlee. But if it works as well now as it did then, we shall have a good chance of achieving our goal.”

“What do I do now?” Carnacki asked. “The Graphophone is running.”

“Put it carefully inside the aperture,” Challenger shouted. “And don’t drop it, whatever you do.”

It took a bit of maneuvering, but in a matter of seconds Carnacki accomplished the task, and we had to stand back as the harsh chant seemed to fill the air around us. Even despite the wadding in my ears I was sure I was going to be deaf in short order.

The fungi responded in kind. The chorus swelled and roared in response to our attack and the whole city rang like a bell. Carnacki’s recorded chant rose to a climax.

“Dhumna Ort!”

The call echoed across the rooftops of the city and suddenly all of London fell quiet.

“We did it,” Challenger shouted, and bellowed out a huge laugh.

Carnacki stepped to the lip of the roof and looked over the city. When he turned back to us and I saw despair etched on his face. “No. We were too late.”

Challenger and I joined him at the edge. A thin black cloud rose over the roofs and started to disperse.

“Don’t you see?” Carnacki said. “It’s the spores. They’re free, and in the wind.”

 “Then we’re doomed,” Challenger replied after several seconds. “It was all in vain.”

“Maybe not,” Carnacki said. “Crank that thing up again, Challenger. I have something that might work.”

Challenger started cranking without further ado. Carnacki bent, put his mouth to the aperture, and started shouting into it. The contraption picked up the sound and broadcast it all over the city. It was another chant, different in tone to anything I had heard him use previously, a sing-song, almost poetic cadence that rose and fell, swelling ever louder. The air crackled around us. The hairs on the back of my hand rose straight up. Blue sparks ran across the surface of the loud speaker.

The sky darkened, clouds building out of nowhere, thickening and darkening until they hung menacingly directly overhead. Lightning flashed, the crack knocking me to my knees and the following thunder deafening me even more than the roar of Carnacki’s voice.

I did, however, hear Challenger’s bellowing laughter as rain started to fall in torrents.

We were quickly drenched to the skin, but none of us minded greatly for we could see that the rain washed the spore cloud out of the sky, and within seconds there was no sight of it.

Challenger removed his earplugs, and Carnacki and I followed suit.

“Won’t they just grow again?” I asked.

“That they will,” Challenger replied. “But we know what to do now to stop them. A judicious program of eradication should see us free and clear soon enough.”
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It turned out that Challenger’s “judicious program” took rather longer than expected, given that the Home Office, with all the associated waste and nitpicking they could muster, were given the job. But by the time November came around, assurances of safety had been given and London started the process of returning to her old self. McGuire even mellowed somewhat toward me after seeing my write-up of the manner in which the fungal menace had been defeated.

We celebrated with a return trip to Carnacki’s home in Chelsea. We ate a most sumptuous meal, smoked more of his cheroots, and drank his fine Scotch while he regaled a group of his friends with the tale. Challenger kept his temper enough not to disrupt the telling of the story, and merely harumphed at some of Carnacki’s more esoteric explanations for the rise, and fall, of the fungal attack. But all present agreedthat it had been a jolly good show all around, and Carnacki and Challenger shook hands on this, and any possible future collaborations.

All in all, it was a most pleasant evening, and I was sad when it came to an end.

“Out you go,” Carnacki said, and we wended our way home contentedly through the damp London night.

 

 


The Petrified Forest
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It was the spring after the affair of the Kew Growths. Matters botanical were still newsworthy in a way they never would have been had that calamity not been so closely averted. That’s the only reason I could think of for McGuire to send me, on expenses, down to Weymouth for a weekend, to report on a new find of fossils on the Jurassic coast.

“The word on the wire is that it’s something big, something worth getting excited about,” the editor said. “You’re on the first train in the morning.”

Of course Challenger, on hearing of the trip, invited himself along on the spot.

“You’ll need an expert, my boy,” he said over a beer in the George that night. “And who better than myself?”

Who better indeed? Challenger had become more than an expert to me in recent years. It was not exactly a father-and-son relationship, more one of a benevolent uncle and an unruly nephew. Our adventures in the Amazon, then more lately the business at Kew, had brought us close. I enjoyed his company, in the main, and I had to admit he was indeed an expert, the likes of which the other papers did not have access to. All of the above is to say that I was more than happy of his company the next morning on the trip down to the South West coastline.

The journey itself was most convivial. We had a train carriage to ourselves all the way down and smoked to our heart’s content. Challenger had had the foresight to bring a hip flask of brandy. We sat sipping it and swapping anecdotes in a pleasant fug, and after a time, talk eventually turned to the purpose of our visit.

“Do you have any idea what manner of fossils have been found?” Challenger asked.

“Some kind of petrified forest; that’s what McGuire said, anyway,” I said.

“It’ll be gymnosperms again,” Challenger replied. “Like the one in Glasgow a few years back. We can only hope the specimens are as fine as those.” He saw my quizzical look. “Tree ferns,” he said. “Big ones if we’re lucky, the size and shape of small barrels. In life they would have had huge umbrellas of fronds. Most of what remains in the fossil record are these same fronds flattened in strata of coal. But sometimes the main bodies become fossilized in place, in the right conditions. And if we’re very lucky, a clump of them turns up … making your petrified forest.”

“Sounds rather dull to me, old chap,” I said.

Challenger laughed. “Cheer up, Malone. At the very least, it might remind you of our Amazon adventure.”
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The weather in Weymouth was far from Amazonian. There was the requisite amount of rainfall, but one that was accompanied by a stiff breeze off the sea. It brought with it a chill that I felt deep in my bones, and I gave serious consideration to finding a local hostelry and sitting it out. Challenger was having none of it and, despite my protestations, arranged for a carriage to take us along the shore to where the find was situated.

“You’re after a story, aren’t you?” he said. “You wouldn’t want someone else to get there before you, would you?”

I bit my tongue and resisted the urge to tell him how much he sounded like McGuire. Now was not the time to get into a shouting match. Besides, I rarely won where Challenger was involved. I gave in to the inevitability of a soaking and took to the carriage.

It was an older model, open to the elements rather than being fully enclosed, and despite hunkering down inside as far I was able and holding my overnight bag over my head, I still got a dashed good soaking on the trip along the cliffs out of town. When we came to a halt I expected to be faced with an afternoon spent up to my ankles in mud and standing in lashing rain and wind. Although we had indeed been brought to a windy cliff top, I was most pleased to see a cluster of five tents clustered around a much larger stretch of canvas in the center. We disembarked hastily from the carriage and, huddled against the wind, quickly made our way inside the central tent.

Once inside I was again surprised to find the place was well protected against the elements due to the baffles and folds inherent in the structure. The canvas had been erected over a ten-yard-square area of clifftop; one that was in the process of being scoured clean to expose the clumps of stone that I took to be the aforementioned forest. To be honest, they looked less like the remnants of trees and more like stunted skittles from a poorly maintained traveling fair stall.

Four very serious youths were hard at work brushing loose gravel and earth from the rocks and carting it away in wheelbarrows to be dumped in a pile at the far side of the tent. The whole affair seemed to be being overseen by a short, rather stout, woman, whose face lit up in a broad grin at our approach.

“Challenger, how super! I thought you might have heard, but I did not expect a visit.”

“Hello, Margaret,” my old friend said. Walking forward, he grabbed the woman in a bear hug and lifted her bodily off the ground to be swung like a child in a wide circle. She giggled loudly as the Professor finally put her down.

“You two have met, then?” I said dryly.

Challenger’s smile was as broad as hers had been seconds earlier. “Malone, meet Mrs. Margaret Harcourt, the second-best paleontologist in the land.”

She shook my hand, her grip near as strong as that of Challenger.

“Malone’s a reporter,” Challenger said, and her smile went away as quickly as it had come. She started to shoo me out of the tent as if I was a recalcitrant puppy.

“I’ve made my feelings quite clear on you people,” she said, in a tone that made me feel somewhere between a common thief and a beggar. “There will be a full statement when the time is right.”

I had just about resigned myself to a wet trip back to Weymouth and ignominy when Challenger spoke up for me. “I’ll make sure he behaves,” the Professor said. “And, of course, there will be nothing published until you say so, Margaret.”

I wasn’t exactly sure how well that would go down with McGuire, but I held my tongue and waited for the lady’s reaction. It seemed that Challenger was in her good books, for she stopped shooing me, and, taking me by the hand led me back to the center of the site.

“I hope you’re right,” she said to Challenger. “For I am by no means ready to release any such statement. I’m rather glad to see you, Challenger, for in truth, I am completely baffled and need a second, or even a third opinion on what we have here.”

Challenger moved over to have a closer look at one of the fossil trunks. “Not gymnosperms?” he asked.

“Most decidedly not,” Mrs. Harcourt replied. “In fact, I’m not even sure they are plants at all.”

“Nonsense,” Challenger said. He bent closer. “They have to be.”

I saw the expression on his face change, from interest to something resembling shock.

“What is it, old man?” I asked.

It was the woman who replied. “He has just seen what I have seen. These things … whatever they are … have no precedent in the fossil record. I have no idea what we have here.”
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I was left to my own devices for much of the next half hour as Challenger and the woman sat on their haunches examining the stumps, swapping Latin terminology and, to my ears anyway, esoteric ramblings on possible classification of the things. I watched them for a while, but boredom quickly set in, and I took myself to one side so I could have a smoke.

I had just got my pipe lit when the accident happened that changed everything.

It all seemed to occur in slow motion. One of the young assistants had overfilled a wheelbarrow with dirt and gravel. He struggled to push the top-heavy barrow on the stony ground, hit a rut while mid-push, and the whole thing toppled over on top of one of the taller of the stumps. The fossil buckled under the new weight and was torn completely out of the ground, falling heavily on its side.

The assistant was naturally apologetic, but Mrs. Harcourt was much more concerned with the state of the toppled fossil.

“We can only hope it is not completely ruined,” she said, bending to brush the gravel aside so that she could assess the damage.

“On the contrary,” Challenger replied, kneeling beside her. “This might be just what we needed. Look. There is some internal structure visible.”
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I looked over his shoulder to see where he had indicated. The bottom of the fossil was crenellated and ridged. It just looked like more stone to me, but Challenger was clearly excited. Without further ado he lifted the fossil on his arms. It was nearly three feet long, and solid rock by the look of it, but Challenger’s strength was near-legendary, and he carried the stone with little apparent effort over to a row of trestle tables that were lined along one side of the tent.

I will admit that my own curiosity was piqued enough for me to join the scientists as they cleaned around the base of the stone. So it was I was close enough to hear Challenger gasp in astonishment.

“Look, Margaret,” he said, and pointed at the crenellations. “This isn’t a fossil at all. This thing is still alive. And it’s certainly no plant.”

We all leaned in closer. I saw immediately what Challenger had noticed; the crenellations were not rock at all; rather, they were soft folds of some dry tissue that seemed to be growing more moist as we looked.

“It’s picking up vapor from the air,” Mrs. Harcourt whispered. “How is this possible? It must be hundreds of millions years old.”

Challenger didn’t answer. He leaned over and prodded the “rock” with a pencil. The body swelled, then retracted.

“It’s breathing,” he said softly. He turned back to the woman. “We need to get these things, all of them, to a laboratory as soon as possible. They must be studied under strictly controlled conditions until we know what we have here.”

She agreed and started to marshal the youths under her command. Each of the fossils was brought up out of the ground in turn, and each showed the same soft crenellations at the base. By the time they were lined up together on the trestle table, they were all breathing independently, and the surface of their bodies no longer looked like rock, but had taken on the appearance of old leather, cracked and worn, but most definitely belonging to something that was alive.
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Things got rather hectic for several hours, as carriage and transport were arranged, and once we got back to Weymouth, frantic telegrams were sent to both Kew and the Royal Zoological Society in attempts to find a laboratory willing to take the fossils. I had thought we might be forced to spend a night in the South West, but Challenger and Harcourt together were a redoubtable combination and proved more than a match for all the red tape and obfuscation that was thrown in front of us. By nine in the evening we were back on a train heading for London with the finds locked safely away in the luggage compartment at the rear.

Challenger and Harcourt wasted no time in getting back to their discussion of the provenance of the stumps we had dug out of the rock, but eventually both agreed that little was served by idle speculation, and we fell into quiet reflection. I used the time to scribble some notes, as I knew McGuire would expect a piece from me immediately on my return. As yet I had no hook on which to attach much of a story; I could not see the editor, or our readers, being particularly interested in rocks, no matter how much they appeared to be breathing.

As it happened, my story was handed to me an hour into our journey.

We had been climbing slowly up an incline for some minutes when the train came to a screeching halt as the driver threw on the brake, sending us tumbling inside the carriage in a tangle of arms and legs. Once we regained our composure, I rolled down the window and peered out into the dark. A guard walked past below carrying a lamp.

“Just stay where you are, guv’nor,” he said on seeing me. “Summat’s up in the luggage car, but I’m sure it’ll be fixed in a jiffy.”

Remembering what we had left in that compartment, I wasn’t quite so sure of his prognosis. And when I relayed what the man had said to Challenger, the Professor agreed with me immediately.

“It cannot be a coincidence. Come on, old boy. Let’s see what’s up.”

Without further ado he opened the door and jumped down onto the tracks. I followed suit and turned to tell Mrs. Harcourt we would not be long. She, however, had ideas of her own.

“Look out,” she said. “I’m coming down.” 

She jumped and I managed to take her weight to stop her crashing to the rail below. The three of us followed the bobbing light carried by the guard as he headed for the rear of the train.

It became quickly apparent that the matter was more serious than the guard had thought. Even though we were twenty yards behind him with the wind at our backs, we heard his strangled shout, a mixture of astonishment and fear. Challenger broke into a run, and it was all I could do to keep up with him.

We arrived at the rear of the train to find the guard looking down at his feet. At first I thought it was just a discarded overcoat. Then I saw the loose folds of skin, and the badly distorted yet still recognizable features of a human face. It had collapsed in on itself, as had the rest of him that could be seen … it seemed that every bone in the man’s body had been dissolved away, leaving no visible wounds, no trace of how it might have been done.

“It’s Jimmy Deacon,” the guard said. He was as pale as any man I have ever seen. “I don’t understand. He was right as rain when we set out.”

As if to punctuate the phrase, something banged, hard, against the side of the luggage car from within. The carriage door was lying halfway open, but I could only see darkness beyond. And I was none too sure that I wanted to see any clearer.

Challenger, not known for his reticence, started to move toward the stationary car until I put a hand on his arm.

“Steady on,” I said. “We have no idea what’s going on here.”

Challenger looked angry. “That’s what I intend to find out.” He took the brass lantern from the Guard’s shaking hand. “Are you with me, Malone?” 

It wasn’t the first time I’d stood by his side in a perilous place, but as we walked toward the luggage carriage I was fervently praying it would not be my last. I turned, expecting the Harcourt woman to be following, but she was deep in conversation with the guard and showed no sign of joining us.

The heavy thudding on the walls of the carriage got louder as we approached.
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Challenger clambered up onto the foot rail first, giving me a hand to haul myself up behind him. We stood there for several seconds looking into the darkness beyond the door. I heard another series of thumps, like a dog’s tail on a wooden floor, wagging in anticipation of a master’s arrival home. I did not think we were going to face anything quite so prosaic.

“After you, old man,” I whispered. I was starting to wish I had brought something, anything that might be useful as a weapon, but as we stepped in through the door I saw that anything short of a cannon would have proved useless.

All eight of the things we had brought up out of the ground stood upright in a clump in the center of the carriage. At their feet lay the sad, deflated corpses of what had been two dogs that had the misfortune to have been traveling in the compartment.

It was obvious now, if it hadn’t been already, that these “stones” were very much alive. As I said previously, they looked like stunted barrels. At their base five appendages—I hesitate to call them feet—supported the weight. They had all opened out at the head region, showing a five-pointed structure that looked like nothing else but soft green soap. But it was the wings that got my attention. They were thin, almost like gossamer. But they were four feet long and more, extending from the sides of each of the trunks, and they lashed, in unison, against the wall of the carriage, hard enough to tear splinters from the walls and leave deep gouges in their wake.

Challenger, fearless as ever, stepped forward, lantern raised to get a closer look.

The wings stopped thrashing. The creatures—as I now thought of them—went still, then the strangest thing happened. The appendages at the head end of each of them swung in our direction, and although there were no eyes, I knew, with certainty, that we were being scrutinized. At the same time they set up a high whine that vibrated through their bodies, setting the wings a-flutter and ringing out loudly around us.

Tekeli-Li!

The sound set my teeth on edge, and my legs went weak under me. Suddenly I was thinking again of the deflated corpse out on the tracks. Challenger must have been having the same thought. He threw the lantern to the ground at the base of the creatures where it smashed and splashed a flare of burning oil over the trunks. The high whine got louder, more frantic, but at least the power of movement had returned to my limbs. Clutching each other in a mad parody of a dance, Challenger and I retreated from the carriage, as the flames grew higher and hotter.

The whining call got louder still, ringing in my ears.

Tekeli-Li!

As we reached the foot rail on the outside of the carriage my knees went weak again and gave way beneath me. I stumbled, almost fell, and only Challenger’s brute strength and his iron grip on my arm stopped me from tumbling headlong to the rails below.

“Jump down, gentlemen,” a voice that would brook no argument said. Challenger took me in his arms as if I weighed no more than a child and leapt off the carriage. At the same time something hot blazed past my ear. There was a crash of breaking glass from inside the carriage, then more flame spurted from the open door. I turned my head in time to see Mrs. Harcourt throw another lantern into the conflagration.

“Now,” she shouted. I heard iron grind against iron and saw the guard disengage the burning carriage. It rolled away, slowly at first then gathering speed as the incline did its job. In mere seconds it was a ball of fire hurtling downhill away from us.

Challenger put me down. I stood, testing my weight on my legs. I felt as weak as a newborn lamb, but it seemed I still had my bones in place.

Tekeli-Li!

The call came to us, clear in the night air, just seconds before the burning carriage leapt off the tracks, careered down the hillside and burst apart in an explosion of sparks and smoke.
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There was an investigation, of course. Firstly, by Challenger, at dawn, when we sifted through the wreckage to ensure that nothing had survived, then by the powers that be, who mainly seemed to want to know who was going to pay for the burnt-out carriage.

McGuire got a story, of sorts, and the Geological Society quietly shipped Mrs. Harcourt off to Patagonia. Challenger petitioned to be allowed to do more excavation at the original site, but that idea was scuppered completely a week later when the whole side of the cliff fell into the sea. Both the Professor and I suspected the hand of the bureaucrats in the matter, but all our efforts at finding an explanation met with only silence and red tape.

The Petrified Forest has long since passed out of public ken. But I hear it still, in the dark stretches of night, and on those occasions I have to get out of bed and stretch my legs, just to ensure that I still have a skeleton inside me.

Tekeli-Li!

 

 


The Monster of the Ness
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It came as no surprise to me to find Challenger in the bar of the Fort Augustus Hotel that sultry night in June. How could I have expected him, of all people, to ignore a report of a dinosaur in one of Scotland’s biggest lochs? What did surprise me was that he had got this far north before me, given that I had left the Express newsroom almost as soon as the report had come over the wire, and caught the first available train out of Euston heading north. I had paused only long enough to pick up a traveling case from my lodgings. On my way here I had quietly congratulated myself on my swift passage and had been confident that I would be first on the scene.

If I had wanted to keep a low profile on arrival, my hopes would have been dashed straight away, as Challenger saw me enter and bellowed across the bar, “Malone! Well met, old chap. Come and join me; this Scotch is marvelous.” 

I gave in to the inevitable and joined him at the bar. To be fair, the Scotch was jolly good stuff. I ordered us both another, just to make sure, and lit up a pipe. It was starting to feel like one of those nights; I have had several in Challenger’s company, mostly resulting in a woozy stomach and a headache in the morning. But the entertainment value of the night itself usually more than made up for any discomfort the next day. That night in Fort Augustus was to prove no exception.

I began by asking how it was that he had managed to arrive before me. His booming laugh filled the bar again.

“I’ve been here for three days already, Malone,” he said. “Who do you think it was that sent the report to your newsroom?”

It proved to be downhill from there. In the course of an alcohol-fueled evening I discovered several things; Challenger was chasing a legend of a beast in the loch … and there had been no sighting. He had fabricated the story as a ruse to try to drum up enough interest to warrant an investigation. So here I was, investigating. Or rather, here I was, enjoying the finest hospitality Scotland could offer. And I’m afraid I enjoyed it rather too much.

I woke in the morning with a hangover befitting the amount of Scotch I had consumed the night before. Even a hearty breakfast failed to put me back on an even keel, and I was seriously considering returning to bed. So I was not best pleased when Challenger, full of good humor and looking none the worse for wear, bellowed across the dining room.

“Come on, Malone. Don’t hang around. The boat’s ready.”
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The boat turned out to be a small two-man affair, with no motor, just a pair of oars. I had one look at it, then turned away.

“I’m not up to any exertion this morning, old chap,” I said.

But Challenger didn’t give up that easily. “In that case, I shall row,” he said, and all but manhandled me into the boat. He dropped a bag into the bottom beside me. It clinked, glass against glass.

“If that’s more Scotch, I’m not up to that either,” I said, but Challenger merely smiled. He cast off, climbed down into the boat and within seconds was taking us away from the jetty out onto the loch. Luckily for my somewhat delicate disposition, the water proved to be almost flat calm, and after several minutes I even felt bold enough to light up a smoke. Challenger downed oars and joined me. We sat still in quiet water a hundred yards off the shore of the old castle on the loch side.

“Tell me again,” I said. “My memory of last night is hazy at best. What exactly are we doing out here?”

Challenger puffed at one of his foul Russian cheroots. I was glad we were outdoors, for in a confined space those things were known to asphyxiate anyone who wasn’t careful.

“As I told you,” he eventually said. “These waters may, just may, be home to a relict creature, one that might even be a distant cousin to those we encountered on the high plateau in the Amazon.”

I looked around, taking in the soft rolling hills, the cooling breeze and the calm waters. “This is not the Amazon, Challenger. Not by any measure.”

He laughed, causing the boat to tilt and sway and making me regret having such a large breakfast.

“But it is a very large body of water, Malone,” he said. “And there are too many stories of a serpent inhabiting it for us to dismiss them so readily. The tales go back more than ten centuries, and tell of a long-necked beast of some intelligence. The loch itself is said to have an underground outlet to the Moray Firth and thence to the North Sea. These reports may be of a migrating animal from a far distant clime, coming here to breed or feed, or both.”

He had that faraway look in his eyes I had come to know so well. Since our return from the Amazon I had been seeing it more and more; the need to discover something, anything, that would validate him and wipe the slate clean with the Royal Society. I myself believed that would require a minor miracle, but I also knew the old chap well enough to keep my mouth shut, lest his quick temper get the better of him. It would not do to get him riled this far from shore.

After we had finished our smokes Challenger reached for the bag in the bottom of the boat. Once again glass clinked.

“Please, not more Scotch,” I pleaded.

He smiled, and drew out some sampling jars, each with a long stretch of attached fishing line. “Give me a hand, old bean,” Challenger said, “We need to get some samples.”

He showed me the trick to operating the jars, giving them a quick tug when at the required depth to close the cunningly constructed valve at the top.

“A sample every ten feet down should do it,” he said, and for the first time I realized how much water lay beneath us. It did not seem to bother the Professor in the slightest. He stood up. The small boat rocked alarmingly, but he merely laughed, and set to work, dropping the bottles over the side and letting them sink to their required depths. He sang, his voice carrying high and clear across the water.

 

Fifteen men on a dead man’s chest—

Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!

 

Out on the loch, something answered. A loud splash behind me dashed nearly caused me to jump out of the boat. By the time I looked round, there was only a large expanding circle of ripples, some twenty yards away.

Challenger pulled his bottles in without taking any samples, dropped them unceremoniously in the bottom of the boat, and took to the oars like a man possessed, turning us in a circle until the prow pointed straight at where the splash had been.

“Keep your eye on that spot, Malone,” he said. “And tell me when we’re directly over it.”

“Do you think that’s wise?”

“Probably not,” Challenger said, and laughed heartily. “But that has never stopped us before, has it?”

In only a handful of pulls on the oars he brought us directly over the spot where the splash had occurred. The loch was once again flat calm all around us, but Challenger had been taken by the thrill of the hunt and was not ready to give up on his quarry just yet.

He sang again.

 

Drink and the devil had done for the rest—

Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!
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But this time there was no answer, just a gentle lapping of wavelets on the side of the boat. We sat there for long minutes. Nothing moved on the water. Eventually Challenger started to deploy the sample jars again. He sang as he did so, sea shanties, nonsense songs, music-hall favorites, all at the top of his voice. Nothing answered.

He sat down and lit up another cheroot.

“It was right here, Malone,” he said. “We almost saw it.”

“Almost isn’t good enough for McGuire,” I replied. “He’ll want a live beast, or at least a carcass.”

“Then we shall have to see what we can do, won’t we?”

We spent the best part of the morning out on the boat. At some point I realized that my hangover had finally passed, and I felt able to help Challenger out with the sampling. We pulled up almost a score of bottles filled with, what looked to my eyes, muddy water, but Challenger pronounced himself pleased with the results.

“I shall have these sent posthaste to Edinburgh,” he said. “There’s a chap waiting for them who’ll have the results back to us in two to three days.”

“Results? What are you expecting to find?”

“Something. Anything.”

He took to the oars and started heading back to the hotel’s jetty. Almost as soon he had the boat turned around, there was another loud splash behind me. I saw Challenger’s gaze switch to a point over my shoulder, and watched the color drain from his face. But by the time I turned, all I saw was another spreading circle of ripples.
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“What was it?” I asked.

Challenger shook his head and took to the oars again, rowing for the shore as fast as he was able.

“We should have brought the Scotch,” was all he said.
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He didn’t tell me what he’d seen until we were back in the bar and he had downed a generous dram of Scotch. The color came back to his features, and he broke into a wide grin. “I saw it, Malone,” he whispered, or as close to a whisper as Challenger could muster. “Or at least, I saw the neck and head. It rose up out of the water and looked straight at me.”

He downed another Scotch.

“Before we came here I thought it might be some kind of plesiosaur, like the fossils found at Lyme Regis last century. But it was huge, Malone, much larger by far than anything in the fossil record. The head was as big, if not larger, than that of a horse.”

“You saw the kelpie, then?” a softly accented voice said to our left. “You’ve been honored.”

I turned to find a small, wizened man at my shoulder. He could have been anywhere from eighty to ninety years old, skin as tough as old leather, and eyes a deep blue that were hard to look away from.

“Kelpie?” I asked.

Without being asked, the newcomer joined us at our table and, with a circular motion of his hand above our drinks, ordered another round from the bar. I resolved at that moment to keep a clear head; I did not need a repeat of this morning’s hangover … not so soon after getting rid of it.

“Everybody around here knows of the beast,” he said. “But only a select few ever see it. It’s supposed to be a sign of good luck.”

Challenger laughed loudly. “I could certainly do with a dose of that. But what else do they say of this beast? Where does it live? What does it eat?”

This time it was the old man’s turn to laugh.

“It does not eat, and it does not live, not in the sense you mean in any case. It is a thing of faerie, a gift from the wee people in olden times. They say …”

“Stop right there, old bean,” Challenger said. “I am a man of science. I’ll have no truck with superstition and fairy tales.”

“Ah, but will they have any truck with you, I wonder?” the old man said, and cackled. However he did appear to bow to Challenger’s skepticism, and there was no more talk of fairies or kelpies. Instead we found him to be a delightful companion; a skilled raconteur who kept us entertained with local stories and anecdotes from his impressively long life history. I was rather surprised to check my pocket watch and find that the afternoon had slipped by and it was almost time for our evening meal. Our new companion bade us farewell as we headed for the dining room.

“Good luck on the morrow,” he said. “And a wee tip … keep to the northern shore and go up the loch that way. The kelpie seems to like that spot more than any other.”

We thanked him, and went for our meal, a most fine piece of salmon with new potatoes and fresh greens. After that, things rather caught up with me, I’m afraid. Challenger headed back to the bar, but I barely managed to drag myself to bed, and was out for the count within minutes. The last thing I heard was Challenger’s booming voice leading a chorus of singing down in the bar.

 

Fifteen men on a dead man’s chest—

Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!

Drink and the devil had done for the rest—

Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!

 

I woke to the sound of rain drumming on the window in a gloom that made me unsure whether it was night or day. A check of my watch showed me that it to be just after seven in the morning.

Challenger was already halfway through breakfast when I joined him in the dining room twenty minutes later. I made sure I ate enough to provide plenty of ballast if required, getting through a plate of porridge, a mound of toast and some splendid venison sausages, all washed down with several cups of strong sweet tea. After that all I wanted to do was sit in the lounge and watch the weather scud across the loch, but Challenger was having none of it. If I thought the weather might dampen his enthusiasm I was to be sorely disappointed.

“It’s just water,” he said. “It won’t hurt us.”

I might have argued that drowning could be seen as a bit of a problem, but I knew of old that there was no sense in going against the old man when he was in this mood; I’d get more luck talking to a wall. At least I was lucky to be able to get the use of a full set of oilskins from spare sets kept in the hotel lobby against just such circumstances, but I was not best pleased as I followed Challenger down the jetty and into the small boat. I was however grateful that he took the oars again, as it allowed me to huddle, almost completely covered, inside the oilskins, listening to the rain patter on the hood I had pulled down to my eyes. If the beast did make an appearance, I wasn’t going to be able to see it, but I would be dry, and that seemed more important at that moment.

Challenger cast off and rowed us away from the jetty. Almost immediately he started to sing again, the same ditty as before. I cursed him for his good humor, and hunkered down further inside the oilskins.

“It was about here, wasn’t it?” he said several minutes later. I chanced a look up, getting a trickle of water down the back of my neck for my pains. All I could see was a wall of gray mist and drizzle.

“If you say so, old chap,” I replied, and quickly retreated inside the hood. Challenger broke into song again, louder this time.

 

Fifteen men on a dead man’s chest—

Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!

 

There was an answering splash from somewhere out on the loch, then another seconds later, closer this time.

“Keep your eyes peeled, Malone. It could be anywhere,” Challenger said as he took up the oars again.

“That’s what worries me,” I replied, but I bowed to the inevitable and lowered the hood of the oilskin so that I had a wider field of vision.

 

Drink and the devil had done for the rest—

Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum!

 

This time the splash was so close that the ripples it caused rocked the small boat. But I could still see nothing through the mist. Challenger stopped rowing and we sat there in calm water, listening for another splash.

“Did you see anything?” Challenger said after a while.

“No, and I’m starting to wonder if there is anything to see. Perhaps the old cove in the bar yesterday was right. Perhaps whatever is here is indeed something beyond the natural?”

Challenger laughed loudly. “I expected better from you, Malone,” he said. “And whatever it was that I saw yesterday … it was no fairy.” 

He laughed again at the thought … and was answered by a splash from behind him. He immediately took to the oars, pulling hard, taking us straight toward the noise. He had his back to it, but over his shoulder I saw a v-shaped wake lead away from us, heading into the fog. I got the impression of a wedge-shaped head at the point of the wake, but that too was quickly lost in the gloom.

“Faster, Challenger: it’s heading off at speed.”

Challenger put all his considerable strength into the task, but whatever the thing was, it proved to be stronger still, and was soon completely lost in the fog.

“Let’s assume it kept going in a straight line,” Challenger said. “It’s our only real option. Keep an eye out, Malone. In this fog we could run up on the shore if we’re not careful.”
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Challenger kept up a steady pace for nearly half an hour. The fog thinned, and the rain turned to fine drizzle then stopped completely. A breeze got up, and, as if someone had turned on a light, we emerged into a beautiful summer’s day. A minute later I was so warm I had to remove the oilskins completely.

We were once again sitting in completely calm water. Far to the west I saw the promontory of the old castle. Challenger had rowed us north and east for several miles parallel to the shore. The land at the edge of the loch here seemed to be wilder country, a mixture of thick forest and tumbled rocks. As for the beast, there was no sight of it in any direction.

Challenger put the oars down and lit up a cheroot. I followed suit by getting a pipe going.

“We can’t go on like this, old bean,” I said after I was sure the pipe was well lit. “We’re chasing after shadows. All you’re achieving is wearing yourself out.”

Challenger didn’t reply at first, intent on studying the water around us.

“Perhaps if I sing again …” he started.

“Have at it,” I replied. “But can we please have something different? I’ve had it up to here with bottles of rum.”

 Challenger laughed.

And from the foliage on the northern shore, something replied with a high, almost dog-like bark.

Challenger immediately rowed us in the direction of the sound and less than a minute later the boat scraped on the bottom as we neared the rocky shore. Before I could say anything the Professor jumped from the boat and started to drag it out of the water. I had little option but to get out and help, gaining a soaking from knees to toes in the process. I squelched ashore and helped to beach the boat.

Another bark sounded close by. Challenger charged into the foliage in search of the source. Fearing for my old friend’s safety, I followed close behind, aware as I did so that we were following a well-beaten track through trampled shrubbery.
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I caught up with Challenger at the mouth of what looked like a cave heading directly into the hill. It was wide enough for three people to get through side by side, but only if they crawled, the opening being less than three feet high at the tallest part.

“It’s in there,” Challenger said, and was answered by another bark from inside.

“Let me guess,” I replied. “You mean to go in?”

“Would you be able to sleep at night if we didn’t?”

“Oh, I imagine I’d manage,” I replied, but he was already down on his hands and knees and crawling forward. I followed him inside.

We crawled for several yards before we realized that the cavern had opened up and we could safely stand. It took my eyes several more seconds to adjust to the dimness inside, and when they did I could scarce believe what I saw.

We stood on the shore of an underground lake that stretched away from us as far as we could see in the gloom. The water was crystal-clear, and tens of feet deep where the shelf dropped away just inches from our feet. But that wasn’t what took my breath away. The bottom of the lake was white and, on closer examination, proved to be covered in skeletal remains—the bones of creatures with long, barrel-shaped rib cages, wedge-like heads, and many vertebrae. I could not draw my gaze away until Challenger nudged me.

I looked up.

The beast swam toward us, less than ten yards away.

Challenger had been right; it was huge. It propelled itself through the water with four long, slender fins, each around six feet in length. The body itself was, like the skeletons below, barrel-shaped and some ten feet long, with a similar length of tail tapering behind. It had a long, sinuous neck that was raised out of the water. The head, almost equine in appearance, turned, and the thing looked straight at us. It opened a mouth full of sharp teeth and barked, but this time it sounded more like the complaint of a beast in pain. The head lowered toward the water, then rose again, stiffly. It gave another bark, which came out more like a rasping cough. The long body rolled over in the water, turning belly up. The flippers stopped moving, the tail thrashed once violently on the surface, then the beast sank, almost gracefully, descending through the depths to join its kin on the bottom.

“I was wrong,” Challenger whispered. “They don’t come here to breed or feed. They come here to die.”
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He was quiet on the journey back to the hotel, and quieter still in the bar when the old man from the previous day joined us at our table.

“Did you meet the kelpie again?” the old man started, then stopped and looked at us both.

“Aye,” he said softly. “I believe you did at that. You’ll be leaving wiser than you came.”

It wasn’t a question, and even if it had been, I doubt whether Challenger or I were in the mood to answer.

 

Later, when we were alone again, Challenger finally spoke about what we had seen.

“It would be a great find for science,” he said, barely more than a whisper. “And it would do wonders for my reputation with the Society.”

“Do I sense a ‘but’ coming?” I asked.

“Yes. These beasts have been coming here to die for … how long do you think? Many millennia would be my guess. What good would we do disturbing that process? What would it gain us, above providing a boost to my personal vanity? I have a favor to ask, Malone.”

“Anything, old chap.”

“Please, don’t write this up. Leave it alone. Leave them alone.”
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I gave him my word, and I kept it. Of course McGuire wanted to know what I had been up to in Scotland. I offered him a light-hearted piece about spectral water-horses and fairy folk. I even wrote it. But that same day there was a huge row in Parliament over women’s voting rights, and my piece was pulled.

The general public remains unaware of any monster in Loch Ness.

And that’s the way it shall stay.

 

 


The Auld Grey Man

[image: img4.jpg]

 

The last thing I needed during the wettest autumn on record was another trip to the Scottish Highlands, but McGuire was adamant.

“Your Professor pal thinks he’s on to something. Again,” he said when I went to his office to offer my protestations. “And you know what he’s like when he’s got a bee in his bonnet. He’s asked for you specifically, Malone. You’re to meet him at Euston for the midday train to Glasgow. And pack your walking clothes. He says you’ll need them.”

And that was that. It was just like Challenger to expect me to be at his beck and call; then again, he expected the same of every other person he had ever met. What I hadn’t expected was that McGuire would be so willing to cooperate. There was obviously something in it that got his old reporter’s nose for a story twitching, but whatever it was, he wouldn’t share it with me.

“It’s a tad outlandish, to be sure,” McGuire said as I left. “But if the old boy is right, I’ll be holding the front page for your report.” 

I met Challenger at Euston Station just before noon, without a single clue as to the purpose of the forthcoming journey. And for the first several hours of the trip Challenger proved to be no help at all. He was full of bonhomie and good humor; more than usual if truth be told. But he would not speak of our destination while there were other people in our compartment, so I contended myself with smoking his pungent Russian cheroots and listening to him expound on his latest ill-fated meeting at the Royal Society.

“Damn idiots think that the skull Dawson turned up with at Piltdown is the real thing,” he said, loud enough that not just the whole carriage, but probably the whole train would hear. “It is perfectly obvious that it comes from at least three different species. Any fool can see that, if they take the bother to look.”

That sent him off on one of his legendary diatribes against closed minds and the perils of thinking with a herd mentality, but I had heard that one more than enough times to know most of it by heart. I puffed on the cheroot and watched the scenery.

The Professor had been remarkably unchanged by our experience in the Amazon some eighteen months before, and even the mauling he had received in the press after the Royal Society debacle did little to dampen his enthusiasm for the fight against those he described as “intellectual pygmies.” I wondered if this latest trip would yield the story that McGuire hoped for, or whether it would merely provide more fodder for Challenger’s detractors, of whom there were a great many.

I was no closer to an answer when the train reached Crewe. But after that, we had the carriage to ourselves. Challenger finally told me why I had been summoned.

 “It has, at least partly, a connection to the Piltdown story,” he began.

“Just don’t tell me it involves me being on my hands and knees digging in a muddy ditch,” I replied. “I’d prefer a hunting lodge, a roaring fire, some venison and a glass of single malt, if that can be arranged?”

He glowered at me, unsmiling. Interrupting him was always a bad idea, and doing so before he’d barely gotten started sometimes led to a tongue-lashing. So I was somewhat surprised when his glower turned into a broad smile.

“There will be some Scotch involved at some point, old man,” he said. “You have my word on that. But there may also be some degree of discomfort, I am afraid. We will be climbing Bienn Mac Dhuie in the Cairngorms, and at this time of year that could mean snow. I hope you have packed for inclement weather?”

He did not give me a chance to reply. He took an envelope from his jacket pocket, handling it almost reverentially. He didn’t remove the contents, but held the envelope open to allow me a look inside. It looked like a clump of rough, matted hair.

“Doesn’t look like much, does it?” Challenger said. “But if I am right, this will blow open the field of investigation into primate origins.”

“It looks like goat hair to me,” I said. “Or perhaps some particularly long haired dog?”

He laughed again. “No. Even the men at the Zoo agreed with me. This is definitely primate—and an unknown one at that.”

“So where does it come from? The Congo? Borneo?”

This time his laugh was long and loud. “No. Scotland.” He put the envelope back in his pocket. “The letter came to me from a shooting party that were on the hill last week. They were stalking a big stag on the high tops when they saw something. It has proved difficult for me to get any agreement from the three men who were present, but one thing they have all agreed on … it was not a stag they shot at, for it ran upright like a man despite being a good eight feet tall. At least that is their story. They found the hair clinging to one of the stunted pine trees on the moorland near the highest peak.”

It was my turn to laugh. “You’ve been taken in, old chap. Old wives’ tales of bogles abound in the Highlands; surely you must know that?”

He nodded. “Yet we have the hair sample, and it is most assuredly authentic. I do not believe for a moment that there is an eight-foot hominid roaming the Cairngorms. But there is something, mark my words, and it is a primate; I’d stake my reputation on it.”

I might, on another day, have made a flippant remark about the old boy’s reputation, but I bit my tongue. This tale had obviously grabbed his attention, and I knew from experience that he would be as tenacious as a bulldog in pursuing it. I resolved to tag along and ensure he did not get into trouble, but by this time I was by no means certain that McGuire’s nose for a story was still in working order.

Challenger passed the time in giving me a lecture on the evolutionary lineage of modern man, and reminding me of the ape-men, Pithecanthropus as he now called them, we had encountered in the Amazon.

“We know already that our primitive cousins, thought lost in time, can persist into this modern age,” Challenger said. “Is it so hard for you to imagine something surviving in the harsh climes of the high Scottish moors, where modern man only rarely ventures?”

“Actually, now that you ask, yes, it is,” I replied. “There must be tens, if not hundreds of shooting parties all over those hills every year. Surely if there were any creature around, they would have spotted it; or at least found evidence of its existence in footprints, or better yet, a dead specimen or two?”

Challenger treated my question seriously. “I have to agree, in part,” he said. “But we saw in the Amazon that such primitive primates can display great cunning. Perhaps it is just very good at hiding?”

For some reason, that tickled my funny bone, and I laughed aloud. I saw Challenger consider taking offense, then he too saw the funny side of it and joined me in laughing.

We were in high spirits as the train continued north but our good humor was not to last. We made our connection in Glasgow in late afternoon with plenty of time to spare and looked forward to being in Kingussie in time for a late supper in the hotel lodgings Challenger had booked by telegram. But the fates conspired against us. The rain proved to be as bad as I had feared, and the River Tay burst its banks. Flooding in the Pitlochry area meant that the train was left at a standstill long into the night.

A harried guard tried to keep what few travelers there were aboard warm with copious cups of tea and some, I have to admit, rather pleasant shortbread. Tempers were fraying fast as the night drew on, and when the Professor got into heated conversation with a man of the cloth I started to fear the worst. But I had forgotten the common language of traveling Scotsmen; the minister happened to have a hip flask of fine Islay malt, and soon Challenger and he were getting on like a house on fire.

Talk turned to the reason for our trip, and the minister suddenly looked grave.

“I would advise against any trip on the high tops,” he said. “At any time of the year. Fear Liath Mor has had a bad name for centuries past. If it is one of your ape-men who haunts those moors, he will be dashed old by now. I firmly believe you will find nothing physical. It is an evil from the old days that haunts those hills; something pre-Christian and inimical to the ways of man.”

Challenger laughed, but not too loudly, and without the expected touch of sarcasm I might have expected had he not held the minister’s hip flask in his grip.

“A touch melodramatic,” Challenger said. “And I’m afraid I do not believe in haunts and bogles. I believe in what I can see, hear, touch and smell.”

“Then I would be even more careful if I were you,” the minister said. “For the shock when you discover that there are more things than are dreamed of in your philosophy may be more than you can bear.”

Soon afterwards the train creaked, then slowly moved forward to ironic cheers from the passengers.
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We finally arrived in Kingussie at dawn, although in truth it was difficult to tell that the sun was up due to the lowering clouds and the persistent rain. It was coming down in the kind of steady drizzle you only ever see in Scotland, a gray wash across the whole landscape that depressed me mightily.

I thought Challenger might have required rest, or that the weather might dissuade him from attempting any immediate investigations. I was proved mistaken on both counts. He allowed me time for a quick wash and shave, and a change into my walking clothes. By the time I felt prepared he shepherded me downstairs for an admittedly hearty breakfast. Then, less than an hour after our arrival, we headed off for the high tops.

The first part of the journey proved uneventful, if a tad uncomfortable. We were taken, by a taciturn little man who spoke mostly in grunts, in a very basic horse and cart, to the foot of Bienn Mac Duie along a series of badly rutted tracks. The drizzle got heavier, if anything. My walking jacket kept most of the rain out, but there was a steady, persistent trickle of water going down the back of my neck. It was far too damp to even try to light a cigarette or a pipe, and I was thoroughly miserable by the time we pulled to a halt.

“This is as far as I go,” the little man said. We could see that the track continued ahead of us for quite some way up the hill, and would have been perfectly navigable by the cart.

“Why here?” Challenger asked. “It would help us immensely if you could take us at least part of the way up the hill. We can pay.”

The man looked as if we had asked him to walk into Hell. He crossed himself, then made the sign against the evil eye.

“No, sirs. Keep your money. I have no need of it. All the money in the world widna get me up on yon hill.”

He would not be drawn further on the matter. He handed us two small satchels of provisions that the hotel had provided, and a minute later he was off and away, leaving somewhat faster than he had come.

We managed to have a most welcome smoke in the shelter of a solitary chestnut tree; then all too soon we headed on to the hill. More damp misery followed as we trudged through mud and running water for several hours. Finally we crested the first ridge and walked onto the plateau that marks the moorland of the Cairngorms.

I sheltered Challenger’s hands with my rucksack as he studied a rough map.

“The deer stalkers sent me this. It shows the trail they took. We go that way.”

He pointed east to where a narrow trail rose away from us until it was lost from sight in low cloud.

“How high do we have to go?” I asked. In my heart I already knew what his answer would be.

“As high as we have to.”

Challenger was now champing at the bit. I recognized the signs; he would not be stopping now until he got to the bottom of things. I managed to get him to stay still long enough to eat a sandwich from our packs, and to have a warming cup of tea from a most welcome Dewar flask. I got a smoke lit just in time as he finished off the tea. I cupped the cigarette, military style, against the wind and rain as we started the second part of our ascent.

We followed the trail for several miles over steadily rising land, reaching the moorland’s edge just as the unremitting drizzle turned to actual rain, the wind rising to send it stinging into our cheeks. Looking up, all I could see was a steep scree slope, with no discernible path though it.

Challenger didn’t pause. He proceeded to scramble up the slope. I sighed deeply and followed as well as I was able, sliding and stumbling among the cold wet stones. By the time I could stand on solid ground, I was bruised and wet through, and about as miserable as a man could be.

Even as I tried to catch my breath, Challenger had moved away, heading higher up the hill. I stepped onto a narrow, rutted track that wound upwards. The top of the hill was wreathed in cloud, and the rain had turned to sleet.

A thin wailing carried in the air, a noise so ethereal that at first I was unsure whether it was real or a result of my own blood pounding in my ears.

“What the blazes was that?”

Challenger hushed me to silence. We stood still, listening.

The noise came again, closer this time, a screech that froze me immobile. A crawling fear took root in me, and my belly tumbled and roiled as nerves threatened to loosen my bowels. Everything inside me knotted in tension. All I wanted to do was curl up and wait for whatever fate might bring.

Challenger had other ideas. “Come on then,” the Professor shouted into the cloud. “Let’s see you.” 

Something lumbered into sight, less than thirty yards away. At first glance I thought it was a man wearing heavy furs, but I had got the perspective wrong in the mist. The thing facing me was near eight feet tall.

The eyes were the first things that I noticed. Milky white, like icy stones set far back in a skull covered in matted fur that might once have been gray. It was coated in muck that on closer inspection showed to be dried blood. The body was covered in more fur, and there the beast was a pale gray, almost silver. It stood upright on two stout legs, and looked nearly three feet wide across its broad shoulders.

“Let us have at it, then,” Challenger shouted, and beat on his chest in a manner I remembered from our encounter with the ape-men in the Amazon.

The beast seemed confused and clapped hands as huge as hams across its ears. Its head was oval-shaped, the skull slightly tapered at the rear. The hair was thicker there, almost mane-like where it ran down the broad back. It opened a mouth full of long yellow teeth and screamed, rising up to its full height and slapping at its own chest with flat palms, sending a fast drumbeat echoing across the hill.

It was only then that I noticed it was female. Huge, pendulous breasts hung over a distended belly that hung almost to the beast’s knees. Pink nipples the size of a man’s thumb peeked from the fur-covered chest.

“Come, then,” Challenger shouted. “Let us see what manner of bogle you might be.”

The beast did not move. It stared at Challenger with unblinking white eyes.

Challenger took a step forward.

The beast raised its head and wailed. The closest sound to it that I had heard before that day was a wolf pack on a winter’s night.

An answering howl came from higher up the hill.

She has a mate.

Challenger took another step forward, roaring out a wordless cry.

The low cloud chose that moment to swirl and close in around us. In less than two heartbeats, I could see little more than a yard beyond the end of my nose.

[image: img5.jpg]

We backed away, making sure we stayed on the tight path. The scree slope was somewhere far below us, but I knew we had come more or less straight up the hill, and I believed I could find my way down quickly enough, even in this dense fog.
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“What say we make a strategic withdrawal, old chap?” I whispered.

A rasping, coughing sound came from straight in front of us. It immediately reminded me of a seal’s barking call. I heard something heavy moving around, but I could see nothing.

Up here, the hill was little more than exposed rock and lichen with the occasional hardy heather clinging for life where it could. The noise seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, and I am not afraid to admit I was somewhat spooked.

Matters were not helped by the fact that the air suddenly got much colder, and my breath condensed in front of me.

Two distinct, simultaneous coughs barked out, one from our left and one from our right. A darker patch of grayness began to take shape in the fog, a large lumbering thing. It circled, just at the range of my sight then came forward toward us.

We heard a whistling breathing in the mist, then suddenly the beast loomed over us. This one was male, half as tall again as Challenger, near four feet wide across the shoulder, with muscles bunched and taut like rocks under the skin. It was slate-gray all over, apart from its palms where the skin was tough and leathery, almost black. Shaggy hair hung around its thighs like a thick kilt that almost reached its knees, and it smelled musky, almost rancid, like a boggy pool after a run of hot days. White eyes stared down at me.

It opened its mouth and showed twin rows of yellowed fangs, dripping saliva in ropy drools. It howled in Challenger’s face. Cold terror started to take a grip in my bones, and once more my stomach boiled and threatened to heave.

Challenger stood his ground, unflinching, and howled in return, such a noise as I scarcely thought possible from a human throat.

The beast paused, suddenly confused, then drew away—fast as the wind and nearly as quiet.

We were once again alone in the low cloud.
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The sleet turned to full-on snow.

“Challenger. We need to get off this hill.”

The Professor ignored me, and headed off, not downwards toward safety, but further uphill in the direction in which the beast had gone.

I chased after him reluctantly, round the side of the main peak, following a track that was barely noticeable in the thickening snow.

Challenger stopped, looking at the ground. “Do you see, Malone?”

In truth, I saw little but snow, but Challenger hadn’t stopped for an answer. He was off and running again almost immediately. The air got colder still and driving snow bit against my face. The wind got up, screaming louder in my ears.

For what seemed like hours I followed Challenger’s broad back. I was never able to see much more than a few yards ahead, expecting at any second that an attack would come lumbering out of the cloud. I was surprised when the snow stopped and the sun briefly broke through the mist. We stood in a clear patch of ground nearly fifty yards in diameter. As I turned to my right, a huge gray lumbering figure seemed to rear up out of the cloud. I raised my hands in surrender … and laughed when my own shadow, cast against a wall of cloud, also raised its arms.

“There’s your bogle, Challenger,” I said. “A trick of light and fog, no more than that.”

A rough cough from inside the mist answered me, and as quickly as it had opened up, the cloud closed in around us again. We stood still for several minutes, but the sound was not repeated.

Once more I followed Challenger’s back as he led us along a narrow track.

I knew that, given how far we had walked, we had left the main peak of the Beinn behind. Indeed, the path started to descend into a corrie, firstly down a mild slope, then onto steeper ground where we had to slide on our rear ends for long stretches. For once I was glad of the thick cloud, for it cleared once on our way down and showed us to be perched only yards from the edge of a vertiginous drop of several hundred feet to the valley below. I clenched my buttocks as if that would somehow help my hold on the path and scrambled downward.

I was almost relieved to come to a halt on a ledge before a dark damp cave.

“Surely you don’t intend to beard the beast in its lair?” I asked in dismay.

Challenger didn’t answer. He walked into the cave.

The beast wailed from inside.
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I was not about to abandon my old friend to his fate. Besides, a wind got up, stronger than ever, and the snow began falling steadily again. If I stayed where I was there was a fair chance of getting blown off the hill to fall to the valley floor. I knew from my glimpses on the way down that I wouldn’t survive such a tumble.

I followed Challenger into the cave.

The interior was dry and smelled like a cowshed on a hot summer’s day. I was most surprised to see pictographs on the walls. They looked like they had been daubed in blood, and were, in the main, crude representations of animals and birds. Three large hairy beasts were depicted in a whiter pigment, cavorting under what I took to be a full moon.

I did not have time for a closer inspection. Challenger had already moved deeper in the cave, following the beast’s howls. I went after him.

I soon came to a wider chamber, only dimly lit by what little sun penetrated this far inside. Challenger stood there, a bemused expression on his face. There was no other exit apparent … but he was quite alone. There was no sign of any beast, nor that one had been here for a very long time.

My eyes were immediately drawn to the debris that littered the floor. To my left was little more than a jumble of what looked like skeletal remains of deer and rabbit. But to my right three small bodies had been laid neatly to rest. Even in their desiccated state I recognized the conical heads and the gray, patchy fur.

They had young.

Challenger knelt beside the corpses.

“These are ancient,” he said. “The dry air has mummified them, and it is hard to tell exactly how old they might be. But it is many centuries, by my estimation.”

He reached into his jacket and took out the envelope. He showed me where a patch of fur on one of the bodies had been disturbed. “A small animal—wildcat, or maybe a pine marten, has been at these. That’ll be how the hair got out onto the moor.”

“But what of the big ones up on the hill? Where have they gone?”

Challenger suddenly looked old and tired. “I am not sure they were ever there. Did I not ask you? Did you not see?”

“See what?”

“There were no footprints in the snow, not up on the hill, or on the path that led us here. The beasts were never there.”

Of course my mind was immediately full of questions, but Challenger was on the move again, heading back to the cave entrance.

“We will be back with some light and some proper equipment,” he said. “But for now, we’d best be getting off this hill.”

We were not going anywhere anytime soon. The snow had whipped up into a blizzard, the wind roaring diagonally across the cave entrance. To attempt a descent would have been suicide. What is more, the light was starting to go. It seemed we would be spending the night in the cave.
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We would not go hungry, for we still had sandwiches and a second Dewar flask of tea. We also had plenty of smokes, but came up short on materials to make a fire. We withstood it for as long as we could, but in the end there was no other choice. Challenger was almost beside himself with despair, but we had to burn the carcasses, saving only a single skull that Challenger put carefully into his backpack.

The mere act of smoking a cigarette calmed me somewhat, and the growing heat from our small fire started to dispel some of my blue funk from earlier, but I was still on edge, expecting an attack at any moment.

Challenger, however, seemed lost deep in thought.

“Do you know what we have lost?” he said as we sat, finally warm, around the fire.

“Never mind that, old man,” I said. “What about the things on the hill? We both saw them.”

“Yes, we did,” Challenger replied. “But I am equally certain they were never really there. Beasts that size could not survive on the meager offerings available up here. Not now … but they might have thousands of years ago.”

“But we saw them. We heard them.”

Challenger nodded. “I even smelled them. But I cannot deny the evidence. They made no footprints. It seems the minister was right. My personal philosophy will need to be realigned to encompass this new information.”

I too was struggling to comprehend.

“Perhaps,” I said haltingly. “If there are indeed such things as ghosts, they are not confined to man alone?”

“Or it may be, as I suspect, that our close cousins share more than just our physical nature … it may be they share a spiritual heritage as well? It is something I must think further upon. But it did indeed feel to me as if we were somehow led here, as if we were meant to find these children.”

That gave me more food for thought than I was willing to digest at that moment. The rigors of the day finally caught up with me. I felt weary to my bones and nodded into a kind of semi-waking doze by the fire. Eventually it turned into sleep.

I woke at some point later to a cold chamber and no sign of Challenger. I found him sitting out on the ledge, smoking. The wind had died to a breeze and the snow had stopped. The skies were partially clear, allowing moonlight to wash over the Highlands, shimmering in distant lochs and sending cloud-shadow scurrying over moorland.

Challenger shushed me before I could speak.

“Just listen,” he said.

At first there was only the breeze. Then I heard it, a high wailing song as if two voices were raised in unison. It came from high on the hill above us.

It sounded like angels singing.
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There is little left to tell. We made our descent early, carefully picking our way down slopes made slippery with already melting snow.

I only looked back once, as a beam of morning sunlight pierced the gloom. I turned away to shield my eyes and saw our shadows, cast high against the low cloud.

I raised a hand.

The auld gray man of Bienn Mac Dhuie raised his in farewell.

 

 


The Ape-Man
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It became apparent to me by the end of 1913 that I had acquired somewhat of a reputation in the newsroom as the person who would be handed the more outlandish stories to chase up. I blamed it on my association with Challenger, given his reputation in the general populace. But in all truth I did not particularly mind, as it got me out of the office on a regular basis, and often allowed me to indulge in some of my recurrent fantasies of adventure and derring-do.

So when McGuire called me into his office in late November of that year, I went feeling a sense of anticipation at what might lie ahead. I was not to be disappointed.

“An ape-man?” I said, and laughed. “Somebody has spotted Mowgli?”

McGuire did not share my mirth. “No. More like those things you and Challenger say you saw in the Amazon. You know what I mean: primitive types with lots of hair? There have been a number of sightings. Whether it’s just one or whether it’s a group, I have no idea, but they’re seeing something, that’s for sure. Head out to Chislehurst and have a look, will you?”

“Chislehurst? What in blazes would an ape-man be doing in Chislehurst, of all places?”

This time McGuire did laugh. “If I knew that, I wouldn’t have to send you, would I? And see if your pal Challenger fancies joining you. He’s always good for a quote. He might be as mad as a bag of badgers, but having the old coot on the front page sells papers, I’ll give him that.”
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A little over an hour later I sat in a train leaving Waterloo Station for Kent. Challenger sat opposite me. It being only mid-day during the week, we had the carriage to ourselves. We lit up smokes, and the Professor started probing for more information.

“There’s little more to tell, old chap,” I said. “Several of the village’s residents have reported seeing an ape, a hairy man, in the vicinity of the village green. And before you ask, there have been no circus visits, no traveling shows, and no animal has been reported missing from any of the zoos across the country.”

I prided myself on being able to second-guess most questions and had made sure before departure that I had all the available facts on hand, but Challenger’s next question threw me sideways.

“Tell me, Malone?” he asked. “Is there any construction work going on in the vicinity of the caves?”

All I knew of the Chislehurst caves was that they were caves, in Chislehurst. And Challenger point-blank refused to enlighten me any further.

“I shall say no more,” he said, and sat back in his seat, puffing contentedly on a most noxious black Russian cheroot. “We don’t have enough data to form a hypothesis at this stage. Let’s wait until we see the lie of the land.”

We contented ourselves with small talk, mostly about rugger, and passed a pleasant journey in the cozy carriage. That was to be the end of comfort for a while, as we arrived in Chislehurst under steady drizzle that turned to rain as we walked up the hill away from the railway station. I did not protest when Challenger suggested taking some respite in the Black Bull for a spot of lunch and a beer; the inn had been on my list of places to visit in any case, having been the source of two of the stories McGuire had related to me.

The large bar was quiet and almost empty, but the barman seemed keen enough to talk. He poured our beer, fetched two large portions of a still-warm pork pie, and did not move away.

I took some money from my wallet and laid it on the bar, just out of his reach. “Malone, from The Express,” I said. “How would you like to be on the front page of tomorrow’s paper?”

Challenger, to his credit, managed to hold off from interrupting me unduly as I set to trying to uncover the story of the “ape-man.”
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We left the bar an hour later. The barman had a new half-crown in his pocket, we had eaten an excellent lunch, drunk some fine beer … and learned the address of the first man to see the ape-man. What with that, and the fact that the rain had now stopped, I was feeling rather pleased with the world at that point.

“You’ll find the vicar at the manse,” the barman had said. “It’s early enough yet that you’ll still get some sense out of him.”

We discovered what had been meant by that remark when we were shown in to the front parlor of the large house on the edge of the local cemetery.

“Sherry?” the vicar asked. Without waiting for a reply, he poured a large glass each for Challenger and myself. The vicar’s own tipple came from the whisky bottle that sat on the occasional table beside a well-loved armchair. He was a small, unprepossessing man, with the reddest nose I have ever seen and the trembling hands of a hardened drinker. He perched on the edge of his seat like a sparrow ready to take flight at the slightest provocation, and when I mentioned the ape-man he made a grab for the whisky bottle, as if afraid it might be taken from him.

“I thought it was a ghost at first,” he whispered. “I’ve seen them before, you know, out in the cemetery. But that was before we had the old oak taken down. It’s been quiet since then.…” He stopped and gulped down some Scotch before continuing. “It was last Friday night. I had just locked up the church, turned back to the path, and there it—he—was. At first I thought it was a beggar …we get a lot of men of the road passing through here … but he sniffed at me in a most peculiar manner, and let out a snuffling grunt that sounded more like something I’d expect from a hog. I stepped forward, offering a hand of kindness. At that, the newcomer moved toward me, for the first time coming completely out of the shadows.”

The old man stopped and finished off his Scotch, immediately pouring another.

“Was it an ape?” Challenger asked.

“I thought so, at first,” the vicar replied. He gazed past my left shoulder, eyes unfocused, remembering. “But it stood up straight, like a man. Its face was completely covered in thick black hair, and was strangely flat around the brow and nose. And the teeth were larger than I would expect on a man. His hands were likewise covered in matted hair, although the palms were white, if somewhat leathery.

“And that is all I can tell you. He was real, I know that much, for he turned and ran from me, leaving distinct footprints in the gravel of the path that leads up to the church.”

That was indeed all he could tell us, despite some prodding from me. I could also see that, given the amount of whisky he was draining, it would not be too long before we would get nothing sensible at all from him. Challenger had seen the same thing, and surprised me again with a last question.

“Tell me, vicar,” he said. “Are there any entrances to the caves around here?”

“Why, yes,” the old man replied. “Indeed, the church is built on top of them. Plays havoc with the foundations.”
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We left the old man to his liquor and made directly for the church that sat at the far side of the cemetery from the manse. The short walk gave me a chance to quiz Challenger.

“Why the sudden obsession with these caves, old man?” I said. Despite the fact that I was taller, with significant advantage in length of leg, I struggled to keep up with the Professor as he strode quickly along the path. I knew the signs all too well. He had the scent of exploration in his nostrils, and little would stop him now short of a brick wall in his path. And even then, my money would still be on Challenger.

“It may be nothing,” he said. “But there is usually a correlation between apes and caves, is there not? Remember the plateau?”

I remember it all too well. I was only too aware of just how close to death Challenger had come at the hands of those apes. I had no desire to meet another of their kind, certainly not here in the heart of civilization.

Challenger didn’t wait for an answer. “I have been seeing a pattern recently,” he said. “Many old stories are coming back round again in new forms, what with Mr. Wells and his Morlocks, Kipling and his jungle boy. And I understand there is some kind of apeman causing quite a sensation over in the U.S.A. just this year. People are starting to yearn for a return to the primitive—perhaps even the savage. Something is afoot, you mark my words. And I mean to get to the bottom of it.”
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I had no time to ask anything else, as we had arrived at the church. The vicar had told us of an entrance to the underground cave system at the rear of the building, and we found it quickly enough. A stout door opened to reveal a set of stone steps leading down into darkness. It was obvious that it was, at least occasionally, in use, for there was an oil lamp hanging on a hook near the entrance. I lit it up and carried it in front of me as we began on our way down, taking it slowly in case of accident.

“Strictly speaking, these aren’t caves at all, of course,” Challenger said as we came to the foot of the steps and the path leveled out. Passages ran off in three directions from the chamber in which we had arrived. “These chalk and flint mines run for about twenty miles in total under here. Remarkable engineering work, considering it was mostly done in the early medieval period.”

His voice echoed and if anything, boomed even louder than was normal, here in the confined space. And as if in answer came the thud of feet on hard ground from nearby.

“After him, Malone,” Challenger shouted, and we headed off at a run, following the rapidly receding footsteps down into the leftmost side chamber. The pursuit came to a quick halt when the passageway opened out into another hall, this one with five exits. We stopped, but I heard nothing but our own breathing.

“We can’t go chasing around down here, Challenger,” I said. “It’s a labyrinth.”

He reluctantly agreed. “Then we shall return later with a ball of string,” he said. “But think on it, Malone. What if there really is a relict hominid down here? Think of the implications for science.”

I was thinking more on the implications for my nervous disposition. I was about to mention that when a low growl echoed around us. Challenger turned toward the apparent source of the sound, just in time to face a head-on attack. It came fast, hunched low, moving in much the same way as I had seen the apes of the plateau employ, a rolling, fast gait. I only had time to register the fact it had blue eyes and a barrel chest almost a match for Challenger’s own, before the two of them were locked in a grappling match.

The beast growled and grunted, and Challenger yelled back at it, bawling a cry of defiance at point-blank range. He pushed the thing away from him, sending it stumbling against a wall. He spun on his heel and, as the ape launched itself into another attack, landed a perfect right hook on the side of its face. It fell away with a whimper. The blow might have broken the neck of a normal man, but only a second later the ape had turned and come forward once more. Challenger raised his hands, ready to defend himself again, when a shot rang out, almost deafening. A chip of stone flew near the ape’s left foot. The beast turned and fled, gone as quickly as it had come.

The man who had fired the shot stepped out of the shadows behind me. “I’m sorry for that, gentlemen,” he said. “I did not expect anyone else to be down here.”

I went to check on Challenger. His topcoat and waistcoat were in shreds, and he had a welt at his neck that oozed blood, almost black in the dim light from the oil lamp. His eyes fluttered and he staggered, threatened to fall.

“Explanations can wait for later,” I said. “Give me a hand here. We need to get Challenger out of these caves before that thing comes back.”

The newcomer put his pistol away in a holster at his left hip, and between us we managed to manhandle Challenger back to the place we had entered the system. The old chap surprised me by pushing us away and starting up the steps on his own accord.

“I’ll be fine,” he said, taking out a handkerchief and holding it to his wound. “It’s nothing some good Scotch and a better explanation won’t cure.”

 

It was only when we were back out in the light that I saw our newcomer properly for the first time. He was older than I had thought, somewhere in his fifties, and walked with a pronounced limp in his left leg. His face was drawn and haggard, giving him the look of a man who carried the cares of the world. But he proved mannerly enough.

“I have a house nearby,” he said, and managed a smile. “I also have good Scotch, and a better explanation, if you will listen. It is high time I told somebody.”

So it was that ten minutes later we were to be found sitting in a rather well appointed front room, sipping some dashed fine Scotch. Challenger had cleaned and patched his wound, and it was not as bad as it had originally looked, but I was afraid his topcoat and waistcoat would not survive the night. Challenger seemed unconcerned. He raised his glass at our new host.

“Now, good sir, a story if you please. How is it you come to be chasing a relict hominid through the caverns of Chiselhurst?”

The man was quiet for several seconds, as if wondering where to begin. He sighed loudly, then launched into his story.
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“It was not a relict hominid who attacked you. Not in the sense you may mean it, in any case. But to convince you of that fact, I will have to tell you the whole story.

“It begins in a small church in a remote corner of North East Scotland. My traveling companion—I shall call him Johnson—was drawn there in search of a doctor. James McIntyre was his goal—a medical man who had spent much of his life in Edinburgh. James had been a Renaissance man; not only a healer, but also a philosopher, a mathematician and a chemist.

“More importantly for our purposes, he was also Johnson’s grandfather. Thus far in our travels we had visited five graveyards in the area, all to no avail. This was our last chance. We knew that McIntyre had lived in this vicinity at the latter end of his life, but had no idea where he might be buried. If we didn’t find him, then Johnson’s search for his forefather would come to an abrupt end.

“I would not relish the end of our travels. Johnson had proved to be an excellent companion, both witty and erudite with a gentle manner that made our journeys seem short and pleasant. Nothing seemed to bother him. He was as excited as a schoolboy as we pushed our way through the old rusted gate, and he was still smiling almost an hour later although our search had so far proved fruitless. I saw his pale hands tremble each time he moved the grass aside on another gravestone, and with each new disappointment there was only the merest of furrows on his brow.

“As for myself, I had already given up hope and was turning back toward the gate when a voice hailed us from within the small battered church. At first I took him for a youth, but as he moved into the light I could see that it was age that had withered him. The backs of his hands were infested with liver spots, and his teeth were so yellow as to be almost brown. He was bent forward and was only able to walk with the aid of a stout cane, but his handshake was firm and his eyes were clear and unclouded.

“He bade us good morning and asked if he could help us. When Johnson mentioned our search his eyes suddenly showed fear, but then I could see that he had made a decision as he invited us into the small quiet church.

“Little light penetrated the gloom as we were led through to a tiny room at the back, and silence seemed to be the order of the day as the old minister pulled a heavy sea-chest away from the wall.

“‘This was left in trust to me. I must tell you that it seems to have belonged to the man you are seeking. It was to be left here until a descendant came to claim it. It would seem sir, that you are that man.’

“His left hand burrowed deep into his vestments and emerged with a large key that he handed to Johnson before turning away.

“‘If you need anything, you need only call,’ he said.

“He left us alone in the room, and it was all Johnson could do to contain his excitement.

“‘It’s here. It’s really here. And it is just as the old man’s journals described it.’

“He had never given me a reason for his almost irrational desire to find his grandfather but I had a feeling that I was about to find out. A deep chill settled on my soul, a blackness that could not be shaken. I longed for sunlight and the sound of the sea, but Johnson, in his desire, was already kneeling on the floor beside the chest.

“It was a simply wrought thing, its boards warped and cracked with age but the key fit securely in the lock which turned easily with only the slightest pressure.

“The chest creaked and groaned as we lifted the lid to reveal a closely packed collection of notebooks—leather bound and yellowed with age. I opened several; they were all covered in the same, crabbed, handwriting, volume after volume of chemical formulae and mathematical equations. I counted thirty of them before we unearthed the rest of the contents.

“There were two loose manuscripts: the first, in a fine stylish script, seemed to be a letter to Dr. McIntyre, and the second, in the same hand as the first, was either a much longer letter or a tale of some length. I was unable to see the front page as Johnson immediately snatched the main bundle of papers away and hid them deep in his coat. He would have done the same with the letter if he had not been stopped by the sight of something glinting at the bottom of the chest.

“By moving the last of the journals aside he uncovered a small glass vessel, the sort a medical man might use to carry potions to the ailing. And inside the vessel was a sickly fluid, glowing green in the dim light. Johnson’s eyes reflected that gleam and, for the first time in our acquaintance, I saw something which I did not like—a cold malice of thought.”
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Our host broke his story and rose from the chair. He went to his writing desk and came back with a small glass vessel containing a green liquid. He handed it to me. It moved thickly, as if almost solid. I held it up to the light, which barely showed through.

“This is what your “relict hominid” is looking for, gentlemen,” our host said. “This is why he is here in Chiselhurst. But it all started back then in that church, when Johnson found this liquid in the chest.”
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“He unscrewed the top of the jar, breaking the seal in the process, and before I could stop him, he tipped the noxious contents down his throat. I dashed the vessel from his lips with a cry, but the look he gave me was so full of rage that I stepped back. He reached toward me but his hands began to tremble, a convulsion racking his body. He fell backwards, his head striking the floor with a dull thud, and white flecks of foam flew from his lips.

“I went to the door and called for the old minister. I had barely turned back to the room when I was struck hard from behind and blackness threatened to creep in at the edges of my sight. I only caught a glimpse of Johnson as he pushed me aside, but he was no longer the upright figure that I had come to know. His back was bent, his knuckles reached almost to the ground and, although the light was dim, the thick black hairs on the back of his hands could be clearly seen.

“As he disappeared from view I made to follow, but the blow I had taken had enfeebled me and I could only manage several slow steps before the blackness finally took me. As I fell to the hard floor it seemed that I heard a scream, a long howl as of a wild creature in pain.

“I was awakened by the rough hand of a policeman, and it was many long hours before they believed my story. But there was no blood on my hands or my clothes, and whatever had killed the old minister had inflicted such wounds as to strike his head from his body.

“In the end they were forced to give me my freedom. I believe the letter may have had something to do with it—the letter I still had in my hand when the police found me.”
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He rose again from the chair and went to his writing desk, lifting a single sheet of paper from the top of a pile of letters.

“I brought everything from that chest with me when I came here. You must believe me when I say that I searched everywhere for Johnson. But in the three years since that day, I only managed to find the aftermath of some most dreadful crimes of violence. In the end, the blow to the head I had taken took its toll. My health finally gave out and I left Scotland, returning here to my family home.

“I did not know that he would follow me. I did not know that he was searching for the elixir … until several days ago, when I heard reports of the sightings in and around the village. Since then, I have been hunting him … and he has been hunting me.”

He started back across the room toward us, carrying the sheet of paper.

The front window of the room fell in with a crash as something heavy came through it. Before either Challenger or myself could move it knocked our host aside, and came straight for me, its gaze firmly fixed on the glass vessel I held in my hand. I had no time to rise from my chair. I kicked out at it with both feet, but did little to stop the assault. Its whole weight fell on my chest. I smelled it, musty and sour, like a wet dog. Hot breath blew in my face and it roared. The glass vessel was removed, none too gently, from my hand.

“No!” our host shouted. There was a shot and I felt the body on my chest jerk. The beast wailed, and the weight lifted from me as it threw itself straight at the man with the gun. He went down firing, their combined weight buckling his gammy leg and sending them both to the ground. He fired again, even as the beast tore his face off with a single blow, and again, just before it broke his neck, then fell forward to join him on the carpet.

I bent to check. When I looked down there were two men lying on the carpet, one naked, one clothed.

They were both quite dead.
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Of course we had a dashed hard time trying to make sense of the situation to the satisfaction of the local constabulary. But it was obvious even to them that the two dead men had killed each other, although we were quite at a loss to explain why one of them was completely naked, or where Challenger had got his fresh wound.

In the end they were forced to let us go, but not before we spent a sleepless night in the police station being asked the same questions over and over again.

So it was that we caught an early morning train back to town, both of us rather bedraggled and dog tired.

“What in blazes happened?” I asked once we were settled in the carriage.

Challenger puffed mightily at a fresh cheroot before replying. “You may recall our conversation yesterday, where I mentioned the growth of stories of ape men, and noble savages? There is something of a movement afoot in society, a desire to return to a more primitive, less stressful way of existence. I believe that might have been what poor Johnson was originally searching for. He should have asked us, Malone, for we, alone above men here, know better. The modern age may indeed be stressful for many. But it is infinitely better than the alternative.”

I nodded in agreement.

“But it still doesn’t explain the how of it.”

“I can help there. I took this before the police could find it. They would never have understood it.” 

He reached into his pocket and took out a single sheet of paper. There was blood on the edges, but it was perfectly readable. The letter explained everything.

 

My Dear Doctor,

 

Please pardon this intrusion into your privacy.

 

Several years ago I had the pleasure of making your acquaintance in Edinburgh, and I was most impressed with your theories and experiments concerning the descent of man and the awakening of the primitive aspects of our natures.

 

As you may know, I have been having some success as a humble scribe, and I have taken the liberty of incorporating part of your theory into my current work.

 

It will only be a penny dreadful, but I am proud of it nonetheless.

 

I have enclosed my original draft of the story for your perusal. Of course, if you disagree with the content, or if I have misrepresented you in some way, then the work will go no further.

 

I await your reply.

 

Yours in good faith,

Robert Louis Stevenson

 

 


The Penge Terror
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The spring of 1914 was a tense one in London.

Rumors of war spread wherever people gathered, and gazes were set across the channel to the mainland of Europe, where the dynastic heads of old empires seemed determined to rattle their sabers and prepare for battle. An explosion in the south of the capital did little to lessen the fears of the people, especially when talk turned to it being a possible weapon, a new German bomb that could strike from a great distance.

McGuire wasted no time in sending me out, under orders to come back with the story or not bother coming back at all.

I was already in a foul mood upon boarding the train at Victoria, and that was not helped in the slightest by the fact that the passengers of said train seemed to be mostly fellow reporters from Fleet Street’s finest. Any story I was lucky enough to weasel from the site was likely to be shared by every other newspaper.

I needed an angle, and I needed one fast.
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We arrived in Penge at lunchtime, and it was obvious that something big was afoot. A cordon had been thrown around a block of houses three streets to the south of the station itself, and it showed all the signs of being a military-run affair. Armed men stopped us before we were a hundred yards from the station.

“No further, sirs,” a squaddie said, and by the look on his face he’d said it too many times already that morning.

Nobody was talking. I spent half an hour in the Crooked Billet, a renowned local hostelry of some age, just probing, but even the locals did not have much of a clue as to what had happened.

“It were five in the morning, guv’nor,” the man next to me said. “I had just got up to do my business in the outhouse when there was an almighty bang and the gaff next door fell in. My old ticker was going twenty to the dozen, I’ll tell you that for nowt. We got Old Dave out from the rubble, and he’s away to the infirmary for a check-up, but I think he’ll be right as rain. He told me to keep the corner seat here warm for him, and that he’d be in for a pint later.”

“But what caused it?” I asked.

The man shrugged, and made serious inroads into the ale that had been his price for talking to me.

“I’ll be buggered if I know, guv’nor,” he said. “Pardon my French and all, but it all happened so fast, and now the squaddies won’t even let me up to my own house. The missus is in an awful state and …”

I left him to the ale and went in search of someone in command.

I didn’t have to look far. The officer in charge was already surrounded, three deep in reporters. There wasn’t going to be any exclusive story there. I had almost decided to return to the bar and drown my sorrows when I saw a familiar figure beyond the cordon, walking toward me with a grim look on his face. At first I thought I had the wrong man, for although this figure was as broad and stout as my old friend, the flowing beard in evidence seemed more gray than I knew it to be. I soon saw that I had merely been deceived, for the man shook out his beard and hair, and a plume of dust fell around him.

“Challenger!” I called out, twice before he paid me any attention. He looked up, and finally saw me.

“Malone? Well met, my boy. Come and have a look at this; see what you can make of it.”

The squaddies on guard weren’t too keen on letting a civilian through, but Challenger’s name seemed to carry some weight among the soldiers, and on his say-so I was allowed to pass. I heard the pained cries of my fellow journalists behind the cordon as I joined Challenger, and I wore a small contented smile as we headed for the scene of the explosion.

“So what’s the story, old man,?” I said as we walked up what had been only the night before a quiet side street, now little more than a smoking ruin of brick, dust and rubble. Challenger didn’t reply at first, merely led me to what I had taken to be just another hole in the ground, and pointed in to it.

“There’s your story, Malone. And what a story it will be.”

I looked down at a large, smoking rock, half-buried in what was left of a wardrobe.

“This is why I was called in,” Challenger said. “I’m their man when it comes to strange rocks, apparently. And this one is very strange indeed, although I won’t know much more until it cools down enough to allow us to examine it. That’ll be a few hours yet, I’m afraid. What do you say to a beer?”
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Ten minutes later, I was back in the same bar as before. Several of the other journalists had also taken residence there, and when they saw Challenger they started in on him with questions. The first one that got too pushy got bawled at for his impudence, and the second one got punched in the jaw. After that, they left the old man alone. We were able to get a seat in a quiet corner, and it was only after we lit up smokes and had full tankards in front of us that Challenger brought me fully up to date on the situation at hand.

“It’s a meteorite,” he said after taking a prodigious gulp of ale. “And a dashed big one at that. We’re lucky it didn’t land in a more populated spot.”

“So where did it come from?” I asked.

He pointed upwards.

“Who knows?” he said. “It could have been up there for millions of years, minding its own business until caught in our gravity well. Or it could have been part of an asteroid, blown apart by some unimaginable cataclysm. We may never really know. But I intend that we have a jolly good try at answering those questions.”

It seemed to be implied that I was to be included in any investigations, so I did my best to keep my mouth shut and look interested. I was now on the inside of the biggest story of the day. McGuire would never forgive me if I messed things up now.

As it turned out, there was precious little investigation done in the course of a long afternoon. We drank beer, smoked more than was good for us, and we each ate several of the establishment’s excellent pork pies. I was feeling quite mellow, the only cloud on my horizon being the fact that I would have to leave soon if I was to meet the deadline for the evening edition.

But all thought of any such deadlines was suddenly forgotten. A white-faced squaddie arrived at a run and made straight for Challenger.

“The Colonel says you’re to come right away, begging your pardon, sir,” he said. “There’s something happening up at the site.”

The bar emptied fast as journalists tried to beg or bribe their way through the cordon. But I was the one with a smile on my face as I was waved through once more alongside Challenger, trying hard to resist the urge to wave gleefully at the glum faces we left behind.

I felt much less gleeful when we looked down into the hole.

Something had indeed changed. The surface of the rock was no longer smooth. It now looked more like a packed ball of gravel than a smooth stone, and even as we watched, a quarter of the topmost half slid off, pitter-pattering to the ground below. It left behind a deep scar on the surface and, showing through plain as day, a metal surface etched with many strange pictographs.
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Of course this new discovery led to some degree of consternation. The Colonel’s first assumption was that this was indeed a bomb, just one that had not yet exploded. He ordered all the men to back off to a safe distance, but Challenger has never been much of one for listening to orders, and he stood his ground. I felt quite the rebel in standing at his side as the military men retreated, leaving us alone on the site.

“The Colonel might have a point,” I said as Challenger started to clamber down into the rubble-filled hole. “It might be a weapon.”

“Nonsense,” the Professor replied, already approaching within touching distance of the thing. “No weapon ever had carvings like this. Come down and see for yourself.”

He said it in a tone that brooked no argument. I picked my way down through the ruin and arrived at his side just as he started to wipe away what was left of the gravel. It crumbled, now little more than ash, below his hand, revealing the object beneath to be a solid metal sphere. As I put out my hand I felt the waves of heat that emanated, even now, from the metal.
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“So if it’s not a weapon … it most certainly is not a meteorite. What in blazes is it?” I asked. I realized I had whispered, as if afraid of speaking too loud.

Challenger had no such qualms. “It’s a bally mystery, that’s what it is,” he said, and laughed loudly. “Look here.”

He pointed at the symbols on the sphere’s surface. The one immediately below his finger showed a series of concentric circles, with the fourth one out from the center having been etched deeper into the metal.

“It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Challenger said, but I am afraid I didn’t get his point. He put his finger in the groove and ran it round the circle. “Four out from the center? It can only be one thing. This sphere has come to us from Mars. We’re getting a visit from the neighbors.”

Challenger was so taken with the idea that he looked at me, expecting me to be just as captivated. He didn’t see what happened next. The concentric circles under his finger collapsed in on themselves revealing a dark hole through to the center of the sphere. A wisp of gray smoke puffed out of the hole, and the next thing I knew Challenger was screaming blue murder. Something had leapt out of the cavity and attached itself to his hand. Blood spurted, and Challenger yelled again. He threw his hand away from his body, and whatever had been holding on finally let go. It flew through the air and landed, hard, on the remains of a kitchen sink. It was only then that I got a good look at it.

At first glance it looked like a bloody huge insect: a segmented body one inch in diameter and almost a foot long, with too many legs and a pair of antennae in front that seemed to taste the air. But this was no organic beast. It appeared to be totally made of a shiny, almost mercurial, metal. When the thing moved it flowed almost as much as it ran.

“Get it, Malone,” Challenger shouted, but I could not make my legs move. I could only watch as the thing slid into what had been the outlet of the sink and disappeared from view.

“Dash it,” Challenger shouted. I turned to apologize, just in time to see half a dozen more of the insects crawl from the aperture and taste the air.

“I think it’s time to beat a strategic retreat, old man,” I said. Challenger agreed. I had to give him a hand up the slope on the way out of the crater, for he seemed to be in some pain from the wound he had taken, but he insisted on stopping for a look back as we crested the lip.

More of the creatures, a score at least, had pulled themselves out of the sphere and were scurrying among the ruins. When three of them started to take an interest in us, we turned away and headed at speed from the site.
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My first priority was to get Challenger to stand still long enough for us to get a look at the damage to his hand. He had been energized by the whole affair, and his prodigious intellect had burst into action, sparking ideas in all directions. Only the promise of a smoke and a Scotch got him to quiet down, if only for a minute.

The Colonel, of course, wanted to know exactly what had happened, what we had seen, but he refused to believe our stories of “insect machines” and, against our protestations, sent three young squaddies to investigate. I might have been more concerned for their well-being had not I been so keen to see to Challenger’s wound. I frog-marched him back to the Crooked Billet and finally got him to sit down.

The old man had gone quite pale, but seemed none the worse for wear, apart from a nasty wound in the web of flesh between thumb and forefinger. The thing had taken a fingernail-sized chunk out of the Professor. He let me wash the wound, and then he wrapped it in a handkerchief and promptly forgot about it as he kept up a constant flow of speculation.

“It has to be Mars,” he muttered as he lit a cheroot. I passed him a beer and a double whisky. He downed the Scotch in one gulp, chased it down with half a pint of beer and, apparently unaffected, kept muttering. “But why here? Why now?”

“More importantly, I think,” I said. “Where now? Where are those insects? What are they doing?”

He didn’t answer me directly. “The technology is many years beyond ours, of course,” he said. “But think of the challenges involved, Malone, to fling something across millions of miles of space and hit your target, something no more than a small dot in the vastness.”

“Again one has to ask: for what purpose?”

Challenger’s face lit up. “There’s one way to find out. We shall go and ask it.”

I do believe he might have done so there and then had not matters intervened.

At least I got the answer to one of my questions. It became quite clear where the creatures had gone when the screaming started on the far side of the bar.

Someone threw a tankard that struck the wall with a clang and splashed beer all over the floor. At the same time I heard a skittering as something with too many legs ran across wooden floorboards.

“What in blazes was that?” someone else shouted. Before anyone could answer, another scream rang out.

“It’s on me leg!” a woman called out. Then she screamed again, not in fear this time, but a high wail of pain. The bar descended into a nightmare scene of pandemonium with people trying to escape running into people trying to see what was going on, people screaming in panic or pain, and everywhere around us the skittering sound of metal on wood.

Finally the noise abated as the bar cleared of people. Challenger looked around. The skittering came again, from three separate points of the room. He drained his tankard of beer, stood, and started advancing toward the nearest spot, in the corner behind the bar itself. I followed, rather more circumspectly. I reached Challenger’s side as he turned around the corner of the bar, and I saw his face go pale again.

A body lay on the floor, dead eyes staring at the ceiling. The poor man had a small hole in his neck at the jugular, and it looked like most of his blood had poured out of him. Red tracks led away along the skirting board, and disappeared around the far end of the bar.
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What followed was a seemingly endless round of recriminations, buck-passing and form-filling as the military tried to find someone to blame for the fiasco. Outside the bar, several people needed medical attention, and I busied myself helping them. In doing so I managed to avoid the Colonel’s obvious rage, which was mostly directed at Challenger. The Professor took it all remarkably calmly, which was a matter of some note in itself, for normally he would be giving as good as he got, toe-to-toe with the Colonel in a red-faced bellowing match. I realized why he had controlled himself when the Colonel finally stopped berating him.

“I need to go back up to the site,” Challenger said, calmly. He looked the Colonel straight in the eye. “And I’ll go over your head if I have to.”

The Colonel backed down first. There are not many men who can stand under Challenger’s gaze for too long. I guessed that the officer had already decided that Challenger would be the one to take any flak that might come down from above, and letting the Professor have his head was just another way to ensure that outcome. The officer did, however, have one parting shot.

“If you’re not back in ten minutes, I have given instructions that the site is to be mortar-bombed. I intend to level the area and ensure that nothing will survive.”

The man turned on his heel and left before Challenger could reply. The Professor looked over at me and raised an eyebrow.

“Well, Malone. What say you? Are you still chasing the story?”
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It had started to get dark by the time we once again crossed through the cordon. We met three squaddies coming back down from the site.

“Rather you than me, sir,” the eldest of the three said as we passed. “Them creepy-crawlies give me the willies right enough.”

“No further attacks?” Challenger asked.

The man shook his head. “No. But they’re up to something, sure as eggs is eggs. They’re sneaky little buggers.”

I did not quite get his meaning at the time, but the short walk up to the site soon had me in full agreement. Every patch of grass, every row of hedge seemed to rustle with hidden activity. I had an almost-overwhelming feeling of being watched, and an equally strong urge to turn tail and head back to the bar for a stiffener. We only saw one of the insects, but it ignored us completely, seemingly intent on eating rowan berries from a young tree at the side of the road. Challenger took the chance to study it more closely.

“Careful, old bean,” I said, but he paid me no heed, standing almost directly beneath the creature as it fed, staring up at it. I had a mental image of it falling on his face and starting to burrow, and my hand trembled as I put it on his shoulder.

“Come away, man. We don’t have time to dawdle. Remember what the Colonel said about mortars?”

He eventually deigned to join me again on the path to the site.

“The engineering is quite exquisite,” he said, talking to himself. “But why would their insects look so much like ours? Is the course of evolution fixed so tightly to niche and structure that we can expect life to take the same forms wherever we encounter it?”

That was not a question I was qualified to answer in any shape or form, so I held my peace as we approached the site once again.

The place was the center of a great deal of insect activity. They scurried all over the rubble, to and from the sphere. Some of them seemed to be carrying debris or rock, others plant material from a variety of sources. All went into the hole in the sphere. It had started to hum, as if contented.

“I was right,” Challenger muttered. “It is collecting samples.”

“And tell me, old chap,” I said. “What was it sampling from that poor man it killed?”

Challenger’s scientific detachment was never more apparent than in his reply.

“Blood, don’t you think? I would imagine that they would be jolly interested in what makes us tick.”

He started down into the crater.

“We don’t have time, Challenger,” I said. “Those mortars will be flying any minute now.”

“Blow the mortars. We might never get another chance like this. I have to try.”

He kept going, leaving me no choice but to follow, if only to ensure that someone was on hand to fetch him out of the hole if required.
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The hum was more insistent the closer we got to the sphere. It sent vibrations through my whole body, setting my teeth on edge and bringing on what would prove to be a monstrous headache. One of the insects ran over my foot, and it took all I had to stop myself from giving it an old-fashioned rugger punt into the distance.

Challenger advanced on the sphere, his hands held out in front of him, showing that he was weaponless. The hum from the sphere got even stronger. The hairs on my arms stood on end as blue electric sparks ran across the rubble underfoot.

“Challenger?” I said softly, and put a hand on his shoulder. I was too late to stop him. He reached out his right hand and put it directly on the sphere.

We went away.

I have no other words to describe it. One second we stood in the rubble in Penge, the next we seemed to be in a vast red desert under a sky that was almost purple. More of the insects scurried underfoot. In the distance a tall spire of blue glass rose high above a ruined city. Over in that direction larger things moved in a slumping gait, dark monstrosities of undifferentiated protoplasmic ooze that yet seemed full of benevolent intent as they turned their gaze toward where we stood. I felt something in my mind, drawing my memories forth to be studied, sampled.

We might have been there yet, being slowly emptied, had not a loud blast of a whistle dragged me out of whatever reverie I had succumbed to.

The mortars; I had forgotten about the mortars!

Challenger still had his hand on the sphere, a blank stare on his face. I had to use all my strength to move his arm and drag him off. He turned on me, anger clear on his features. He even went as far as to raise a hand, and I feared he might strike me. Then the whistle blew again.

“The mortars, Challenger,” I said. “We need to get out of here.”

“Bloody fools!” he bellowed. “You don’t know what you’re doing!”

I thought for a split second that he might ignore me and go back to the sphere, but he turned and started to scramble out of the crater. I followed. Several of the insects passed me going in the other direction, moving faster than I had seen before. I followed their movement and saw that they were all headed back to their source, slipping back down fluidly inside the sphere. The humming was almost deafening now, so much so that I only just heard the third, and final, blast of the Colonel’s whistle. Challenger and I dragged our bodies out of the crater and broke into a staggering run. Another whistle sounded, closer now, as mortars rained from overhead.

“Down,” Challenger shouted. I did not have to be told twice. I threw myself face down to the ground, covered my head with my arms, and wondered whether I had just taken my last breath.

The mortars went up with a flash and a bang. A wave of heat and pressure threw me forward, scraping my cheek on the gravel, then everything went black.
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The next thing I knew, Challenger was helping me to my feet. I don’t know how long I’d been out for, but it can’t have been more than a few seconds, for the army men were only now starting to arrive on the scene. The Colonel headed straight for Challenger.

“Of all the stupid …” 

He didn’t say another word. He wasn’t able to say anything for some time, as Challenger knocked him out cold with a single swift punch to the jaw. The squaddies showed no signs of acting on this insult to their officer; indeed, one of them, the older man who had spoken to us earlier, dropped me a wink and gave me a smile.

By this time Challenger had started to make his way back to the site … or rather what was left of it. The Colonel had been as good as his word. The site had been leveled, with no sign of either the house that had once stood there, or of the metal sphere.

“What have we done, Malone? This was our first chance at contact with an alien race. They may not be too happy at our belligerence to their approaches.”

The ground in the center of the new crater started to tremble and shake. I felt the vibration first in the soles of my feet, then the hum started, the same teeth-shaking noise as we had previously encountered. Something broke the surface of the soil; the shiny, metallic sphere, seemingly unharmed, rose up out of the ground.

Squaddies raised their weapons, but were given no time to shoot as the object rose up and away, at prodigious speed. We followed its flight upwards until it was no more than a speck. It blasted a perfectly round hole through the clouds then was lost to view forever.

“Will it be back, do you think?” a squaddie asked.

“Let us hope not,” Challenger said softly. “For, thanks to your Colonel here, I fear it has learned a great deal more from us than we did from it.”

We went back to the Crooked Billet, I drank more than I had intended to, and Challenger railed against the stupidity of man. As we left in darkness to catch a late train back into town, the military were cleaning up. I learned from a reporter from The Thunderer that the official story was of a gas buildup in old mine workings under Penge, and that no other explanation was forthcoming.

Once back at the Express, I told my tale to McGuire. I even wrote it down, much as I have here. But in the morning, the headlines were all the same. There had been a gas explosion. If we had indeed had a visit from our Martian neighbors, the world at large never heard of it. As I remember the slumping things in the red desert, and the way that my mind had been violated, I can only hope that they never do.

 

 


Drums in the Deep
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It was a month or so after the strange affair in Penge before I met Challenger again, and it was not in the best of circumstances. I had spent the morning crammed in a train carriage with a group heading for Scotland on a fishing weekend. Besides having to endure their frankly foul tobacco, a cheap blend that stung my throat and nostrils, I had listened to enough tall tales of monster salmon, near-catches and drunken evenings with local lasses to last me a lifetime.

Given my assignment, I was not exactly happy to disembark in Newcastle, but I was relieved all the same. The last part of my journey, although much more pleasant, consisting as it did of a solo carriage trip along the coast, gave me a chance to reflect on McGuire’s statement of that morning.

“It’s a bad one, Malone,” he had said. “A hundred and more trapped, and God knows how many dead. Get up there sharpish, and get me a story. And try not to step on any toes. This one’s going to be delicate.”

I got my first clue as to the scale of the possible disaster as we approached Ellington Colliery at lunchtime. The sound of crying and wailing carried to us on the wind even before I saw the crowd gathered at the colliery gates.

“This is as far as I can take you, sir,” my driver said. “And if you want my advice, you’ll turn around and head back to the toon, for naebody’s going to be getting inside; not until the bosses decide what story they want told.”

I happened to be of the same opinion and the idea of retreating to a town center bar was most certainly appealing, but I owed McGuire better than that. I shouldered my overnight bag and threw myself into the crowd, pushing my way through to the front. I got there just as a portly man in a suit that had seen better days approached from the colliery office. He stood on the other side of the gate and addressed us directly, having to wait until the hubbub died down before he could be heard.

“They’re safe,” he said, having to shout above the clamor asking for news. “All of them are safe. We’ll have everybody up by the end of the day. But they’re out of immediate danger.”

A wave of relief washed through the crowd. It seemed that my trip had been for next to nothing, in terms of a headline story. At least that is how McGuire would see the news.

“Any gentlemen of the press here?” the portly man shouted. “We can have you in and give you the details if you’d like?”

I recognized the type; get ahead of a bad news story by keeping the press on your side. I supposed that in the colliery game, particularly such a risky one as undersea mining, it made good business sense, for bad news was more common than not.

Four of us put up our hands. The gate opened, and I was about to be ushered inside when I heard an immediately recognizable bellow from behind me in the crowd.

“Malone! You’ve got to get me in there.”

I turned to see Challenger forcing his way through a crowd, using his beefy arms like oars to force his way against the tide.

“You owe me a favor for Penge,” he said as he arrived at my side.

The portly colliery manager did not seem too keen at this turn of events, but he knew which side his bread was buttered on, and when I told him I was from The Express both the Professor and myself were shown inside.
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The colliery manager led us to a long wooden hut that proved to be the main canteen facilities of the site. A dozen weary men, faces black with soot, eyes red from tension and tiredness, sat, slumped and quiet, nursing mugs of piping-hot tea and smoking thin hand-rolled cigarettes.

“These men are the first to be brought out,” the manager said, as if it were cause for celebration. “As you can see, they are all quite well.”

That was not how I would have described them. I realized that I still, as yet, had no real idea what had led McGuire to send me here, beyond the fact that there had, for a time, been a large group of miners trapped miles underground. I started with what I hoped was a simple question.

“What happened?” I asked.

“It was all a big fuss over nothing,” the manager started, then went white as one of the miners turned and looked straight at him. The miner said nothing … he didn’t have to … that look told me everything I needed to know. Whatever had happened down in the mine, it was more than nothing.

Maybe a lot more.

“Tell me,” I said, talking to the miner and pointedly ignoring the colliery manager.

He took a long draw on his cigarette before replying, and when he did so it was in a dull monotone, as if all emotion had been stripped out of him.

“We were down in number one shaft, right at the far end, when number two blew a leak,” he said. “That’s all I know. That and the fact that we’ve just walked four miles in the dark with no lights and water up to our knees, not knowing if each breath was to be our last.” He turned and looked at the colliery manager again. “A lot of fuss about nothing,” he said sarcastically.

The colliery manager preened himself up like a fighting cockerel. “We’ll have it pumped out and ready for work again in a day or two,” he said.

“Maybe so,” the miner replied. “But mayhap you won’t have any men willing to go back down there. Not until you get them drums sorted out.”

I wasn’t sure I’d heard the man correctly, but Challenger started to pay closer attention.

The manager went red in the face. “I won’t have you bothering the press with your superstitions,” he said, loudly so that everyone in the hut would hear. “And I won’t have you lot making another attempt to skive off from your work. We have a contract.”

“And you know what you can do with that,” the miner said, and stood up, fists clenched.

The manager backed away, fast. “Those … drums, as you call them, are nothing more than the sound of the pumps echoing through the shafts,” he said.

The miner laughed, and some of the other men present joined in.

“Then you’ll have no problem coming down there with us, will you?” he said.

The manager didn’t reply.

But Challenger did. “I’d like to hear them,” he said. “Tell me more.”

That was more than the mine manager would bear. “There is nothing to tell,” he said. “I will prepare a proper briefing for the real gentlemen of the press this evening. In the meantime, if you would excuse us, we still have many men down below, and I’d like to get them all safely up by nightfall.”

It seemed that we were dismissed, but even as we turned away, the miner who had spoken earlier put a hand on my shoulder.

“The bosses just want us all above ground sharpish so they can start pumping the deep shafts out and get us back down there working again. And we’ll go, right enough, for we need the money. But there’s summat down there with us, sir. Summat wrong. Get yoursel’ down to the village boozer, and ask for old Ted. He’ll tell you things that’ll make your hair curl.” I thought he was done, but he had a parting thought for me, spoken in little more than a whisper, his eyes wide with fear. “There are drums down there, sir. Drums in the deep.”
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Half an hour later we were ensconced in the Smuggler’s Tavern, an establishment that had clearly seen its best days at least a century before. But the ale was passable enough, and their pork pies were as good as any in the country. It also contained one other thing of note, in the form of “old Ted,” a wizened old fellow of somewhere between eighty and ninety years old who turned out to be a natural storyteller, and drinker of copious quantities of ale, as long as someone else was paying for it.

I resigned myself to making a hole in my expenses budget and got a round in for the three of us. By the time I got back from the bar the other two had smokes lit, so I joined them, filling up a fresh pipe. Ted waited until I was sure it was lit before starting his tale. As befitting his status as storyteller supreme, he started in a rather roundabout way.

“There’s aye been summat queer about folks in these parts,” he started. “From right back to when the Romans came … and mayhap even further back than that. The wet country, they call it, and it has aye been a place where things are done different. Used to be that only locals lived here, back when I were a lad, and we could keep such things to oursels. But that mine has brought people to the town from all over. No good will come of it, you mark my words.

“I told them so, at the council meetings when the mine was first proposed. I even went to the toon to see the top man. But they wouldn’t listen. They never listen. Now things that were best left quiet have been woken, and who kens where it will lead?”

He paused, took a gulp of ale and looked down into the now-empty jug. I knew my place in this scheme of things. I motioned to the barman with my hand, making a circle over our drinks, and the barman nodded. Satisfied that another ale was imminent, old Ted continued.

“My time is near,” he said. “So I won’t see what is to come, here. But it won’t be good. I suspect it won’t be good at all.”

“What are we talking about here?” Challenger asked. “I take it your fears have something to do with the drums?”

“The drums, yes,” old Ted replied. “And worse.”

“This kind of worse?” Challenger said and took something heavy from his pocket to lay it on the table.

The old man’s face went pale.

“Put it away, man. You don’t know what peril you’ve put yoursel’ in, showing that here.”

Challenger made the thing disappear into his pocket quickly enough, but not before I got a good look at it. It was then that I started to get an inkling of what had brought the Professor here.

It was a hand, but a hand unlike any I had ever seen. At first glance I took it to be something broken off a statue, so gray and cold did it seem. But then I saw the indications of arteries and muscle structure at the wrist, where it had been crudely hacked from its body. The skin itself looked moist, somewhat greasy. It seemed to be totally hairless. And between each finger, there was a peculiar thick webbing, such as one can see between the digits of amphibians.

 

I was quite in shock at what I had glimpsed before Challenger put the thing away in his overcoat, but managed to hide the fact by taking a gulp of bitter ale from the fresh tankard that the barman put in front of me at a very propitious moment.

“I was right then,” Challenger said. “The drums and the hand go together. They mean something?”

“Oh, they mean plenty,” old Ted said. “And I can guess where you came by it too. They’ve been bringing up all sorts from yon new shaft they’re digging. One of the men … and it can’t have been a local … must have spotted the chance of making a few bob and swiped it out of the slurry before the management could dispose of it. I hear they’ve been disposing of plenty other bits and pieces … bits of arms, legs … and even a head or two.”

Ted cackled as if something was funny, then went back to getting as much free ale inside him as he could.

“Wait,” I said, being careful with my words, wanting to be sure I understood. “Are you saying there’s something living down there? Something like a man?”

“Like a man, mayhap,” the old man replied. “And living, mayhap. All that is known is that they are older than we are. They were here long afore we came, and they will yet be here after our time has come.”

“I must get down there,” Challenger said.

“Good luck with that, old boy,” I replied. “That mine manager won’t be letting you within a mile of the shaft.”

Old Ted cackled again, and shook an empty pint pot in my face.

“There might be another way,” he said. “If you can spare some more beer and a few smokes?”

That was the signal for a long evening of what Ted called “negotiation,” and I called scrounging. He knew all the tricks of obfuscation and avoidance, all the while racking up free beer after free beer. At the same time he kept providing us with a list of what we’d need … and, of course, the cost for him to source these things for us from “a friend of a friend.” By the end of the night, which ended just in time, before Challenger lost what little temper he had left, we had agreed to purchase ropes and lamps, and hire a guide, for what we were promised would be an expedition that would answer all our questions.

By that stage I was too tired to think. The long journey, the ale, and the lack of food caught up with me. I took a room for the night in the inn, and was asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.
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It took a hearty breakfast of eggs, ham and sausages to revive me in the morning. Challenger joined me at the table, and we reviewed our conversation of the night before. We realized we had not actually learned a great deal, beyond the fact that there might—and it was a big might—be something worth investigating, and that a guide would be turning up within the hour to lead us to a destination that was, as yet, a complete mystery.

“I’m just glad I don’t have to report to McGuire until this is over,” I said as I lit up a post-breakfast smoke. “He’d have my guts for garters for heading off on a wild goose chase without any evidence.”

Challenger patted the bulge in his pocket. “Evidence enough, old chap,” he said. “And more to come, if luck is on our side.”

We had just finished our smokes when our guide showed up. I had been expecting a dour old northerner built from the same mold as old Ted, but was pleasantly surprised to be greeted by a young chap barely out of his teens who seemed eager, almost excited, to get on with the task.

“Granddad said that you chaps want to see the cavern?” he said by way of introduction.

“Well if that’s what your granddad said, it must be true,” Challenger replied, and gave out one of his trademark bellowing laughs. I saw that the boy was somewhat intimidated by the Professor, and resolved then and there to take him under my wing for the duration.

We set out into a clear morning, and for the first mile it was a pleasant walk along the top of a sea cliff; a path well worn by many feet. I was slightly encumbered by a large knapsack that contained ropes and lamps, but the straps were sturdy and did not chafe, and I soon got used to the extra weight of it.

The colliery sat to our left, some distance inland, but we could hear the thump of the big pumps even at that distance, and they did indeed sound a lot like distant drums.

I was feeling rather warm in the sun after fifteen minutes or so, but any warmth quickly dissipated as Tom, our guide, led us down off the cliff into a secluded cove, the bulk of which sat in deep shadow.

“Not many people come down here,” Tom said, which seemed to give a lie to the well-trodden nature of the path by which we had arrived. I held my tongue. There were secrets here to be uncovered, and my nose was telling me that keeping quiet would garner me more information than direct questioning.

Challenger, however, had no such qualms. “Is this one of the places where they are seen?” he said. His too-loud voice echoed around the cove.

The lad took the question in his stride. “Not here, no. We have a ways to go yet.”

He turned and led us round the cove until we came to a cave mouth several feet above the high water mark. It looked dark and forbidding and I felt my heart sink as I realized he meant for us to go inside. He was already taking a lamp from his own knapsack, and had it lit in a thrice.

“How far in do we go?” I said, trying to keep a tremor out of my voice.

“It’s not the in that is the problem,” Tom said. “It is the down.”

I had one last look round at the sun playing on the waters of the cove, then followed Tom and Challenger into the darkness.
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The going was easy at first, and the single light carried by our guide proved more than sufficient illumination to lead us into a large sepulchral chamber of hanging moss, twittering bats and rushing water. My hopes of more of the same were dashed almost immediately.

“Best get the ropes out,” Tom said. “It starts to get a mite tricky from here on in.”

The lad proved to be a master of understatement, as he then proceeded to lead us down a dizzying array of caves, tunnels and precipices, far beneath the earth. I was all too aware that we were also now far below sea level and, if my own sense of direction was still working, were already some way under the North Sea. I was also by now thoroughly damp and my legs had started to ache from the strain. Challenger, to my annoyance, was in high spirits, even going as far as to sing some walking songs, his deep ringing tones echoing around us and sending more bats fluttering.

Tom lit another of the lamps as the darkness seemed to close in tighter around us, and he led us as we picked our way more carefully down the pathways. There were no obvious indications of what might be the correct direction, but the lad showed little hesitation despite there being many different passages to choose from in what was a warren of tunnels.

We stopped for a breather on a ledge above what seemed to be a sheer drop into darkness. Challenger offered me a cheroot and I took it gratefully, not trusting my cold hands with the job of filling a pipe. And that’s when I heard it: a rhythmic thumping that seemed to come out from the rocks themselves.

Tom must have seen something in my face, for the lad laughed. “Nay, sir. That’s just the colliery pump that you’re hearing. We’re not far off the main shaft here. It’ll get louder yet as we go deeper.”

Deeper.

The very thought of it filled me with dread.
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My dread weighed heavier on me the further we descended. The shelf proved to be as vertiginous as I had feared but was only ten yards deep, so that I was able to get to the bottom before I had time to get too worried.

“We’re almost there,” Tom said as my feet touched the ground, but his idea of “almost” and my own were obviously two different concepts, as we kept going down in the dark for another twenty minutes. The thudding of the colliery pump had been our constant companion since our rest on the shelf, and the noise did indeed seem even louder than before. I almost didn’t notice when it was joined by an answering beat, not quite in rhythm but just as insistent. The source of this one proved easier to pinpoint.

It came from somewhere far below.

This new development had the added effect of dispelling Challenger’s good humor for, although he was obviously excited at the prospect of exploration and discovery, there was something in the timbre of this new drumming that seemed threatening and oppressive.

Young Tom shrugged off our concerns.

“I can take you back up right now, if you’d rather?” he said.

I knew Challenger well enough to know that he’d never take the lad up on any such offer.

“We’ve come this far,” the Professor said. “I would never forgive myself if I turned back now. Lay on, MacDuff, and don’t spare the horses.”

We kept going down.
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At a point where the incessant drumming almost had me screaming for mercy, Tom finally brought our descent to a halt. “We’re here,” he said softly. “Put out your lights. You won’t need them.”

It sounded like a dashed bad idea to me, but Challenger immediately extinguished his lamp. Tom did likewise, and I had little choice but to follow suit. I was astonished to find I was still able to see old Challenger’s face, dim but clearly visible in a soft blue shimmering light. We left the lamps on a rocky shelf and followed young Tom round an outcrop. There we found the source of the blue shimmer.

It took my breath away.

We stood on the shore of a vast underground lake that stretched away from us to a distant horizon. The blue light came from the water itself, from a form of bioluminescent algae that wafted and surged just under the surface. Directly ahead of us, right on the edge of the lake, stood what I took to be a shrine of sorts. I was amazed on approaching it to see it was a worn-down Christian cross, in the style of the early Pictish stones that can be found up and down the coast in these parts. I was so taken by this out-of-place object that I didn’t notice that we had also found the source of the drumming. It took Challenger to point that out to me.

The sound came from the left-hand side of the lake, some quarter of a mile distant. Pale figures worked a rock face, and we were just close enough to see them raise tools and smash them, hard, in unison, against the cliff. At the same time a distant chanting, harsh and repetitive, carried over the water to us. It was impossible to make out any words apart from one, a loud shout at the end of every line. It sounded like a name, and also an entreaty for help.

Dagon.

“You didn’t tell us there were miners down here,” I said, turning to young Tom.

He was nowhere to be seen. I heard a soft splash somewhere nearby but apart from that Challenger and myself were quite alone.

 

“I don’t think they’re miners,” Challenger said softly. “At least not like the ones we met yesterday.”

I had a closer look at the figures on the shore and after a minute or two, I saw what the Professor meant. They did not move like men at work, but rather like animals, predators, on the prowl, all languid motion and strength. And now that I had spent some time looking in that direction I realized that my earlier sense of perspective had been skewed. If these figures had been men, they would all be over seven feet tall.

“There’s something not right about this, Challenger,” I said, and he laughed softly.

“I fear you may be correct in that assumption. It appears we have been led into a trap, and one largely of our own devising.”

Even as he spoke I saw a figure pull itself out of the water on the far shore and address the working “miners”. Six of them downed tools and leapt into the lake. It became immediately apparent that they had only one thought in mind. They swam, fast as salmon at spawning time, heading straight toward the shore where we stood.

“I think it is time to head back up,” I said. Thankfully Challenger concurred, and we turned back into the gully from whence we had come.

We ran for a good ten minutes, not stopping, nerves jangling, until we reached the shelf where we had made the rappel down the cliff face. Only then did we stop and listen. All was quiet—for now.

“What about young Tom?” I asked, as we approached the rope that thankfully still hung down the cliff that loomed above us.

“I am no longer sure there even is such a person,” Challenger said, indicating that I should go first on the ascent. “Are you?”

I had little time to consider the question, having to apply all my attention to the climb that proved to be a great deal harder going up than coming down. My arms felt as if they were loosening in their sockets as I finally pulled myself up onto the ledge. I took a lamp from my pack, lit it, and looked down. I saw Challenger’s face, pale in the dim light, looking up at me as he started to climb. I heard his breathing, heavy with exertion. And I also heard something else; an insistent drumming from the shores of the lake beyond, and the repeated chant, one word shouted forcibly and insistent.

Dagon.

Dagon.

“Get a move on, old chap,” I said. “I think some urgency might be required.”

He hauled himself up using a combination of his brute strength and will power, his teeth gritted and muscles straining against the fabric of his jacket. He had just hauled himself over onto the shelf when I heard the padding of wet feet on rock. We looked down … and found seven pairs of pale eyes staring up at us.
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Challenger had more presence of mind than I. He pulled up the rope, hand over fist, as fast as he was able. One of the creatures—I cannot in all honesty call them men—leapt for the dangling end, but thankfully fell just short of catching hold. I finally got a good look at what faced us.

As I have said, they stood over seven feet tall, naked as the day they were born, lean and sleek, as if built specifically for swimming. They were anthropoid, standing on two legs, but their arms seemed too long in comparison to their torsos, and the webbing between their digits on hands and feet was pronounced. However, it was something in their faces that showed how far they were from kinship with us; the eyes looked up, unblinking, each as round and large as a guinea-piece. There was no nose to speak of, and the mouth was thin-lipped, little more than a gash stretched across the lower part of their features. As they breathed, their mouths gaped, showing twin rows of finely pointed teeth in each jaw. I may have been imagining it in my funk, but there seemed to be naked hatred in those faces that looked up at us.

Two of them put their hands on the rock face and started to climb. Challenger quickly put paid to that. He hefted a rock, one that I might not have even been able to get off the ground, lifted it over his head and with a bellow threw it down atop our attackers. They fled just in time, scattering in the darkness just as the boulder hit the ground with a crash that echoed around us.

“We should flee,” I said.

Challenger stood looking down the cliff. “They would be at our backs in seconds,” he said softly.

“Then we appear to be at an impasse?”

“Perhaps. How much oil do you have in your pack?”

I did not grasp his intention at first, until he took a lamp from his own pack and started to pour the contents on and over the ledge.

“Keep one lamp for the trip ahead,” he said. “And pour the rest out as I have done.”

I did as I was asked, and just in time, for, looking down, I saw the seven figures gathering again in the gloom below.

Challenger took out a matchbox. He looked grim. “I wish to blazes these things were willing to talk to us,” he said, just as I finished pouring what little oil I had remaining. “It goes against every fiber of my being to have to do this.” 

Three of our attackers started to climb, coming up the cliff fast, their mouths gaping in grotesque smiles.

“Stand back, old boy,” Challenger said. “And get ready to run.”

He lit the match and dropped it in the oil at the edge of the shelf. Flames went up with a whoosh, a sheet of fire running down the cliff. I had already turned toward our escape route, so did not see the damage it wrought.

But the screams and squeals told me everything I needed to know.

With a single oil lamp remaining to light our way, Challenger and I continued our nightmarish ascent.
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It would be unfair to say it was a headlong rush, as we were well aware of the need to be circumspect on the more severe gradients, and of the fragile nature of our only source of light. Even so, we moved faster than we should have done in such perilous circumstances, and it was only pure luck that kept either one of us from taking a tumble and risking a broken ankle or arm.

We made a good pace at first, Challenger led, holding the oil lamp ahead of him, and I brought up the rear, sometimes having to peer in the gloom to find the light to follow him. All the while I was fearful of an attack from behind, listening for the pad of feet on rock and looking nervously over my shoulder, fearing at each turn to see pairs of hungry eyes stare back at me.

And so it went, for what seemed like an age but was little more than half an hour, until fatigue started to take its toll.

“I can’t go on much longer without a rest, old bean,” I said between gasps, forcing myself up a steep incline where the tunnel narrowed and the pack on my back scraped on the rock on either side.

“Two minutes,” Challenger replied. “I feel fresher air in my face coming from up ahead. If I remember rightly, there is a chamber where we can defend our rear and rest at the same time.”

He was proved correct seconds later. We climbed out into a wider area. Our route upward seemed obvious, given that the fresher air the Professor had mentioned came directly from the leftmost exit passage. But we were both too tired to take that route just yet.

Challenger stood by the mouth of the passage we had just exited, his bulk filling the space. Anything that wanted to come up that way was going to have to come through him, and given the grim look on his face, my money was on the Professor prevailing in such a fight.

“Have you got a smoke, old man?” he said, as casually as if we were meeting over a beer in the George. “I seem to have misplaced my cheroots.”

I discovered a bashed packet of Players in my pocket, and we were soon happily lit up. I stood next to Challenger, staring into the darkness we had so recently climbed out of. I heard the drums in the deep once more, and the far-off accompanying chant,

Dagon!

Dagon.

“What do you think they want?” I asked.

“If you pass me a smoke, I’ll tell you,” a voice said. Young Tom climbed up out of the dark, dripping wet and stark naked.
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I was so astonished I almost forgot to breathe, even more so when I saw that his features, his whole frame, seemed to be in turmoil, restructuring itself from within until the eyes had retreated from the round, guinea size to something approaching normal. His mouth narrowed and thickened. His torso compacted, bulking out and at the same time bringing his height down to what it had appeared to be previously.

He held up a hand, as if to apologize.

“I promise you,” he said. “I have come alone.”

“Pardon me if I do not take your word on that, young sir,” Challenger said. He let the lad pass into the open chamber, then moved again to block the passageway. “Say your piece, but be aware, if you attempt any more subterfuge, I shall have no hesitation in killing you right here.”

Knowing Challenger as I did, I was able to see that this performance was mostly bravado. His eyes, indeed his whole demeanor, told a different story. He was excited by this latest turn of events, even eager to hear what the lad might say. As for myself, I found it slightly discomforting to be so deep underground, in mortal peril, having a polite conversation with a naked man. Any such discomfort was quickly forgotten however, and I found myself becoming interested in the story that unfolded.
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“None of us know the beginning,” the lad started. “Tales are told of a flight from religious persecution, and older tales are muttered, of dark rituals beneath Roman idols. We are here, that is all we know. And until recently we have lived in relative harmony with the people up and down the coast. Indeed, I told the truth earlier today. I am Ted’s grandson. It’s just that you would not recognize Grandma quite so readily in the Smuggler’s Tavern.”

“You might have told us earlier,” Challenger said.

The lad interrupted him.

“I wouldn’t have been believed. You had to see for yourself. You must believe me … we meant you no harm.”

I laughed at that.

“It’s true,” the boy said. “We were merely going to hold you for a time, hostages against our fate. You see, we have to get that mine closed down. Every day it encroaches closer to our places. The last flood in the new shaft killed a dozen of us. If they stay on their current course, they will break through to the lake you so recently visited. You saw us at work trying to shore up the rock face. It is close to being breached. And when that happens, all will be lost. We, our history, all there is of us, will be gone.”

“You should have told me earlier,” Challenger said again, softly. I saw that the lad’s obvious sincerity had reached him. “Just let us go in peace, and I promise you I will do everything in my power to see that work is stopped up above.”

The lad put out a hand. I saw there was a long burn along the left side, from pinkie to wrist, red and inflamed. Challenger shook the proffered hand.

“If you’re successful, you are welcome to return. We have much to show you,” the boy said. And with that, he started to change, his features flowing and melting. The thing that went back down into the deeps bore little resemblance to the lad we had talked to, but it gave one last wave as it went, and the red burn mark was still clearly visible.
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Our ascent after that proved simpler than I could have hoped and we emerged, blinking, into late afternoon sun. Challenger wasted no time. He headed up the cliff at a run and made straight for the colliery, with me tagging along like a pet dog several yards behind.

Much to my surprise, we were allowed through at the gate. The crowds of the previous day had long since dispersed, and the place seemed to be a hive of industrious activity. It did not take us long to find the colliery manager. Unfortunately it took even less time to find him obdurate and unflinching in his desire to see the new shaft completed.

“I’ll take this to the highest level of government if I have to,” Challenger said.

“It’s too late for that,” the manager replied, and smiled. “We put new charges in this morning. They’ll be going off any second now.”

I had to restrain Challenger from making any attempt to go down the shaft.

“It takes more than an hour to reach the end of the tunnel,” the colliery manager said. “You’d be dead long before you got close.”

We stood there, staring at the water gushing from the pumps, listening to the throbbing engines and waited, powerless to prevent whatever was coming. The charges went off minutes later, somewhat anticlimactically, as all we heard was a soft thump. A minute after that the water surged in the pump slurry, and the engines whined as if under severe pressure. A wave of dark water ran out of the slurry outlet, and my heart sank at the thought of what might be happening far below.

Minutes later a shout came from where the slurry emptied out through a grate. We went with the colliery manager to check on what was happening, and I immediately knew that the worst had indeed taken place, for there, amid the mud and gravel, lay the torn remains of the tall gray creatures. The water roiled and tumbled and more remains came up from the deep. The last thing I saw before I had to turn away and retch was a hand, roughly torn from the wrist, the red burn along its outside edge clearly visible.
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There is little left to tell. The mine is still operating; with a war seemingly imminent, there is little chance of it closing any time soon. McGuire read my story, and immediately filed it under Unprintable. That might have taken a different turn, had Challenger and I been able to descend to the depths once more and get to the bottom of the matter.

On the day after the gruesome events at the colliery, we went back down to the quiet cove in the cliffs, and tried to reach the downward passages to the land beneath. But all we found in the caves were deep pools of dark water. It looked like the whole underground system was completely flooded.

We stood there for a long time, listening, hoping to hear the drums in the deep. But there was only the thud of the colliery pumps, and any chanting I may have heard accompanying it was surely just in my own imagination.

 

 


The Cornish Owlman
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The last time I saw Challenger before the war took over all our lives was in the late autumn of 1914. My basic training had run its course, and we were prepared to ship out to France the next week. I had a weekend pass, five pounds, and orders to enjoy myself while I still could. I walked the five miles from the camp to the rural railway station in heavy drizzle that did nothing to raise my spirits. I planned to head for London and lose myself in a chain of bars for a while.

Challenger had other ideas.

I stood on the eastbound platform, cupping a smoke, military style, against the elements. A voice I knew immediately bellowed out.

“You’re going the wrong way, old boy. Come over here and I’ll tell you why.”

Challenger stood on the opposite platform. He took out a hip flask and waved it at me. “It’s Glenfiddich,” he said.

That and innate curiosity were enough to get me to cross over to his side. My train to London pulled in seconds later, but by then the die was cast. Challenger had an arm around my shoulders, I had his good Scotch in my hand, and another adventure was begun.
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True to his word, he did indeed tell me why he was there, but not until we had boarded a train heading for Cornwall, got into an empty carriage and got fresh smokes lit.

“There’s been a sighting,” he said.

I’m afraid I might have sighed rather too theatrically. “Not again, Challenger. We both know that the thing has to be dead. It cannot have survived this long. Not without being spotted.”

“But it has been spotted. Have I not shown you the reports? And this time they even mention the large wings. And the red eyes.”

The lost pterosaur had been a bugbear for Challenger ever since the fiasco at the Royal Society on our return from the Amazon. He had managed to convince himself that the beast might yet be alive, in some far corner of the country. Over the past year or so I had gone with him on three separate missions following up on supposed sightings, none of which were even remotely convincing, and no trace of the beast had ever been found.

“I’m giving up my last bout of leave to help you chase more ghosts? Just so you know, if there’s a bar anywhere near our destination, I intend to spend most of the weekend there.”

Challenger clapped me on the shoulder, and laughed. “And I’ll be happy to join you … once we capture our old friend. Do you remember …”

And so it went. The journey lasted several hours longer than the contents of the hip flask. For all his bombast and self-aggrandizement, I have always enjoyed the old man’s company, and, if truth be told, I would rather be spending my last free time with him than sipping ale alone in the bars of London.

In the course of the journey I learned what had him worked up this time. He’d got a report of three children being frightened in a churchyard in Cornwall. Pretty thin stuff, I thought, and I told him as much. But there was more. Scores of villagers had reported sightings of a strange winged beast—some even said a winged man. That gave me pause for thought, for I well-remembered the pterosaurs and their almost-human-like torsos.

“It’s possible; you’ll at least give me that?” Challenger said.

“Possible, but not probable,” I replied.

But he had indeed got me thinking, and anything that took my mind off my looming trip to chaos across the Channel was fine by me. By the time we arrived in Cornwall I realized that I was intrigued, even looking forward to the days ahead.
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Dusk was falling as we disembarked, but Challenger was in no mood to wait for morning. As I hoped, there was a bar near the station, a rather splendid old coaching inn, the Miller’s Wheel. While I set to booking us into a pair of rooms, Challenger headed straight for the public bar and began questioning the locals. By the time I got back downstairs, he was in deep conversation with a group of farmhands. It looked like he had found the perfect match. They talked, he bought beer, and everyone drank with some gusto. I left him to it, got a pipe lit and sat at a high seat at the bar sipping beer and just enjoying the small pleasures of it all.

After a time my bladder decided I had to move. I asked the barman for directions and followed his nod of the head to the back door, then out into the courtyard where an old stable block had been converted to privy-houses. I did my business, and I was on my way back to the bar when I met something I have struggled ever since to explain.

At first I thought it was another man, like me, on leave from a barracks, for he seemed to wear a heavy black overcoat that covered him from throat to ankles. His face lay in shadow, turned away from me with the light from the bar behind him. I stepped to one side to let him pass, but he put a hand on my arm. I felt cold, through to my bones.

“Three and thirty at three and thirty. None shall see.”

I was about to ask his meaning when the bar door slammed open and Challenger came out into the yard. At the same instant the newcomer turned toward me. Red eyes blazed in a face that was no more than a dark pool. His overcoat seemed to open out, stretching wide on other side of me like wings.

“Catch it, Malone,” Challenger shouted. The black shape rose up and away from me. Great wings beat, twice, then it was gone into the shadows high above the privy.

“You had it, man,” Challenger said. He came forward until he stood almost nose to nose with me, anger and disappointment plain to read in his face. “You had it right there, and you let it go.”

I said nothing. I pushed past the Professor and headed back to the bar for something a bit stronger than the local ale.

By the time Challenger caught up with me I had a double Scotch in my stomach and had started to feel more equitable with the world, but I’m not afraid to admit that I was in quite a funk. Challenger himself wasted no time in berating me further.

“You had it, Malone.”

“Tell me, old chap. What is it you think that I had?”

“The reptile, the pterosaur. I saw it plain as day.”

I laughed, but with little humor. “Unless it has learned the power of speech, I can assure you that you saw no such thing,” I replied, and took to getting more Scotch inside me.

“Don’t talk nonsense, Malone,” Challenger replied. “I saw it there, clear as I see you now.”

“Some see the owl, some only see the mouse,” someone said at my shoulder. Again I thought I recognized the voice. I turned, and looked into the smiling face of Thomas Carnacki.
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We spent the next hour in a quiet corner of the bar, catching up on what had brought us here, and trying to make sense of what I and Challenger had seen in the courtyard.

“I’ve been here several days already,” Carnacki said. “But I’m afraid to say I haven’t yet got to the bottom of the bally thing. I have sent for the electric pentacle and it should be here in the morning. Maybe then I will be able to make some progress.”

“Stuff and nonsense,” Challenger said. “It was the pterosaur, I tell you.”

“And yet, last night in the churchyard I saw a great owl,” Carnacki replied. “White as snow and with a wingspan of nine feet or more. You have a mathematical bent, Challenger. What are the odds of there being two—no, three if you count Malone’s experience—different flying beasts in the same small area? Is it not more logical to consider that it is only one thing that is being seen; one thing that is reported differently by each viewer?” 

That gave Challenger pause for thought, and also allowed Carnacki an opening to tell us the rest of his story. We ordered up a round of ales, lit up fresh smokes and heard him out.

“It started with a telegram last Sunday,” he began. “Over the years I have helped out clergymen in situations where the matter is of some delicacy. The local vicar here was loath to go to church authorities with tales of winged demons with red eyes for fear of being laughed at; demons being thought passé in this day and age. Fortunately, these local vicars all know, or know of, each other, and my reputation had spread even this far. I was asked to visit, and the stories intrigued me enough to make the journey that same day.

“Like yourselves, I started in this bar, asking questions of the locals. That was when I began to get an idea of the shifting nature of whatever is manifesting itself here. The single thing common to all viewers is that the presence has wings. That interests me, insofar as many cultures over the ages have winged messengers as their motif when they talk of those creatures that ferry between our world and the world beyond, bearing messages.”

Challenger harrumphed at this, and seemed ready to interrupt, but Carnacki merely ignored him and carried on.

“After talking to the locals in the bar, I made my way to the vicarage. Tomkinson is rather an old duffer, but his heart is in the right place, and his main concern is for the people of the village here. He expressed some worries about my methods, and the lack of Christianity in my own core beliefs, but he is also a pragmatist and gave me my head in the matter. As it happened, I was to get my first intimation of what was afoot that very night on leaving the vicarage.

“I was barely halfway down the drive when I felt a cold chill run through me. Something rustled in the old yew. I looked up … straight into the eyes of a great white owl. It spoke to me, a soft sound that was more like a buzz than a voice.

“‘Three and thirty at three and thirty. None shall see.’”

As you can imagine, hearing those words again gave me something of a start, but if Carnacki noticed he said nothing. He continued with his story.

“Since that first night I have been conducting a series of convocations in and around the old churchyard. I’m afraid some of the locals have taken umbrage at this. In an earlier era I might even have been in danger of being branded a warlock. I believe they used to burn people like me around here … and not too long ago, at that. But that’s beside the point. My rituals have got me precisely nowhere. I am no closer to understanding the nature of the entity, and although I have seen the owl three times now, it only spoke to me the once.”

“About that, old man,” I said. “Are you sure of the wording?”

“Perfectly,” Carnacki replied. “I’ll never forget it.”

 “Nor will I,” I said. “For I heard the exact same phrase. What does it mean?”

Challenger spoke for the first time in a while. “I’ll tell you what it means. It means it’s time for another beer.”

The evening rather went downhill after that. We resolved very little beyond the facts that Carnacki would attempt to use his electric pentacle the next night; Challenger still thought the pterosaur was the source of everything that was going on, and the rigors of my basic training had somewhat diminished my capacity for alcohol. When the barman called time, I was more than happy to drag my weary body upstairs. I fell into a deep, peaceful sleep, untroubled for the first time in weeks by thoughts of war. I dreamed of red eyes in the dark, and a whispered phrase, repeated until dawn.

“Three and thirty at three and thirty. None shall see.”
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Over breakfast the next morning, Challenger announced his intention to scour the countryside for a nest, and made it clear that I was to join him in his quest. Carnacki merely smiled and had some more toast and tea as the Professor led me out into another drizzly morning.

What followed was a day to forget. We tramped for miles over muddy fields, along windy cliff tops and through thick gorse and bramble. We found no trace of the pterosaur whatsoever, and by the time we returned to the inn in late afternoon Challenger and I were both in foul moods, for different reasons but with the same baleful result.

I had almost resolved to take the first available train back east and try to salvage something from the weekend when Carnacki knocked on my bedroom door.

“Sorry to bother you, old chap,” he said. “But I know you were rather shaken by your encounter last night. I just wondered if you wanted any part in my attempt to get to the bottom of things?”

Had it been Challenger who had asked, I would have turned him down at that precise moment, but Carnacki was always such a good egg he was hard to refuse. I joined him down in the bar for a pie and a pint, and after a smoke I felt much more relaxed, and no longer quite so inclined to flee the scene.

Carnacki kept up a constant flow of interesting conversation, although I must admit it was all rather over my head, involving as it did esoteric entities from beyond, something called the Sigsand manuscript, and a long, involved explanation of the workings of his electric pentacle. Of course I had seen the thing in action, during the Kew affair, but I was still none the wiser as to how it worked.

Challenger’s arrival, with more ale and apologies, stopped me having to think about it too much, although he and Carnacki spoke at length of how light can influence mood and matter. It got rather heated for a while, being in somewhat opposite camps as they were philosophically, but I saw that they respected each other’s position, and the sharing of smokes and ale did much to dispel any animosity. I had started to relax and enjoy their banter and was thus rather disappointed when Carnacki stood up.

“It is time,” he said. “The vicar has let me have the church for the next two hours. Will you come?”

He was looking at me, but to my surprise Challenger announced that he would join us, “If only to put paid once and for all to all this mummery.”

I had a reluctant glance back at the bar, then followed them out into the gathering dusk.
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After the bustle and chatter in the bar the church felt cold and empty. Carnacki’s candles did little to dispel that feeling, throwing flickering shadows that only served to darken the gloom in the corners and bring a fresh feeling of unease and foreboding.

Carnacki busied himself setting up the pentacle, while I considered beating a strategic retreat back to the bar. He cranked up a dynamo, and with a crackle and hum the valves burst into light. But even the flare of the electric pentacle failed to lighten my spirits, although the effect of a rainbow dancing throughout the old church was rather beautiful in its own right.

“So what’s the plan, Carnacki?” Challenger said. He had sat himself on a pew and lit up one of his cheroots. I could imagine the vicar being apoplectic if he found out, but I would have expected nothing less of the Professor. Carnacki seemed unconcerned.

“There is an obscure ritual from Sigsand that speaks of conversing with an entity that it calls merely the messenger. I believe it may be just what we have been looking for.”

“Speak for yourself,” Challenger muttered, but if Carnacki heard he did not acknowledge it.

“Now, join me in the circle, if you please?” Carnacki said. I thought Challenger might refuse point-blank, but maybe, like myself, he was remembering how Carnacki’s defenses came to our aid in the Kew business. The Professor and I both stepped forward and joined Carnacki in his circle.

I immediately felt warmer, more at ease with the world, as if a burden had been lifted from me. I was about to comment on the fact when Carnacki began to chant.

“Ri linn dioladh na beatha, Ri linn bruchdadh na falluis, Ri linn iobar na creadha, Ri linn dortadh na fala.”

I felt as if I had heard the same words before, but this was in a different cadence, with different emphasis and pattern. The valves of the pentacle flared and dimmed, flared and dimmed in time with the chant. Despite the glare of the lights of the pentacle darkness seemed to creep back into the corners of the small church.
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Carnacki repeated the chant.

“Ri linn dioladh na beatha, Ri linn bruchdadh na falluis, Ri linn iobar na creadha, Ri linn dortadh na fala.”

One patch of darkness grew thicker, taking on almost solid form. Two red eyes stared out of it, fixed on where we stood.

“Malone,” Challenger whispered at my ear. “What do you see?”

“I see a tall man, wearing a long black overcoat,” I said as the figure moved forward into the light.

“I’ll be dammed,” Challenger replied. “It’s a bloody pterosaur. But it can’t be. There’s no way for it to have gotten in here with us.”

Carnacki paused long enough to hush us into quiet.

“Some see the owl, others only see the mouse,” he said again. “Now hush. This next bit is dashed tricky.”

The dark figure had approached closer and now stood right on the edge of the protective circle on the floor. The face was still in shadow, only those piercing red eyes showing. It spoke, in the same soft hissing as before.

“Three and thirty at three and thirty. None shall see.”

I heard Challenger gasp in astonishment

“What does that mean?” Carnacki asked.

There was no reply. The dark figure moved even closer. Sparks flew as it touched the area bounded by the electric pentacle. The figure opened out its overcoat into wings. One of Carnacki’s valves flared, impossibly bright. I saw not a dark man but a white owl, impossibly huge.

 “Three and thirty at three and thirty. None shall see,” it said.

It started to move forward, pushing as if against a barrier. Sparks flew all around us. The temperature dropped sharply, enough that I saw my breath condense in the air in front of me.

Another valve flared bright, then popped. The thing’s wings beat twice, and I felt frost on my lips. Darkness swelled above and around us, and outside of the circle pews tumbled and crashed, the old wood being torn to splinters.

Carnacki stood straight, never flinching, stepped forward and shouted at the top of his voice.

“Dhumna Ort!”

The blackness fell apart, torn like so much cheap paper. The great white wings beat, just once, then fell silent. Every one of Carnacki’s valves blew at once. We were left standing in flickering candlelight in a quiet church.

 

It was all a bit anticlimactic after that. Carnacki packed up his equipment while Challenger and I did our best to salvage what we could of the pews.

We went back to the bar and, somewhat chastened by what we’d just seen, drank, mostly in silence, for some time. It was Challenger who spoke up first.

“Is it over?” he asked.

Carnacki nodded. “For now, at least. I’m not altogether sure what I did, but I think the entity left of its own accord, having fulfilled its purpose.”

“And what was that?”

Carnacki shrugged. “We all heard it. How we can make sense of it, that’s another matter entirely.”
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For me, that was almost the end of it. I went back to barracks, and then to war. I corresponded with Challenger as regularly as I could through letters sent between ever more desperate bouts of trench warfare.

The end of this particular tale came to me in one of his letters. It was a cutting from a newspaper.

Thirty-three Cornishmen, all from the same village, were assumed lost at sea when their boat was sunk by enemy fire in the Channel. There were no survivors. Challenger had ringed two things in black ink. The number of dead was thirty-three, and he had also ringed the presumed time of the accident.

It had taken place at 3:30 a.m.


Ripples in the Ether
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As usual, I heard Challenger several seconds before I saw him.

“Get a quote from the old man,” McGuire had said at our editorial meeting that morning. “You’ll need to beef it out a good bit before we can run it … it’s far too thin, even for an August edition.”

McGuire hadn’t believed there was a story in it at all, just a “silly season” tale of something in the sky over Glasgow. “The citizens of that city have a reputation for exaggeration, especially when there might be a drink in it for them,” he said. But he couldn’t deny his own eyes. There was a picture; blurred and out of focus, but a picture nonetheless.

So here I was, standing on Challenger’s doorstep, and already knowing what my old traveling companion would say on seeing the photograph. I knocked again, but still didn’t get an answer. Inside the house, Challenger was railing against something. I could hear him clearly, even through the thick door.

“Ten shillings a year, that bloody license costs. You would think for that money they might check their facts first.”

There was an almighty crash, followed by what sounded to me like a bellow of pain. I put my shoulder to the door twice before it gave, and forced my way in, only to find Challenger standing in his study amid the wreckage of a Pye two-valve radio set. He jumped up and down on it, crushing valves and woodwork alike into little more than glass and splinters.

“Ten shillings, you say?” I said, trying to sound casual. “I think you’ll find it’s more like ten pounds for a new one of those.”

Challenger finally took notice of my presence. “Malone? What in blazes are you doing here?”

I motioned at the remains of the radio set. “I might ask you the same thing, old chap.”

He smiled wryly. “Dashed broadcasters can’t even get a Latin name right. Chapman-Andrews has found fossilized dinosaur eggs in Mongolia—fine examples of Protoceratops. Damned radio said they were Prototeratops.”

I laughed. “And your poor set deserved what it got, did it?”

Challenger kicked the debris into a corner and immediately forgot about it. “Bloody waste of time, anyway. Who wants to listen to voices in the ether all day?”

He motioned me to a chair by the fire. We got pipes going and blew smoke at each other for a spell while I tried to find a way to broach the subject at hand. In the end I settled for just passing him the photograph.

His reaction was exactly as I had expected.

“It’s obviously fake,” he said, and went to pass it back when something in the picture caught his eye. “Where was this taken?”

“Somewhere up on the Firth of Clyde,” I said. “There’s a bit of a flap on. Some say it’s a new weapon the Germans are testing.”

Challenger grunted. “Bally Germans don’t have the money to be testing anything for some years yet,” he said. “The war saw to that. And it’s no more than a water drop on the camera lens, any fool can see that.”

“In that case, there are a lot of fools in Glasgow,” I replied. “For we have no fewer than twenty eyewitness accounts as to the photograph’s veracity.”

He grunted again at that, then started to pay closer attention when I mentioned the plant die-off in Arrochar and Milngavie.

“Flattened and burned, you say?”

I nodded. “More like toasted, according to all of the accounts.”

He went white. “It’s not the Kew situation all over again?”

Thankfully I was able to put his mind at rest, on that score at least. “No. There are no parasols, no spores. This is something else entirely.”

I went on to give some description of what the witnesses were reporting; strange lights in the sky, ruined crops, and even weirder accounts of fairies from the Hebrides singing in the night. By now Challenger was only halfway paying attention to me. He had a map out, and was marking off points as I mentioned the incidents. Then, with a ruler and a pencil, he starting trying to join the dots, obviously looking for a pattern.

Equally obviously, this proved fruitless and resulted merely in a random pattern of lines drawn in a heavy hand on the map. He snapped the ruler in two and threw the bits into the same corner as the remains of his radio set.

“This won’t do, Malone,” he said, bristling with indignation. “This won’t do at all. There’s something going on here, and I can’t put my finger on it yet. There’s nothing else for it. We’ll just have to go and see for ourselves. How’s your expense account?”
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And so it was that we settled in a first-class carriage later that same afternoon, making for Glasgow Central. Challenger’s booming sermon on the evils of public radio had already cleared two old ladies from the compartment and sent them scurrying into the next carriage for some peace and quiet, leaving me to study the old chap while the rant continued.

It had been ten years and more since our adventure in the Amazon, but time had been kinder to Challenger than it had to me. He had wrinkles around the eyes now when he laughed, and some gray at the temples and in his beard, but they only served to give him an air of distinguished statesmanship. His broad shoulders had not yet started to slump, and voice was as strident and booming as it had ever been. It was only when talk turned to his wife’s illness that I saw the older man he would be in years to come.

“They say there is still hope,” he said, his voice suddenly soft, almost tremulous. “And that is what I cling to. But I do not know what I will do should she be taken from me.”

That was all he would say, and it was the closest to intimacy that he’d allowed himself to come with me for some time. Now he seemed almost embarrassed by it. He covered it in bluster and more pronouncements on the perils of mass broadcast radio. I let him say his piece while studying once again the photograph that had started us on this journey.

It looked innocuous enough. Yes, it did indeed look like little more than a water droplet on the lens, one that was teardrop-shaped and just about to start to dribble down the glass. But the observers on the ground had been photographed pointing at the appropriate spot in the sky, and several had found the experience frightening enough to report it to the authorities. If it was a hoax, it was a dashed large one involving doctors, policemen and dockhands alike.

“Do you remember Penge?” I said softly.

Challenger nodded.

“That’s what I was thinking too. Maybe they’re back for another look. But let’s wait until we have more facts before we start to jump to erroneous conclusions.”

Challenger and I had already resolved to visit the site where the picture was taken, on the south coast of the river Clyde, just where the river widened into the Firth proper. On arrival in Glasgow, I expected Challenger to be champing at the bit to get going, but, not for the first time, he surprised me.

“What kind of reporter are you, anyway?” he said with a wide grin as we checked in to the Central Hotel. “Everybody in this city knows exactly where to go to get the latest information on anything whatsoever. Meet me back down here in half an hour and we’ll see what we can do about your further education.”

A quick wash and a shave later, and I arrived back in the lobby in time to meet Challenger. He gripped me hard at the shoulder, reminding me, lest I had forgotten, that he had the strength of a bull, and half-dragged me across the busy thoroughfare outside the railway station and down a narrow alleyway that I would not have entered of my own free will.

“Welcome to the house of knowledge,” Challenger said, and it was only then I spotted the pub sign. A large brass horseshoe hung over an old oak door. Opening the door let out noise, smoke, and the unmistakable smell of strong beer. Challenger strode in as if he owned the place.

Indeed, it seemed he was known, for the barman greeted him warmly. “Nice to see you back, Professor. What’ll it be … beer or the cratur?”

“Best make it beer. For now,” Challenger said, and his booming laugh rang around the room. I had a flagon of dark brown ale thrust into my hand. I took it to a corner table and sipped at it while watching in amazement as Challenger worked the room.

Some of the customers, especially the older men, seemed to know Challenger well, and he in turn seemed to know their names, even enough to inquire after their families. At the same time he asked about anything strange in town, and collected a variety of stories. The bar was too noisy for me to catch any more than snippets, but I saw him pass coins, and even a pound note, across the table on several occasions. He had a large smile on his face when he joined me with a fresh beer for each of us.

“The bait is in the trap,” he said and drained a large gulp of beer. “It seems your story is larger than we imagined, for the weird has become commonplace around here in recent days.”

I laughed. “I should get you a job at the paper. You’re a natural.”

He laughed back. “Only in here. It’s an old haunt from years back and they know me well.”

“I have noticed. I did not know you’d even been to Glasgow before.”

The laugh this time was loud enough to stop all conversation in the bar. “Been? I was born just down the coast from here, studied theory in Edinburgh, but studied life itself in this very bar.”

A cry went up for a song and again Challenger amazed me by standing up and, at the top of his voice, starting to sing. Contrary as ever, he gave the Scots in the bar a perfect rendition of “Men of Harlech,” to which everyone joined in with gusto. Flagons were bashed on tables, feet were stamped in time and Challenger’s grin grew ever wider as he came to a rousing climax and the customers roared in appreciation.

His smile stayed as, once the bar settled somewhat, a small man came over and passed him a note. Challenger took his old map from his jacket and spread it out on the table. On reading the note he started marking points with a pencil.

“There have been another three reports today,” he said. “Strange lights over water and plants dying off. This is all connected, and there is a method in it. I’m sure of it.” He banged his fist on the table in frustration. “But the pattern still eludes me.”

I was about to call it a night and suggest that we retire to be better prepared for a trip down the coast in the morning, and indeed, Challenger seemed close to agreement. But that all changed when a red-faced and breathless boy arrived at a rush.

“Dad, it’s the sky,” he said. “The sky’s singing. And it’s on fire!”

Most of the bar’s customers merely laughed and went back to their drinking, but Challenger was already on his feet and I had to hurry to catch him as he stepped outside.

It was not just the sky that seemed afire. The whole alleyway was bathed in a red glow, shimmering like oil on a hot skillet. Looking up past the tall canyon made by the adjoining buildings, I saw that the sky itself was full of dancing clouds in bright yellow and orange.

And yes, they were indeed singing.

At first it sounded like an atonal choir trying to be heard in a strong wind. It seemed to come in pulses, fading in and out at irregular intervals. I started to point that out to Challenger, but he pushed me aside brusquely.

“Hush, man. I’m counting.”

He began to make notes on the back of his map and I knew better than to interrupt him again. He only looked up as the light from above started to dim, the shifting clouds moving away in a southerly direction.

“Quick, lad,” he said, and laughed again. “Your story is getting away.”

He took off down the alley, following the direction the cloud was taking. As he seemed to know where he was going, I followed, feeling the beer swill around in an otherwise-empty stomach as he led me apace through a warren of narrow streets, the buildings blackened with soot and the cobbles slippery underfoot from a recent shower. We crossed two busy thoroughfares but were not bothered by either pedestrians or tram-cars; the whole city seemed to have come to a standstill, looking skyward.
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The singing seemed to come from every direction and none at all, and it had become louder, taking on an almost hollow echo that reminded me of nothing less than a monastic chant such as you might hear in one of the old cathedral cities in the quiet evening air. It felt almost peaceful.

If Challenger was feeling any such peace, he did not show it. His sights were set to the south, where the color concentration in the cloud seemed brightest.

“I see it, Malone. Hurry, man. We’re catching it!”

I followed his shambling bulk through more alleyways, then into a ruck of bystanders that he brushed aside with all the grace of a charging bull. But even he came to a shocked stop at the view that awaited us.

We had arrived at the riverside.

A crowd some five deep, lined the whole length of the north shore, and every one of them stared at a spot in the center of the river. A red mist hung over and around a tall, suspended footbridge, and it was from here that the singing emanated. The mist itself seemed almost solid, yet continuously shifting and swirling as if driven by some internal churning. But its overall shape exactly matched something I’d seen before—a teardrop just about to start its dribble down a window.

Challenger’s pause had only been momentary. He had already pushed his way to the front of the crowd and seemed intent on heading closer to the footbridge. The strange singing increased in volume again, and I felt it like a vibration in the pit of my stomach, as if I stood too close to someone playing only the deepest bass notes on a large church organ. I had to force down sudden nausea as I made my through the crowd toward Challenger.

He had stopped again, some twenty yards shy of the footbridge, and was once more taking notes, marking the rhythm and counting beats between tones. I noted with some dismay that he was bleeding from his left ear, and even as I spotted it I felt something give in my nasal passages and tasted blood as it dripped through to my lips.

“Come away, man,” I said as I reached him, and put a hand on his shoulder. At that very same moment the singing reached a concussive crescendo, a vibration that shook the very fiber of my being and threatened to knock me down into blackness. My vision dimmed so that even now I am not completely sure of what I saw next, but it seemed to me that the red haze started to pulse, almost as if it were breathing. It rose, gracefully as a balloon on a still day, and drifted silently off into the night trailing smoky tendrils in its wake. It left behind a smoldering ruin of buckled girders and split wood—all that remained of what had once been the footbridge.

It was only later, as I lay abed in my hotel room trying to quiet the buzzing in my head that I remembered what the haze had resembled as it floated off—a giant jellyfish, swimming in a clear sea, heading for the depths.
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Challenger was not to give me any chance to sleep off the headache that the damned singing had brought on. He banged on my room door just as the first dim sunlight showed through the thick curtains, and came in without being asked.

“I have it, Malone,” he said, waving a sheaf of papers in my face as I rose, slightly groggy, from bed. While I washed and dressed he explained it to me—or at least he tried to. I was still befuddled and understood barely a half of what he said—something to do with mathematics, Fibonacci and a universal rhythmic messaging system. He sighed in loud exasperation as, after finishing my ablutions, I expressed continued bemusement.

“Look,” he said, in exactly the same tone he might use to explain something to a five-year-old. “It’s really very simple when you see it.”

Once again he took out his old map and spread it on the table. It had been scrawled all over with straight lines in black pencil.

“I’ve seen that already,” I said, shaking my head. “I still can’t make head nor tail of it.”

“Ah, but you haven’t seen this,” Challenger replied. He took a pencil from his pocket and started to draw freehand in a circular motion, connecting all the dots that made up reports of strange happenings. He stood back and waved with a flourish, as if he were a magician revealing a trick.

I looked down. There was now a large spiral marked on the map, its outermost reach being in the Inner Hebrides, with the line converging down to a central spot somewhere out on the northern banks of the Firth of Clyde.

“It’s a descending Fibonacci series producing a Golden Spiral,” Challenger said proudly, as if that explained anything. “And that infernal chanting followed the same descending sequence. I should have seen it sooner.”

Half an hour later, after a quick breakfast of weak tea and stale toast, he was still trying to explain the how of the thing as we boarded the train for Helensburgh—the spot on the map where the spiral curled in to an end.

“I knew already that there was some kind of pattern,” Challenger said as we got our pipes lit. “I just didn’t see it until I looked over the notes I took during last night’s activities. The Fibonacci series is one of the most famous equations in mathematics. It defines a sequence of numbers made by adding together the previous two numbers in the sequence, and goes 0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, et cetera.”

It must have been obvious to Challenger that I was still somewhat confused.

“Look, take my word for it, Malone. These occurrences, whatever they are, follow one of nature’s most primal sequences. And, as with all mathematical sequences, once you know the formula, you can predict what will happen next. Or, in our particular case, where it will happen next.”

He unfolded the map again and pointed at points on it, staring with the one in the Hebrides. “This one is one hundred and forty-four. Not miles or feet—it’s a gross of the units used by the thing—each being somewhere around five hundred yards, at a guess.”

He pointed at another, well to the south toward the port of Campbelltown.

“This one denotes fifty-five. See how they spiral inward?” He traced the line with a finger. “The intervals between the happenings all follow the same pattern, in ever-decreasing units of time. And judging by last night’s visitation at the bridge, we are now fast approaching the end game. If I am right, then Helensburgh will be the focus of the last four visits, denoting the last four points of the series, 3,2,1, and 1 again. The fifth from the end should be happening sometime before we get off the train,” he said casually. “And if my calculations are right, it will be in our immediate proximity, about a mile from the station.” 

As can be imagined, I was somewhat perturbed by this, and insisted that we leave the train at the very first opportunity but Challenger would have none of it.

“What kind of a scientist would I be if I walked away from this now, just as it’s getting interesting? And another thing,” he said. “It’s also spiraling downward as well as inward. Remember how it was high in the sky in the photograph—and ten feet above the ground at the footbridge? This time it may even touch down.”

“And what will happen then?”

“I have no idea, old boy. That’s what we’re going to find out.”

If Challenger was worried he certainly didn’t show it. And he surprised me further by removing a cotton handkerchief from his pocket and tearing it roughly into strips that he proceeded to ball up into tight wads of cotton. He passed two to me.

“Earplugs,” he said. “I fear we might need them.”

He was proved right just minutes later.

It started so innocuously that I scarcely noticed, until Challenger pointed out that the sky had taken on a red tinge. I followed his lead in placing the wadded plugs in my ears, and not a moment too soon. The red glow in the sky pulsed, and the train carriage started to shake and roll—so much so that I feared a derailment. Once again my stomach churned as a deep vibration coursed through me, and even through the earplugs, I heard a far-off chanting.

But that was the least of our problems. The train shuddered to a complete standstill, so violently that I was almost thrown into Challenger’s lap. The window beside him fell out with a huge crash and we fell sideways, almost in slow motion, tumbling and rolling in a bundle of flailing arms and legs as the carriage fell down a small bank to finally come to rest at a forty-five degree angle. Challenger had to almost bodily drag me out what remained of the window and we stood, somewhat unsteadily, on the carriage roof to survey the damage.

Whatever was happening, it was clearly not yet over. A roiling red cloud hung overhead, so close that I could have stood on tiptoe and touched the base of it. Indeed Challenger looked as if he would attempt that very thing, but a glance along the length of the tumbled train made me drag his arm down and away. Toward the rear carriage the red cloud hung even lower and smoky tendrils wafted over three men who stood, bemused, amid a pile of wreckage. The smoke drifted over them. Their screams were mercifully short, and when the smoke moved on there was nothing left of them but a mess of blood and steaming meat, as if their bodies had been put through a mincing machine. And it was not just the men that were taken. Everything the tendrils touched became disrupted, torn and twisted as if melted and reformed.

“This way,” Challenger called as the wispy smoke started to drift in our direction.

I did not need telling twice.

We fled along the embankment as fast as we were able.
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On arriving at the station platform in Helensburgh we found the place in turmoil. A small group of survivors had made it there ahead of us and were already being tended to by station staff. A group of local firemen, still struggling into their gear, passed us going the other way. I started to warn them, but Challenger pointed back the way we had come.

“Let them go, lad,” he shouted. “The danger has passed. For now.”

I saw that he was right. The train was a smoking, ruined wreck in the distance, but the red cloud had lifted away and was already dissipating. I removed the earplugs. My head rang, but there was none of the nausea I had felt the night before, and the headache was rapidly fading.

I stopped, thinking of helping with the cleanup, but Challenger dragged me away.

“Come, man. We must find the focal point, before it is too late for all of us.”

I knew better than to ask him exactly how we might go about accomplishing the task, and followed him down into the town. He muttered to himself all the way, and I only caught fragments, but it was obvious that he was formulating a theory about the strange occurrences that so afflicted us. There was mention of spectral shifting, and interdimensional vibrational entities, and some discourse on the nature of reality and the vastness of space, but I am afraid it was all a jumble to me, my mind still reeling from the tumbling chaos of the train crash. Indeed I was so befuddled that I walked into Challenger’s broad back when he stopped suddenly in front of me.

I saw why when I looked up past him. The sky ahead had taken on the now-familiar red glow, and the sound of far-off chanting filled the air. My first instinct was to flee in the opposite direction, back toward the train wreck, on the grounds that lightning wouldn’t strike twice in the same place, but Challenger had other ideas. He studied the cloud for some seconds, marking its path and its rapid descent toward the town center some four hundred yards west of our position. He, too, looked back the way we had come, then returned his attention to the cloud. He nodded, as if coming to a conclusion, and strode off at a brisk pace in a northerly direction.

We walked up a side street lined with neat little cottages that seemed remarkably calm and quiet after the earlier noise and chaos.

“What are we looking for?” I asked.

“I’ll know it when I see it,” Challenger replied. “But someone has called this thing here. And the call has been answered.”

The far-off chanting got louder, and faint screams could be heard rising to join it.

“It has made land,” Challenger said grimly. “Hurry. Time is getting short.” 

Just as I was thinking once again of making a run for it, Challenger spotted something off to our right. A tall metal pole, like the mast of a yacht but festooned with a mishmash web of wire, cable and valves, stood proud above a small stand of pine trees. Even over the sound of chanting and the mercifully weak screams from the town center, the contraption gave off an audible hum that set my teeth on edge.

Challenger immediately headed for the spot. A tangle of cables led from the pole to a long shed in the back garden of a small cottage set away from the main road. Knocking on the door of the cottage produced no result, but as soon as we approached the shed the door opened. A small wiry man greeted us, wearing pince-nez glasses, a tweed suit, and the air of someone too busy to be disturbed.

“The name’s Logie Baird,” he said. “And if you’re selling something, I’m not interested.”

He had a broad Scots accent that I found difficult to understand, such was the speed with which he spoke, but Challenger seemed to have no such problems.

“Don’t tell me,” he said. “You’re coming to the end of an experiment, the result of which will change the world.”

Baird looked up, as if seeing us for the first time.

“Challenger, isn’t it? I attended your lectures on the electromagnetic field of the conger eel and its use in navigation. Fascinating stuff. But it was a deeply flawed analysis. Let me tell you …”

Challenger pushed the small man aside and made for the interior of the shed.

“We’ve no time for that. Where’s this experiment?”

Baird unwisely tried to pull Challenger back.

“You can’t just …”

Challenger turned, his face contorted in rage, and lifted Baird off his feet as if he weighed no more than a doll. He carried the small man out onto the garden and turned him to face where the red cloud roiled in the sky. Forked lightning crackled from it on cue.

“Descending Fibonacci sequences, messages beamed off the magnetosphere and calling down destruction on a grand scale,” Challenger shouted. “Any of this ringing any bells?”

Baird kicked and struggled but Challenger had him held tight. He went quiet as a lightning bolt crashed to the ground nearby and the red cloud started to drift, slowly at first, then with more purpose, heading in our direction.

Baird struggled to speak until Challenger relaxed his grip, but only slightly.

“I will admit I am working on a system that forms images from reflected radio waves and can transmit them across large distances. The Fibonnacci series is the final test. I shall call it Photovision.” He almost smiled but another shake from Challenger put paid to that. “I know nothing of destruction though—I merely sent out some messages.…”

“Aye,” Challenger replied. “And something merely responded in kind. Quick, man … can you reverse the sequence?”

“Certainly. I have it encoded in a spring-loaded coil. Rather ingenious, actually; I think you’ll like it. It …”

Challenger shook him again. “Can it be done?!” he bellowed.

“Yes. It’ll take five minutes.”

Challenger looked at the glowering sky. It was already several shades deeper red.

“Better make it three,” he said, and pushed Baird through into the laboratory.

[image: img5.jpg]

Given time, I could have spent many happy hours in Baird’s laboratory. It was obvious he was trying out several different inventions at any one time. I saw a particularly strange pair of shoes with pneumatic soles, a razor blade that looked to be made of glass, and a bench piled high with many pairs of long socks that could be internally heated through a cunning weave of copper wires attached to a dynamo.

The lab proper was crammed with chugging generators, sputtering valves and arcing electricity, and Logie Baird darted excitedly around the equipment with the air of a giddy schoolgirl. A flat white screen stood at the rear of the laboratory, with a contraption mostly made of spinning disks and copper wire projecting a spluttering light onto it. Baird pulled a switch … and a flickering image came slowly into focus. It was immediately recognizable—a crude line drawing, of a teardrop, just about to start its dribble down a window.

I was still thinking about the implications when I realized that the white screen had taken on a distinct pinkish glow. I turned to see Challenger looking up through a skylight window to where red clouds gathered angrily above us. Another lightning bolt crashed, too close for comfort, and the small laboratory shook and rattled. Challenger bellowed at Baird.

“Reverse the bloody sequence. There is no time left!” 

The dissonant chanting returned, louder than we had yet heard it. My stomach churned as the whole lab pounded in time, as if we were caught inside a kettledrum. Through the skylight I saw wispy tendrils of smoke, then the whole view was obscured as a red teardrop, in shape a perfect replica of the image projected on the screen, fell on the laboratory.

Baird was busy fiddling with a piece of equipment on the far side of the lab—so intent on his work that he did not notice when a piece of the roof was melted away, dissolving as fast as a piece of ice dropped in boiling water. Smoky tendrils wafted down toward the inventor.

I heard, as if from a distance, a loud bellow of defiance and watched dumbfounded as Challenger swept a large table free of the mechanisms that festooned it and, carrying the table above his head, moved to stand over Baird. I saw his intent immediately, and ran over to hold one end of the table, using it like an umbrella to protect us all from the falling tendrils.

“Hurry, man!” Challenger shouted as Baird fumbled with the mechanism below us. The table started to feel lighter in my hands and I smelled smoke. I looked up to see that the wood was melting and flowing, like wax in a hot flame.

“I’ve got it,” Baird shouted. A second later Challenger pulled us away just as a fresh clutch of tendrils wafted in our direction. The chanting rose to a crescendo that threatened to shake the bones from my flesh. We crawled ignominiously under a trestle as the tendrils snaked around us.

“Did you reverse the sequence?” Challenger shouted.

Baird had fresh blood in his ears and nostrils, and his eyes fluttered alarmingly, but he was aware enough to reply.

“It’s done. But if the transmitter goes, then it will never get sent.”

I do believe that Challenger might have put his own body between the tendrils and that transmitter if it was required, but our luck changed for the better at that point. Just as I feared the very structure of the shed itself might be completely melted, the chanting diminished to an almost acceptable level, the red haze started to lift, and the smoky tendrils wafted up and away.

I saw a patch of blue sky above and remembered to breathe.
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And there you have it—as much of the tale as my understanding can tell. Challenger tried to fill in some blanks for me later that evening.

We had returned to Glasgow, and were once more at a quiet table in the corner, nursing our second flagon of ale. The events in the laboratory were already taking on a dreamlike quality in my memory. I barely remembered the rush back to the train wreckage to clear the railway track of rescuers before the imminent return of the entity, the hurried explanations to the authorities—most of which we left to Baird—and the slow bus journey back through Glasgow to our hotel. It was only after I had a beer inside me that I started to be able to look at the day dispassionately.

“What in blazes was it, Challenger?”

He spent a while staring into his beer, then dipped a finger in it and let a drop fall back into the glass.

“Baird unwittingly caused ripples in the space-time continuum when he bounced those messages off the magnetic field of the planet,” he said, leaving me none the wiser. “And something took note and followed them back to their source. We may never know what it was exactly, but I believe there are entities of magnetic energy out there. It maybe that they are just cruising the ether. Until they meet a ripple.”

He made a swirling motion with his finger pointed downward over the beer, dipping ever closer to the surface.

“Luckily for us, we stopped it in time.”

He reversed the spin and drew his finger away. That was when I understood. I could finally see it in my mind’s eye—the teardrop hanging over Helensburgh starting to spiral away and upwards, slowly at first, then ever faster out into the black depths of space and away into an unimaginable distance.

“I have asked Baird to keep the transmitter running for some months,” he said. “That should be ample time for the planetary orbit to take us far enough apart to avoid further interference.”

Challenger drained his beer in one smooth motion. The same child as the previous night arrived at that moment at the barroom door.

“The singing’s back. Down at the bridge again.”

Challenger stood. I thought he might want to have another look at the entity, but instead he went to the bar and returned with two more beers.

“It is merely the return leg of the spiral. As long as the crowd stays back the danger is past—for now,” he said. “But Baird is only a pioneer. Others will follow. We are announcing our presence into the ether. And who knows what might reply?”

He took a long swig of his beer, and looked as pensive as I have ever seen him.

“Watch the skies, Malone. Keep watching the skies.”


The Valley of the Lost
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~1~

 

Losing his wife was nearly the end of my old friend Challenger. He’d been locked in his study for weeks, coming out only to demand more Scotch or smokes. On my last visit he had looked haggard and drawn, and I feared, on my arrival a week later, that matters might have got quite a lot worse.

So I was somewhat surprised to have him open the door to me on my first knock. He gripped my hand and shook it firmly.

“Come in, Malone. Just the man I wanted to see.”

Something had him energized; that much was obvious. The old enthusiasm seemed to be back in full force, and if I still saw some hint of darkness and despair around his eyes I was too polite at that moment to mention it.

Not that I was given the chance. He had already gone off ahead of me. I followed him through into the study. He had pulled a table into the center of the room, and had a map spread out over it. He seemed to have already forgotten my presence and was intent on tracing the course of a river across the paper.

“Planning an expedition, old chap?” I asked.

“Since you ask, yes,” he said, and let out a booming laugh the like of which I hadn’t heard from him since his wife fell ill. “Come and see, Malone.”

I walked over and looked down at the map. It had been produced to a small scale, and it was not immediately obvious where it was. I spotted one thing quickly enough, though. It was mountainous, rough terrain, pockmarked with glacial lakes.

“Siberia?” I asked, taking a guess.

“Montana,” Challenger said. “High country.”

“And why would you be planning to go there, old man?”

“Not just me,” he said, and clapped me so hard on the shoulder that I almost buckled. “We. I’ve already cleared it with McGuire. The Express will partially fund us, you will report, and I will have the find of the century.”

“What, again?” I said, softly. If he heard, he didn’t take offense, and that’s when I knew he was deadly serious.

“Steady on, Challenger,” I said. “I can’t afford the time away from …”

“Away from what?” he said. “A desk in Fleet Street? A couple of society weddings? Or are you so attached to the Old Bailey that you want to sit through another dozen trials?”

I had to smile in reply. “Well, if you put it like that …”

Five minutes later we sat in matching armchairs on opposite sides of the fireplace. Challenger poured us stiff measures of Scotch; he lit a cheroot, and I got my pipe going. It was only then that he told me the whys and wherefores of his plan.

“I’ve already telegraphed the Smithsonian,” he said. “They’ll provide us with support staff for the trip. Good men, or so I’m told. We’ll be gone for some months, though, given the remoteness of the area. And I had to promise that at least some of the credit for the find would go to the museum, which will not please the Royal Society at all.”

He didn’t seem unhappy with that thought. But I was still rather confused.

“That’s all very well, old man,” I said. “But why are we going to Montana?”

He laughed again. “I forgot the most important fact of all.” He took a photograph from his pocket, leaned over, and passed it to me. “This is part of it. The other part is in the form of a letter, but this tells you all you’ll need to know for now.”

The photograph had been crumpled into a ball at some point in its life, then smoothed out again. Fine white lines traced its surface, and one quadrant was so badly faded that almost nothing could be made out. That didn’t matter, though. The important features were right there in the foreground. A team of men stood in a row facing the camera; frontier types with buckskin jackets, leather chaps, and rifles. They were all smiling broadly and one of them pointed down at their feet. That’s where the thing lay, dead and spread out, its wingtips reaching from one end of the line of men to the other, the thing that had made sure Challenger would be going to Montana.

It was a bird, but like no other that I have ever seen. In wingspan it matched some of the Pterosaur specimens we had seen in the Amazon, but this was more eagle-like in its appearance, with black feathers, flared out like huge hands at the wingtips. The head was white and the beak, almost a foot long, looked sharp enough to tear any flesh.

“They shot one,” Challenger said, softly, a faraway look in his eye. “But they say they saw six.” 

 

It was five days later before I learned any more details, and by then we were well on our way, steaming across the Atlantic in a well-appointed liner.

Challenger’s presence ensured that we dined with the Captain most nights. The food was top-notch and we were kept well-oiled with a fine selection of liquors. All in all it was a most pleasant way to pass the time. I knew in my heart that there would be rigors ahead that would test our resolve, but for now I fully intended to just enjoy the journey itself.

It was a cold, clear night after supper. Challenger and I took our smokes up top for a stroll on the deck, and it was only then that I heard the full story. I smoked, and let him talk.

“I’m sorry I haven’t shown you the letter,” he began. “But it was written in a crabbed hand by a man whose literacy leaves a great deal to be desired, and who is prone to the most atrocious colloquialisms imaginable. It took me several days to decipher any form of meaning from it, so, if it’s all right by you, old bean, I’ll just give you the salient facts.

“Tucker Dawson appears to be, or to have been, a man of action, given to rather bold—some would call them rash—courses of action. Two years ago, one of these rushes of blood took him and a gang of like-minded citizens to Montana in search of a legend: a ghost town from the mining days of the eighteen-sixties, and a lost sack of ore.

“They went with dreams of fortune and glory. All they found were derelict structures of rotted wood. They found no gold anywhere, despite tearing down what little had been left standing to look for it. They spent a cold night beside a high lake, intending to head back south, tails between their legs, in the morning.

“Instead they were awoken before dawn by the most fearsome sounds. Something had got at the horses.

“I think you can guess the rest,” Challenger said. “They lost two horses, and Carter, the man who took the photograph you saw, got a leg injury that meant he couldn’t follow the others. Dawson wrote the letter … to be sent to the Smithsonian, and gave it to Carter for delivery. That was just before he and the rest of his men went on the hunt, intent on capturing a live specimen of the bird.”

“And?” I asked. “What happened next?”

Challenger laughed. “That’s what we are going to find out. There are Thunderbirds in the skies over Montana, Malone. And where there are raptors, there is usually prey. Tell me, what do you think birds that size might eat?”

That question had me in a cold sweat for the rest of the night, and I’m afraid I did not sleep easily.
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By the time the liner berthed in New York I was feeling rather corpulent, what with the excess of good food and liquor. The long train journey west soon put paid to any feelings of well-being. The Smithsonian had booked our passage ahead, but had not gone as far as placing us in a sleeping compartment. We sat in an open carriage for three straight days, and at the end of it I was as stiff as a board.

At least we were all in the same situation. However, the others took the journey better than I. Challenger continued to be in the best of humor and at least one or two new traveling companions from the museum proved equally cheerful. Thomas Smith and Jim Boyd were unlikely companions at first glance. Smith was tall, thin and dour, a middle-aged man who had seen enough of life to know that he didn’t like it very much. Boyd was barely out of his teens, stout and beefy, and as boisterous as a puppy, especially around Challenger, whose reputation, I think, intimidated the lad and made him nervous to the extent that it turned him overly garrulous. All in all, the lad’s enthusiasm became quite wearing, and I was glad to finally disembark at our destination in Missoula and get some time alone, for several minutes at least.

I was, however, greatly impressed by the efficiency of the Smithsonian operation. Smith and Boyd oversaw the unloading of gear from the train onto two covered wagons; a veritable warehouse load of crates, boxes, tents and cooking utensils.

“Do you think we have enough equipment?” I said dryly as I joined them for a smoke when the packing was done.

“Probably not,” Smith replied. He wasn’t smiling, and I was as yet unsure enough of his moods to know whether he was jesting.

We spent our last night in civilization in a boisterous saloon in the center of town. I found the ale to be somewhat thinner than I would have liked, but the rye whisky on offer proved much better than I would have expected, and I’m sorry to say I drank rather more than was good for me. Challenger, as ever, seemed to soak the stuff up with no discernible effect other than making him even louder than normal. His good humor, which had withstood the rigors of the train journey far better than mine, saw him leading the patrons of the bar in song after song, while young Boyd accompanied him with some piano-playing that made up in gusto what it lacked in musicality. It was a fine evening with which to launch our trip.

The next morning proved to be much less enjoyable. We left town in tandem, with Challenger and Boyd in the front wagon, Smith and myself rolling on behind. Smith took the reins, which was fine by me, as I felt quite delicate after my overindulgence of the previous night. Up front, I heart Boyd chattering away nineteen to the dozen, but my own companion was as taciturn as ever. I lit up a pipe and tried to ignore the roiling in my guts as we ascended a steep trail out of town, heading for the higher peaks beyond.
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We rode into Big Hole Valley four days later. The trip had been a spectacular one, over mountain passes and alongside clear blue lakes beneath vertiginous cliffs. But for all that, it had been uneventful, with long days spent sitting in the wagon, smoking pipe after pipe and trying, unsuccessfully, to draw conversation out of Smith. Nights were spent in pitching tents, eating and sleeping. The only signs of wildlife we saw were some skittish deer that got out of our way right quickly, and the splash of trout in the icy waters of the lakes.

There was one conversation of note, although the import of it did not strike me until much later. Smith had been as quiet as ever, and sat by the fire reading. On being asked what had him so engrossed, he showed us. He was reading an old battered Bible.

Challenger couldn’t resist the bait.

“How you can believe in God when there are so many things that are going wrong in the world, and it is obvious that, even if he did exist, he doesn’t care?” he asked.

Smith smiled.

“The Bible says that God is love. And part of His loving nature is that He allows people to have free will. As a result, we have evil, pain and suffering, due to the choices we and others make.”

“So I was right?” Challenger said. He lit a cheroot, warming to his task. “He doesn’t care?”

“Of course he cares. He sent his only son to die for us. That’s how much he cares. He could intervene and control everything about our lives, but then we would be just puppets and not truly free.” 

“That is the thing I have never understood. He gives us free will. Then, when we use it, he punishes us for not doing what he wanted in the first place. That’s not free will. That’s tyranny.”

Smith’s smile never faded. “God does not violate our wills by choosing us and redeeming us. Rather, He changes our hearts so that our wills choose Him.”

“So, if, to be saved by Christ, I must give up my free will, then do we truly have free will? Is it really our choice to be saved if in the end we do not have the ability to choose salvation for ourselves?”

“There are some things you just have to take on faith,” Smith said.

“Oh, I have faith aplenty already,” Challenger replied. “Faith enough for both of us.”

“And what is it that you have faith in?” Smith asked.

“This,” Challenger said, and pointed at his skull. “My intellect is all I need.”

“Then I pity you,” Smith replied.

The conversation ended there, and I almost forgot about it until much later.
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We followed the bends of the Big Hole Lake all day, picking our way along a track that was little more than a slush-filled bog with ruts in it. The sun was starting to go down beyond the mountains when we got our first view of Ruby Creek, our final destination.

At one time there had been ten huts on the left side of the creek, too ramshackle to call houses, but home to twenty or more prospectors intent on forcing a living out of the intractable rock.

But no more.

Only two huts still stood, and even from two miles distance I saw the fallen timbers and ruined bases of the other dwellings. Wreckage lay strewn over a wide area, and there was no sign of any movement. Not that we expected any; we had been told that the settlement was long deserted.

As we got closer it became obvious that our information was right. The whole place was little more than rotted timbers and shingle. Rather than attempt to set up camp in the last ramshackle remnants of the buildings, we elected to pitch the tents. Boyd and Smith had the job down to a fine art that was almost balletic to behold. That left Challenger and me time to get a fire going and prepare a basic meal of what I had come to know as baloney and beans, a salty mixture of ham and vegetables that served to heat up the innards and fill the gut in equal measure.

We had the stew bubbling on a roaring fire before the lads from the Smithsonian were finished. Challenger showed no sign of planning to help them, so I followed his lead, sat by the fire and lit up a smoke. It was the first time the two of us had been alone for any length of time since getting off the boat in New York, and I discovered that matters had been preying on the old chap’s mind.

“There’s nothing here, old man,” he said, staring into the flames as if they held a deep secret. “It’s all been for nothing.”

“We only just got here,” I replied. “It’s too dark to have a look around now, but I’m betting things will look better in the morning. Besides … what did you expect?”

“The truth? I half expected to find a troop of men with some Thunderbirds in captivity. Or a skeleton at least. The remains of the bird on the photograph might even be around here someplace.”

He looked as close to despair as I had seen him since leaving London. He looked around us, at the tall cliffs of the canyon looming high above.

“She would have loved it here,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “And I would give anything to be able to show it to her.”

He said no more. We smoked in silence until Boyd and Smith joined us. After supper, Boyd surprised me by producing a concertina from his traveling bag and regaling us with a selection of frontier songs. Challenger started to loosen up after Boyd produced a bottle of Scotch, and even joined in some singing, although not with his usual exuberance. By the time we started to bed down for the night, the atmosphere was once again one of hope for a better day in the morning.

 

I woke in the night, unsure as to what had brought me up out of sleep. Then I heard it again, a high keening, far overhead. I poked my head out of my tent to see Challenger standing near the remnants of the fire, staring up at the stars, the moon shining on his face.

“What is it?” I whispered.

He didn’t reply, but pointed up toward where an almost-full moon hung above us. I heard the keening again, louder now I was out in the open. I have heard buzzard cries over the South Downs, and hawks squeal in the Amazonian jungle but nothing, even the harsh screams of the Pterosaur, had chilled me to the core as did that sound I heard there in the canyon. It seemed to vibrate through to my spine, sending a chill running through me. I was about to turn to Challenger with a question when I saw the source of the sound. It passed in front of the moon, banking into a left turn, wingtips flaring like an open hand. It was hard to get a sense of scale, but I now knew one thing for certain.

There were indeed Thunderbirds here, and they were most certainly alive.

 

 

~2~

 

Our search began early the next morning.

We started with a thorough examination of the settlement itself, but found little of importance. At one time it had been the center for quite an extensive mining operation, but any machinery had long since rotted or rusted beyond repair. There was most certainly no sign of any gold. An abandoned shaft led into the cliffs to the East, but it was blocked solid by an old landslide only five yards in.

We did find one thing of note, but it did nothing to quell a growing feeling of apprehension in my stomach. Someone had lost blood—a lot of blood, in one of the huts still standing. It had happened many years ago by the look of things, but it was another sign, if any were required, that this had not been a pleasant place in the course of its short existence.

The whole morning was spent in the fruitless survey of the area, and I was about to suggest that we raise camp to try our luck elsewhere, when Boyd let out an excited shout.

We found him in a narrow cleft in the cliff, standing beside a contraption of pulleys and ropes. The rope went up into the distance high above us. My heart sank when I saw the look on Challenger’s face, for in that very instant I knew there was no other path now but for us to see where that rope led.

First we had to work out the mechanics of the system that had been employed. In the end, it was simple enough. We discovered a hefty rock that was employed as a counterweight. After some heaving, we managed to raise it high above until the rope jerked as it locked in place. The section of rope now in front of us had hand and foot holds in loops.

“After you, old man,” I said to Challenger. I do believe he might have taken me at my word and gone up there and then, had Smith not proved to be the voice of caution.

“I think it best to make proper preparations,” he said, and Challenger finally saw sense when both Boyd and I concurred.

“Proper preparations” took the best party of half an hour. By then Challenger was champing at the bit, but we had managed to get him to don clothing more suitable for the colder climes we might encounter if we went much higher than our current altitude. He also carried, slung across his back like a weapon, a stout oak walking stick and a haversack containing enough provisions for several days at least. I was similarly dressed and kitted out, although I forsook the walking stick in favor of my service revolver, which I slung in a holster under my left arm, along with a cross-torso belt of ammunition.

And to irk Challenger even further, I told him in no uncertain terms that I was going first. I didn’t want to be heroic in any way, but the old man had grown portly in recent years. I was by no means sure that the system of ropes and pulleys would take the strain if there were not someone already up above to watch out for potential problems.

My heart was in my mouth as I put feet and hands into their respective holds.

“Heave,” Challenger shouted, and my ascent started.
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I went up in a series of jerks and halts, each pull lifting me some six feet higher. There was little to do except hang on and try to enjoy the view which, I have to admit, was stunning in itself. I hung on a cliff facing down the length of the Big Hole Valley. The lake stretched away on the valley floor as far as the eye could see. Cold, blue Rockies bounded the valley. The highest peaks still held some snow; the sky was almost completely cloudless, and there was a chill in the air despite it being July. As I ascended I became ever more grateful for Smith’s demand that we wear the proper gear; it may have been summer on the valley floor, but up here it felt decidedly like late autumn.

I looked down once, from a height of over a hundred feet, but that only proved to me, as if any more proof were required, that I was in a rather precarious position. The lurch that occurred on the next heave of the ropes almost threw me out of the loops, and after that I just concentrated on holding on.

My ascent seemed to go on forever. I knew by now I must be hundreds of feet above the valley floor, but I could not bring myself to look. Instead I chanced a glance upwards, and was glad to see that I had almost reached some kind of high point. I came to a stop with a jolt and was able to step out of the loops and onto a wide ledge. I gave the rope three hard tugs, our pre-arranged signal that I had reached the destination. There was a whine of rope scratching on the pulley that had been driven into the rock face above my head, then the rope-holds started on their trip down as the counterweight came back up. I did not envy those below the task of having to haul someone of Challenger’s bulk up to where I now stood, even with the benefit of the counterweight.

While the rope descended I had a quick look around. Someone, or, rather, a group of people, had been here. A large fire had been lit at one time on the flattest part of the ten-foot wide shelf, and several empty crates told of food supplies having been ported up to this station. It had been some time ago, though. There was nothing to suggest anyone had been here for at least a year, and maybe more.

I was wondering whether this was the work of the same men who had taken the photograph that had led us here, when the rope started to whine against the pulley again.

Challenger was on his way up.
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I spent the next twenty minutes with my heart in my mouth, leaning over a vertiginous drop and trying to steady the rope from swinging too violently. After a while I heard what I at first thought was wind whistling through rocks, then had to smile; Challenger was coming up toward me singing at the top of his voice.

Five minutes after that, I helped him step alongside me on the ledge. The rope holds did not descend. Challenger saw me looking.

“We decided to stay in pairs,” he said. “I doubt that either Boyd or Smith have the strength left to raise the rope again; not for a while at least. Smith has given us three hours to explore. If we don’t pull on the rope in that time, he says he’s coming after us, one way or another.”

I looked around.

“I doubt if it will take that long, old chap,” I said. “This appears to be the end of the trip.”

“Nonsense,” Challenger said, lighting up one of his infamous cheroots. “They wouldn’t make all this effort just to light a fire and sing songs.”

He set about an examination of the site. I yielded to his authority, lit a smoke of my own, and joined in the search. We found what we were looking for mere minutes later.

A stone stairway had been hacked into the cliff; indeed, some parts of it looked as if it had been blasted from the rock face. The steps led up and away around a pinnacle many yards above us. It looked steep, but not precipitously so. Challenger already had his foot on the bottom step.

“An hour,” I said. “And no more. Then we turn back.”

He nodded in agreement and set off. I followed, knowing that I would be hard-pressed to keep the Professor to that promise.

 

The climb, though strenuous, proved simpler than I could have hoped. After half an hour of following behind Challenger, he stepped to one side to let me join him.

“I think we’ve arrived,” he said. I stepped up to his side.

We stood on a high rocky outcrop, looking down over a long glacial valley. It stretched off into the far distance, at least twenty miles long and two to three miles wide. Tall conifers lined the slopes on both sides below high snow-covered peaks. A large lake lay on the valley floor below us, with grass-covered plains dominating the long stretch away to the west. Several herds of large animals grazed on the plain, but it was too far to make out detail. They could only be bison, I thought, but there was something about these animals that just felt strange.

Challenger studied the ground around us.

“Someone wearing boots has walked here,” he said.

Tracks led away toward what looked like a deer track. I raised my head and followed the line of it. The thin path ran alongside a stream for several hundred yards, then led along the northern slopes just above the tree line. I headed toward the start of the track. I was almost there when I realized that Challenger had not followed. He stared at a point several miles away on the other side of the valley. A thin column of smoke rose high into the air from a series of caves at the base of the slopes.

Someone was alive down there.

Challenger was all for investigating further.

“We’ve come this far,” he said. “We can’t walk away now.”

“Yes,” I replied. “And we’ve left two good men waiting for us. We’re not prepared for an expedition. Besides, it would be dark before we got there. We should go back, and return when we have made adequate preparations.”

Challenger was clearly in no mood to listen to me, but his attention had been drawn away from the valley floor to the sky above us.

“Look, Malone,” he whispered.

I followed his gaze. High above, several hundred yards overhead, three birds soared. Even at this distance it was apparent that they were huge, each as big, if not bigger, than the one in the photograph that had led us here. As I watched, the largest of the birds tucked its wings in toward its body and dived, coming straight at us.

It got closer fast, coming at such a speed that we barely had time to react. I threw myself aside at the last possible moment and felt the wind from the bird’s wings waft against my face. The attacking eagle screeched in frustration, talons raking the air where I had just been. It skimmed the ground and stayed just airborne enough to clear the trees to our left. It banked off over the cliff edge, turned on a sixpence and came back toward us.

Challenger watched it coming. He wielded his walking stick like a broadsword and stood his ground as the bird, wings tucked close to its body, talons outstretched, powered toward him.

With a deft piece of footwork that belied his bulky frame Challenger stepped to one side and, with perfect timing, brought the stick around in a swipe, the heavy end catching the eagle flush on the head and caving in its skull. Momentum kept the rest of it going. It tumbled to the ground, bones snapping like matchsticks. The body landed in a tangle of broken wings at my feet.

The Professor turned and smiled at me.

“I do believe I may be the first unarmed man to bring down a Thunderbird,” he said, and laughed. “Just wait until I tell those old fogeys in the Royal Society about this one!”

“Let us hope we both live long enough to see it, old man,” I said, looking upward. The other two eagles were already on their way down. “To the trees,” I shouted. “It’s our only hope.”

Challenger didn’t need to be told twice; indeed, he beat me in the dash for the treeline. We just made it in time, as two dark shapes swooped past in tandem mere feet from our noses. I turned to congratulate the Professor on a close escape when my feet gave way beneath me and the ground crumbled underfoot. I slid off a concealed cliff edge and tumbled head over heels into empty space.

 

 

~3~

 

It was only blind luck that enabled me to survive the fall. It seemed that I tumbled forever, air rushing at my ears and a terrible fear gripping my guts. I expected at any moment to hit the ground with a crash that would surely kill me.

Instead I plunged, feet first, into ice-cold water, the shock of which knocked all the breath from my body even as my momentum took me deeper. The surface was only a dim, shimmering light far above when I finally stopped descending and was able to start climbing my way back. My clothes sucked at me, threatening to drag me down, but I was loath to shuck them off, knowing full well that I would need all the warmth I could get, should I manage to reach the surface and get myself to shore.

My breath was almost gone as I broke through. I trod water, heaving in huge gulps of cold air.

It took several seconds to get my bearings. I had landed near the shore in the waters of the lake we had seen from above. The shoreline near me was a single cliff face going down into the water, and there would be no beaching spot for me there. I chose to go right, swimming as steadily as I could manage, heading for where I could see that the forest came down the side of the hill to meet the water.

I only just made it to shore. I might have done better by ditching the knapsack and my coat, but grave though my situation was, I knew it would be graver still to be lost in this wilderness without warmth or provisions. I dragged myself out of the water and fell to my knees on a gravel shore bounded by a dense forest of straggly pines.

I was barely given time to catch my breath when I heard the noise of something heavy crashing through the undergrowth, coming straight for me. I drew my pistol and raised it in front of me, even though I was quite sure that it would not work due to the soaking it had just received, but hoping that the mere sight of it might give any attacker pause.

“Malone?” a familiar voice bellowed. I lowered the gun as Challenger arrived at a run from the undergrowth.
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He had obviously made his own descent from the cliff in some haste. His jacket was torn at the shoulder, he had small cuts at forehead and cheek where branches had whipped at his face, and he was caked in mud from toe to thigh. But he gave me a huge grin when he saw me at the waterside.

“Well met, lad. I thought I’d lost you.”

“It was a dashed close thing,” I said ruefully. I tried to stand, but my legs had gone to jelly with the effort of getting myself ashore, and I would have fallen flat on my face on the gravel had Challenger not caught me.

“You’re soaked through, man,” he said. “Get out of those clothes. I’ll get a fire going.”

I was in no position to protest. I did as I was bidden. Challenger collected dried wood and moss and managed to get a pretty decent fire going in short order. I sat as close to it as I dared and steam-dried my sodden clothing. I also took up his offer of a cheroot, my own tobacco pouch being as wet as my garments. While we smoked, Challenger told me of his descent to my side.

“I damned near joined you in the fall, Malone,” he said. “And would have, too. if I hadn’t managed to grab hold of a branch just in the nick of time. I didn’t see you fall, but I heard the splash, right enough. After that, I ran, trying only to keep going downhill, and not to get my damn fool self killed in the process.”

“And here we are,” I said. For the first time since my abrupt arrival on the valley floor I looked around.

And that was when I saw the skeleton.

“Challenger?” I managed to say. “What in blazes is that?”

He walked over, and I went to join him. The sight that met us there quickly quelled any relief I felt at surviving my fall.

The carcass of a large animal lay just beyond the tree line on the shore to our right. It had died some time ago, and most of the bones had been picked clean, but those that were left were strewn across a wide area. A huge skull lay in wet grass, empty eye sockets staring at us.

Bits of dry brown fur flapped in the wind, but there was nothing about the beast that I recognized. The rib cage was wide enough that two men could have walked inside it, and the thighbone was more than four feet long.

“Was it some kind of bear?” I asked.

Challenger shook his head. “The teeth are all wrong. And it’s too big to be a bison. But I’ve no idea what it was.”

Just where the bones lay, a stream came down from the hill above. The stream fed into the lake, and we were going to have to cross the water and skirt the lake if we were to reach the cave where we had earlier seen the smoke.

Challenger had seen the same thing. He strode toward the stream, looking for a place we might cross. I followed, aware that most of my clothing was still steaming by the fire, and a chill wind blew through the long johns that I had not removed.

The closer we got to the water, the more bones we found. By the time we reached the bank of the stream the ground was covered, not just with bones, but with small, chopped-up pieces of fur.

Challenger stood over a pile of bones, moving them around with his feet. He bent, and lifted a leather belt, and then a work boot. The remains of a foot were still inside it.

“I believe we may have found at least one of those we are seeking.”
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We were both chastened by what we had seen, and smoked in silence for a time by the side of the fire. I checked my clothing. It was by no means dry, but it was dry enough to be put back on.

“Time’s a-wasting, Challenger,” I said. “We’re going to be late already. We had best get back to Boyd and Smith.”

If I had not taken the earlier fall, Challenger might not have been easily swayed to my point of view, but I was able to cite exhaustion, and cold as a factor on my side. In the end he agreed, reluctantly.

“But—and I have bad news here, Malone—we cannot go up the way I came down, for it involved several sheer drops that would be too risky.”

I looked at the stream to our right, and followed the line of it up through the trees. “Let’s follow that upwards,” I said. “Maybe there is a deer trail or some such.”

After agreeing to the plan, we carefully extinguished our fire, and minutes later headed along a track at the side of the small river.

The climb proved relatively easy to start with, and I began to hope for a simple trip back to our camp. But my hopes were to be dashed as the trail we followed came to a halt at a deep pool below a waterfall whose top was six feet and more above our heads. Challenger started to look for handholds in the rock face to the side of the falls.

“I think I can see a way up,” he said after a minute or so. Personally I wasn’t quite so sure, but I trusted to his judgement. I held my breath as he boosted himself up to the first hold; a thin crack in the rock that was only just visible from where I stood. Despite his bulk, Challenger’s upper-body strength served him well in the situation, and he pulled himself up and away from me at some speed. I was by no means certain of my own ability to follow where he led.

I waited until his feet were several feet above my head, took a deep breath, and approached the rock, gingerly reaching for the first hold.

Something growled in the thicket to my right.
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“Challenger?” I said, as loudly as I dared.

“I heard it,” he said. “Stay there. I’m coming back down.”

I didn’t have time to disagree. The undergrowth rustled, and a beast came out of the woods, its eyes fixed on me. It was a cat, the likes of which I have never seen, some four feet tall at the shoulder, heavily built and shaggy all over, with reddish-brown fur and a wicked-looking pair of fangs protruding six inches below its lower jaw. I reached, slowly, for my pistol. I had tried to dry it out at the fireside earlier, but I was unsure whether it would ever recover from the soaking it had taken after my fall. I was also pretty sure that the small weapon would not intimidate the beast in any way. The cat had naked hunger in its eyes as it padded closer. My finger tightened on the trigger.

At the same instant that I fired, Challenger leapt from the rock with a roar like a crazed bull. The sound of the shot echoed around the valley, and the beast turned tail and fled, gone as quickly as it had come.

“Smilodon fatalis,” Challenger said as he came to my side. “Fascinating.”

“And what’s one of those when it’s at home?” I asked—after I remembered to breathe.

“In the common vernacular, a saber-toothed tiger,” Challenger said. “And we may be the first men to see one for ten thousand years.”

I wasn’t too sure of that, remembering the bones and remains we had found on the valley floor below. As I was about to point this fact out to Challenger, a new sound echoed around the valley: another gunshot, from somewhere above us. It was quickly followed by a shout.

“Challenger? Are you there?”

It was Boyd, and he was close by. We shouted ourselves almost hoarse for several minutes, and soon the youngster looked down at us from the lip of the falls above.

“I have Smith here with me too,” he called down. “And we have a rope. We’ll have you up alongside us in a jiffy.”

He was as good as his word. Minutes later, all four of us stood above the waterfall. It was only when Challenger went pale and grabbed my arm that I turned to look at the view over the valley. We had a clear view down the whole length, and now that we were closer, I could clearly see the herds of beasts on the prairie. I could also clearly see the nature of the beasts themselves, although I could not quite believe my eyes.

Grazing not a mile from our viewpoint was a herd of around twenty. At first I thought they were elephants, for trunks and tusks were clearly visible. But where elephants are tough and leathery, these beasts were as shaggy as the tiger we had just encountered, and their tusks were huge and curved, much bigger than any I had seen before.

“Mammoths, as I live and breathe,” Challenger whispered. “Hundreds of them.”

I followed his gaze along the length of the valley. Herds of grazing beasts were dotted at intervals along its whole length. There were indeed, as Challenger had said, literally hundreds of animals in view.

“You know what this means, don’t you?” Challenger said.

“No,” I replied with a smile. “But I’m sure you’ll tell me, old boy.”

“It’s a relict population,” Boyd said, a grin stretching across his features.

“More than that,” Challenger replied. “It’s a whole relict ecosystem, bounded by the high cliffs of this valley, locked in here since the last ice age. Eagles above, a top predator in the forests, and the herds of prey below. It’s a classic formation. We should also find smaller predators in the area, and also other prey animals. And …”

I stopped him before he became too garrulous.

“It’s not completely untouched, old man,” I said. “Remember the belt and boots we found? And then there’s the matter of the smoke we saw coming from the cave on the other side of the valley. Men have been here before us … might even still be here.”

Right on cue a column of smoke rose from the same cave as previously.

“We need to get down there,” Challenger said.

“Steady on, old chap,” I replied. “I thought the plan was to return to camp for the night?”

I looked to our two companions from the Smithsonian for support. Unfortunately, I had forgotten the common bond between these scientist chaps. Boyd immediately agreed with Challenger.

“Strike while the iron’s hot, I say,” the youngster said. Smith said nothing, merely shrugged, and shouldered a rucksack that looked twice his own body weight.

“I promise you, Malone,” Challenger said. “We’ll be back in camp by nightfall.”

I looked at the sky. The sun was already beginning its descent down the western rim of the long valley.
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By the time we arrived on the valley floor again it was obvious, to me at least, that we had little chance of getting back to camp that evening. My best hope seemed to be for a dry cave, and I had that in mind as we walked across what proved to be a very damp plain. Progress was slow due to frequent diversions round boggy holes filled with dark stagnant water, and we were plagued all the way by large black flies whose bite was as ferocious as any I had come across in the Amazon.

My mood was not improved by young Boyd, who kept up a constant flow of excited chatter about what we saw around us. As far as I was concerned a bog was a bog, but seemingly this one had many peculiar features, most of which he was able to expound on at great length. I gritted my teeth on my old pipe and plodded on behind Challenger, being careful only to step where he had stepped, and thus avoided going up to my knees in sucking mud.

I had been looking at my feet for so long that I was rather surprised to look up and find we had come all the way across the plain. Afternoon was fading into dusk, but the caves were only a hundred yards or so away. Smoke still drifted from the middle one of three large entrances into the cliff side.

 “Hello?” Challenger shouted. I saw Boyd casually take a rifle from over his shoulder and chamber a round. Smith likewise now had a pistol in his hand that hadn’t been there seconds before. I followed their lead and took out my own weapon.

“Hello?” Challenger called again. “You in the cave. We’re travelers, seeking refuge for the night.”

There was no answer.

Challenger kept walking forward, calling every ten yards or so.

The three of us followed behind rather more circumspectly, so that it was Challenger who reached the cave mouth first. He stopped abruptly.

“Listen,” he said. There was something in his voice that I only recognized later. It sounded like awe.

Deep in the cave someone was singing.

 

Abide with me; fast falls the eventide; 

The darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide.

 

 

~4~

 

We headed inside, careful not to make a sound. The smoke lay in a thin cloud above us as it made its way outside, but the air was perfectly breathable. The singing continued, louder now, echoing and resounding around us until it seemed like there were many voices raised in song. I knew it was just a function of the acoustics of the cave, but it fair gave me the willies, and I’m not afraid to admit it.

The narrow passageway opened out into a wider chamber, a high, almost church-like vault. The air was clearer here, with much of the smoke escaping through a vent high above. The walls were rough, but obviously hewn by hand, and were covered in a variety of crude glyphs and paintings depicting what at first glance seemed to be hunting scenes. But I didn’t take time to look too closely, for my attention was drawn to the source of the singing. A hunched figure sat by a fire. As we approached he finally fell quiet and turned his head toward us.

He was the oldest-looking person I have ever seen, somewhere north of ninety, at a guess. He had once been a large—in fact, huge—bulk of a man, now shrunken by the years, his frame dwarfed by the huge tattered greatcoat hung on his shoulders. His eyes were milky white, completely clouded by cataracts, but his voice was strong.

“Are ye saints or sinners?” he asked. The timbre of his voice indicated that it was a question of some importance to him.

Smith surprised the rest of us into silence by walking forward and addressing the man.

“We are simple pilgrims, looking for rest and succor in a strange land, Pastor.”

“Then ye are welcome in my home,” the blind man said. “Come and sit by the fire. We shall share stories, and break bread together.”

Smith indicated by hand actions that we should leave the situation to him. He seemed to know what he was about, so we concurred, sitting on the opposite side of the fire as Smith and the Pastor spoke in whispers I could not quite hear above the crackling flames.

Challenger and Boyd seemed most interested in the glyphs and paintings, but I had been taken with weariness after the travails of my drenching and subsequent hike to this cave. I took out my pipe and managed to salvage some tobacco from my pouch. Just the small mundane act of lighting up and taking a puff made me feel a whole lot better about our situation.

It was mere seconds later when the blind man looked up. His nose twitched.

“Is that tobacco I smell? I ain’t had a smoke in a long count of years.”

I am not a man to ignore the pleas of a fellow addict. I moved over to sit next to him and put the pipe in his hand. He took a long puff. The smoke went in, and very little came back out until he sighed in deep contentment.

“Thank ye, sir,” he said, handing the pipe back to me. “A simple pleasure, but one I have longed for these many years.”

I was going to reply, but Smith motioned me to silence again, and they went back to their conversation. I was close enough to almost hear them, but as it was I only caught snippets, and they only served to confuse me, with talk of gold, monsters, bloody death … and resurrection.

After a while Challenger and Boyd came over and joined me in a smoke by the fire.

“Fascinating,” Challenger said. “These pictographs go back for thousands of years as far as we can tell. And some of them are new, in this past year only. I am most excited to meet the artists, for they seem to have been indigenous to this valley, and only this valley, since the last ice age.”

The old man looked up.

“My flock will return soon enough,” he said. “And if the Lord wills it, the hunt will have gone well and there will be fresh meat for supper.” At almost the same moment the sound of footfalls echoed around us, the noise originating at the cave mouth.

“And here they are now,” the old man said.

At first I only saw the children.

Hairy children?

I soon realized that my first impressions were wrong. These weren’t children. Yes, they were small, but their features, even obscured by the shaggy hair that seemed to cover them from head to foot, were those of adults. More than twenty of them now stood just inside the cave. All were armed with spears or stone axes.

And none of them were more than forty inches tall.
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Boyd reached for his weapon but stopped when Smith raised a hand.

“I don’t think there is any danger here,” Smith said.

I wasn’t too sure of his conclusion and eyed the stone spears and axes warily as the small folk came closer. They were almost as wary of us as we were of them, but the old man soon put all of our fears to rest. He stood, somewhat shakily, and opened his arms wide. The small people ran forward, laughing merrily, to be embraced in a communal huddle.

“Suffer the little children to come unto me,” the old man said, and he, too, laughed, a booming roar of joy that echoed and rang around us. It was so contagious I could not help but smile, and Challenger too laughed, his own bass boom causing more reverberations in the chamber.

The little folk seemed fascinated by this, and they crowded round Challenger, prodding at his belly and stroking his beard. They jabbered to each other, then, finally leaving Challenger alone, they gathered round the old man. There was more jabbering, and much gesticulating on the old man’s part. I gathered he was none too happy at something that had been said, and was trying, only partially successfully, to calm them down. Something had got them excited, that much was obvious.

And my wariness had returned. Once again I eyed their weapons with suspicion, and promised myself that I would keep my pistol armed and ready should it be required.

It took the old man a good five minutes to calm the little folk down, and when he shooed them out of the cavern they went reluctantly, with many looking back at Challenger; looks I did not like one bit. They left behind two large rabbits that the old man skinned and cleaned with a practiced ease that belied his blindness. Soon our supper was cooking on spits over the fire, the aroma doing much to dispel any unease I felt from our encounter with the inhabitants of this valley.

“How did you come to be among such people?” I asked the old man. In answer I got a soft snore. He had fallen asleep beside the fire. Smith put a finger to his lips, and led us to the far side of the chamber. There he told us the old man’s story, or at least as much of it as he had managed to understand.
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“He is so old he scarcely remembers how he got here,” Smith started. “But he believes it was sometime in the seventies, which means he has been here nigh on fifty years as their Shepherd. That is how he sees himself, a tender of the flock, bringing God’s word to the heathens. And it seems he has succeeded, after a fashion, for he has them following the tenets of the Good Book.”

Challenger harrumphed at that, but said nothing, so Smith continued.

“He’s more than a touch befuddled by age, but I gather he was not always the Pastor, but that he took on the persona after the death of a previous one. Again, the details are skimpy but I believe it was an expedition on a hunt for gold. It went wrong, most of them died, and the old man—he merely calls himself the Pastor—stayed here to tend to the wee folk.”

“And what of the more recent gold hunters?” Boyd asked. “The ones that led us here?”

Smith shook his head. “I asked, but he wouldn’t speak of it.

“‘They have been punished, and will be judged before the Lord for their sins,’ is what he said. But I am not sure he understood my question, and he may have been speaking on another matter entirely. As I said, he gets confused very easily. Whether it’s because of his age, or whether he was rather simple to start with, it is hard to be sure. But the important thing is that these wee folk seem to both respect and obey him. It would be well for us to stay on his good side.” 

“But what of these “wee folk,” as you call them?” Challenger said, his frustration plain to see. “What does he know of their history?”

Smith shrugged. “Precious little from what I can tell, beyond what is depicted on the glyphs on the wall.”

“There has to be more,” Challenger said.

Smith shrugged again. “Wishing it so does not make it so,” he replied and, having spoken more in the previous five minutes than he had in our whole journey to the valley, once again lapsed into silence.

 I went to have a closer look at the glyphs for myself, but darkness had obviously fallen outside the cave, and although the flickering firelight seemed to give some manic life to the paintings on the walls, there was not enough illumination for me to make out any detail.

When I returned to the fire, the old man was awake again and already carving up portions of the rabbits to hand around, seemingly oblivious to the warm fatty liquids running from the cooked meat to cover his hands and wrists. But for all that the meat did not look in the slightest bit appetizing, it tasted delicious and, accompanied with some dry biscuits from our packs and fresh water from our canteens, it was a splendid meal indeed, there in the increasingly warm confines of the cave.

Smith and the old man fell back into whispered conversation. Boyd, whose eyesight seemed better than my own, started to make a pictorial record of the glyphs in a notebook. Challenger lit up a cheroot and, obviously in no mood to talk, stared into the fire. I fired up a pipe and did the same. Tiredness hit me so fast that I barely had time to knock the pipe out on the hearth before sleep took me.

I woke once during the night. Smith and the old man were still whispering to each other, Challenger was sound asleep on the floor by my side, and Boyd sat at the far wall, cross-legged, still sketching what he could see of the paintings. A movement in the mouth of the cave caught my attention. A score or more of the wee folk stood there, unmoving. As one they stared, not at the old man, but at Challenger’s sleeping frame.

I did not sleep after that, lying awake on watch. Their gaze never left Challenger.

And my hand never left the butt of my pistol under my jacket.
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All of the others managed to get some sleep at some point after that, and despite my misgivings, there was no attack on our persons.

I rose as thin sunlight started to show through from beyond. Challenger woke as I shifted position, groaned and stretched. The wee folk in the cave mouth kept staring at him as he stood, but my own attention was now on the far side of the fire. Smith had woken, and was now bent over the slumped form of the old man. When he turned round to look at us I knew straight away that we were in trouble.

“I think he’s dead,” Smith said.

Boyd had obviously been of like mind to myself, for he already had his rifle in hand. I moved to take out my pistol as the wee folk came into the cave, but it was immediately clear that, for now at least, they meant us no harm. As one they surrounded the old man’s body and carefully, almost reverentially, removed his overcoat, leaving it and the battered hat by the fireside as they lifted him out and away. It all took place in total silence, and we were left alone in the chamber.

“I think we should follow,” Smith said.

“I think we should leave,” I said. I looked to Challenger for agreement but none was forthcoming.

“I’m with Smith on this,” he said. “We should learn as much of their customs as we can while we are here.”

There was to be no argument, it seemed. Reluctantly I followed as the three scientists went out into the morning. But I made sure my pistol was fully loaded, and the holster unbuttoned. I was also gratified to see that Boyd had kept firm hold of his rifle.

We got outside just in time to see the wee folk carry the old man’s body round a slab of rock and into a ravine carved into the cliff side. We followed a circumspect distance behind, creeping round into the ravine.

There we discovered the fate of the gold-hunters who had led us here. At first, I could scarcely believe my eyes.
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Fifteen tall wooden crosses were arranged in three groups of five on the floor of the ravine. On them hung the decayed remains of what had obviously been the gold hunters who had preceded us into the valley. They were little more than skeletons now, but torn clothing and visibly broken bones told the story of deaths that had been far from peaceful.

The wee folk had already started tying the old Pastor to another cross on the ground, and within minutes had pulled him upright to hang almost directly over our heads.

Then they all started to sing.

The words were mangled and confused, but the tune was carried perfectly. The strains of “Abide with Me” echoed around the ravine. We joined in, and I’m afraid I was not the only one of us with a tear in his eye as the hymn came to a close.

The wee folk gathered in a huddle beneath the old man, first looking up, then turning to look at us, or rather, at Challenger.

“I don’t like this, old man,” I said. “I believe they intend to do you a mischief.”

Challenger looked grim.

“I’m starting to come round to your way of thinking on that score, Malone,” he said.

Boyd raised his rifle and fired without any warning, over the heads of the wee folk.

“That might have been a bad idea,” Smith said, as the tribe started to come forward toward us, many of them carrying weapons. A stone spear thudded into the ground less than an inch from my left foot.

“Run,” Boyd shouted. “I’ll cover you.”

I let Challenger and Smith retreat ahead of me and stood by Boyd’s side. We each fired another warning shot over the heads of the attackers. It didn’t slow them. We backed out of the ravine with the wee folk close on our tails.

I was loath to actually shoot one of them, knowing that, with their small frames, a single shot would most probably prove fatal, but I feared it would not be long before I had to take that option. More spears flew through the air, thudding on the ground around us. It was only sheer good luck that had kept us alive so far. Our retreat was rapidly turning into a rout.

I turned to see Smith and Challenger had reached the cave mouth. I expected them to keep running, to head for our entrance route to the valley with all speed. Instead they both ran into the cave.

Such was the speed of the little people that Boyd and I had no option but to fall back until we too stood at the cave mouth. A spear thudded into the youngster’s thigh, almost felling him. He retaliated by shooting three of our attackers in quick succession. All three dropped, stone dead.

And finally the attack stopped. They stood in a rough circle around the mouth of the cave, some twenty yards away from us, blocking all chance of escape.

Challenger arrived at my side.

“Take Boyd,” I said. “He’s hurt.”

Boyd passed me his rifle. “There’s three shots left. Use them wisely,” he said. He let Challenger take his weight and they went inside, leaving me alone to face the attack.

Thankfully, Boyd’s parting shots had given them pause. They stood in their circle, unmoving, just staring at me. If any of them had as much as twitched, I’d have put a bullet in them straight off, but it seemed we had a standoff.

After ten minutes of this the rifle started to feel heavy in my hands. I sat down in the mouth of the cave, leaned against the rock face and cradled the weapon across my legs. None of the wee folk moved, so I felt safe enough to light up a pipe. It took several attempts, I’m afraid, as my hands shook rather badly, but I was soon puffing away, if not exactly merrily.

I heard footfalls in the cave behind me. I expected Challenger, but it was Smith who arrived first.

“We’ve had an idea,” he said. “But I’m not sure you’re going to like it. Challenger’s waiting for you inside.”

He took the rifle from me and kept watch as I went through to the main cavern, wondering with each step what was waiting for me.

It was more of a surprise than I could have imagined. Challenger stood by the fire, dressed in the Pastor’s overcoat and hat. Flame reflected in his eyes, and his flowing beard seemed to bristle. He looked like nothing less than a prophet, come to preach hellfire.
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I am afraid I laughed, for Challenger, with his strict rationalist outlook, was among the last men I’d ever imagine as a man of the cloth. To his credit, he looked suitably embarrassed to be thus dressed.

“It is Smith’s idea,” he said sheepishly. “If these people are so desperate for a resurrection, we’ll give them one.”

Boyd stood at Challenger’s side. He leaned on the heavy walking stick for support, but his color was good, and he seemed in no imminent danger of collapse.

“So what’s the plan, old man?” I asked.

“Gather up all the gear we can carry. We are walking out of here, and we’re going now.”

I took him at his word and quickly collected my knapsack and jacket. I reloaded the pistol and the three of us made our way to the cave entrance.

As soon as Challenger came into view the wee folk fell to their knees, wailing in joyful exhilaration.

“Sing,” Smith said to Challenger. “Sing, man, as if your life depended on it.”

“Sing what?”

“A hymn. “Abide With Me” again, if you can.”

Challenger, for all his faults, was not slow on the uptake, and furthermore was a most excellent singer. His voice rose and the hymn echoed around the valley.

 

Abide with me; fast falls the eventide; 

The darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide.

 

The wee folk joined in.

“Now walk,” Smith said.

We did as we were told and started to walk away from the cave with Challenger, still singing, in front. The wee folk parted before him, let all four of us through, and followed on behind us. It seemed that we were all going for a walk.

Our slow procession across the valley floor began.
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It seemed to go on forever. Challenger sang with gusto the whole way, belting out psalms and hymns at the top of his voice, filling in the words with nonsense when he couldn’t remember them. Smith helped out, being the only one of us who really did know the old songs. As for myself, I was kept busy watching our backs and giving Boyd a shoulder to lean on when required.

By the time we had gone a mile, around a third of the distance to the trail on the other side of the valley, the youngster was starting to falter, and lean on me more often. Finally I had to call to Smith for help. We shouldered the lad between us and half-carried him the rest of the way.

We almost came a-cropper around the halfway point, when our path was blocked by one of the herds of mammoths we had spotted the day before. The beasts saw us coming. The largest male raised his trunk and trumpeted a warning to us that echoed the length and breadth of the valley. Challenger didn’t even flinch, just maintained his steady pace, heading in a straight line toward the herd.

The big male took this as an affront to his territorial rights, and started to swing his huge head from side to side, tusks as long as a man scything the top of the long grass. He pawed at the ground and snorted, like an enraged bull.

And still Challenger did not pause, just kept walking. I decided he might need some help. I managed to take out my pistol, and fired a shot over the big male’s head. That, and Challenger’s belligerent attitude, seemed to do the trick. The beast turned and ran, the herd following him, thundering away down the valley and sending water splashing high in the air as they fled.

Behind me the wee folk clapped their hands and cheered, as if we had just performed a miracle, but by now I too was getting too tired to feel any joy.

We plodded on, fighting through the boggy grass underfoot, splashing through puddles rather than attempting to go round them in our hurry to cross the valley. I could not see how our plan was going to work. The wee folk would surely not just stand by and let us leave, not after the effort they had put in to finding their new Pastor. I tried not to think about it, and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, marching in time to Challenger’s booming voice.
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The first part of our journey ended after more than an hour of hard work. Poor Boyd was the worst off. He had gone quite pale, and was no longer able to put his weight on his wounded leg. Blood soaked the crude bandages we had applied back in the cave.

“Challenger,” I called out as we approached the spot where we had ascended beside the stream on the previous day. “Boyd needs some rest before we tackle a climb.”

The Professor stopped singing for the first time since we left the cave. I helped Smith sit Boyd down, and had my pistol at the ready as I turned back to watch the wee folk. I expected them to continue to be fascinated by Challenger, but there had been a change in their demeanor. They seemed skittish, eyeing the trees warily. Before I could stop him Challenger strode over, stood above them and spread out his arms as we had seen the Pastor do back in the cave. They broke into smiles and surrounded him in a group, stroking at him in what looked to me like religious awe. Challenger did not look to be in any immediate danger, so I turned back to help Smith with the injured youngster.

The wound wasn’t as bad as I expected, and we were able to patch Boyd up again in short order. Some water and some jerky from the packs revived him somewhat, although I stopped short of offering him a smoke as I lit up a cheroot for myself.

“Can we make it?” I asked Smith.

He didn’t answer, He seemed intent on watching Challenger. The Professor was still in communion with his flock. It took me a while to realize what I saw on Smith’s face. It was one thing I hadn’t expected.

I saw envy, writ there large.

We were all so intent on watching each other that we failed to spot the attack before it was too late to avert it. The Smilodon came out of the trees at a run, making straight for Challenger.
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To their eternal credit, the wee folk did not flinch in the face of such a monster. They threw themselves forward in defense of their Pastor. Five died almost immediately, and the air filled with the spray of blood and the screams from broken bodies. They had, however, given us just enough time to deploy our weapons. We fired, too late to stop the big cat from reaching Challenger, who fell under the beast’s onslaught. He caught its two front legs in his hands and, with brute strength and sheer force of will, held it far enough away to stop the twin fangs from tearing off his face.

It gave the rest of us enough time to press an attack. I strode forward and emptied my pistol into the beast. It turned on me and swiped me away with a paw. It felt like being hit by a log and I went to the ground, severely winded. Boyd limped forward and started beating the beast with the walking stick until he too was knocked aside.

The wee folk threw themselves on the Smilodon, a heaving mass of bodies jabbing and stabbing and tearing. I could see Challenger, now lying quite still beneath it, and I feared the worst. The tiger thrashed and lashed out. Even smitten with many wounds it was still capable of maiming and killing many. Fresh screams rang around the valley.

It was Smith who put an end to the matter. As calmly as if he was taking a Sunday stroll he walked forward, put the rifle to the Smilodon’s skull, and put three quick shots into its brain.

It fell, a dead weight, with Challenger beneath it.

I started to crawl toward the body of the cat.

“Stay down,” Smith whispered. “I’ve got a plan to get you out of here.”

I lay still as Smith helped the wee folk roll the Smilodon off Challenger. I heard him whisper to Challenger, 

“Play dead.” 

The Professor obliged, and Smith proved himself adept at explaining matters to the wee folk with hand actions and acting. He took the overcoat and hat from Challenger’s prone body … and put them on. At the same time he started to sing. The strains of “Abide With Me” once again echoed through the valley.

The wee folk were now looking at him in awe.

There had been another resurrection.
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He sang the hymn all the way through. Finally he turned, bent over and pretended to close my eyes.

“Give me twenty minutes, then be on your way,” he said quietly. “And tell Challenger that I’ve made my choice. I do this of my own free will. I have found my path to salvation. I pray he finds his.” 

He started up with “Onward, Christian Soldiers” and marched what was left of the wee folk away across the valley. I waited until I could barely hear his singing before sitting up. Challenger groaned, and Boyd sat up.

“What in blazes just happened?” the youngster said.

I looked across the valley.

Smith led the small tribe at a quick march. All of them were singing.

“I think Mr. Smith has found a new vocation,” Challenger said dryly. He sat up, grimaced and rubbed at his chest. “Hurts like blazes,” he said. “But I seem to be in one piece.”

Boyd looked across the valley floor.

“We should go after him, save him,” he said.

I put a hand on his arm.

“He would say he has just saved himself. Now come. We’ll have to move fast if we want to be out of here by nightfall.”
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I won’t bore you with the details of our climb to the top of the cliffs. Suffice to say it was long and arduous. But nothing attacked us. And when we reached the top, we saw several Thunderbirds, but all were high above, soaring on thermals, paying no heed to us.

We reached the rope pulley half an hour later, just as dusk was settling. After that it was a fairly simple process of shuttling us down, one after the other. As the least injured of the three of us, I elected to be the last to leave. I waited to see if Smith would arrive, giving him as long as I dared, but the only sound was the high keening of the eagles.

Ten minutes later I was down, standing on the floor of the Big Hole Valley. Mere seconds after I stepped out of the holds, the whole pulley system fell off the cliff with a clatter and a flurry of pebbles. We looked up, but could see nothing in the gathering darkness.

We heard him, though. It was a sound I carried with me all night, and through the nights ahead as we made our way back to civilization.

The last sound we heard coming out of the Valley of the Lost was Smith’s singing, the wee folk joining in chorus.

 

Abide with me; fast falls the eventide; 

The darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide.


Parting the Veil
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Challenger had been almost a recluse since our return from Montana. Despite my regular forays to the George in the Strand, I never once found him in his favorite seat at the bar, and I did not receive any requests to join him at home for a cigar and a snifter.

As yet I was not unduly worried, as I knew his enthusiasms often got the better of him to the extent that he lost track of time completely. There was, however, the matter of the death of his wife, now more than six months past, a matter that still caused me serious concern for the welfare of my old friend.

I had hoped that our adventure in the Rockies might have gone some way to assuage his grief, but the manner in which we had left the place had obviously weighed on the old chap’s mind. He had been remarkably quiet on the long trip home, and, as I have mentioned already, I had seen precious little of him since our return.

I was therefore somewhat surprised in November to receive a request to join him at an address in Blackheath for what the note said would be an evening that will open your eyes to possibilities. I had no idea what that meant, and I knew of old that any speculation on my part was likely to come up short of what Challenger actually had in store for me.

So it was that I took the train from Charing Cross with the evening commuters that Friday, armed with a notebook, fresh smokes, and too many questions requiring answers.
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I arrived at the address Challenger had given me at six o’clock, slightly earlier than I had anticipated. I considered popping into one of the local hostelries for a swift pint, but decided a clear head might be more circumspect. When I saw who answered the door to my knock, I wished I had gone for that beer … and stayed in the bar for more.

I hadn’t seen or heard of John Logie Baird since the summer of the previous year, when his experiments in Photovision nearly brought calamity to the West Coast of Scotland. It seemed his near-disaster had not in any way punctured his dual aura of eccentricity and brilliance. He gave me a huge smile, pumped my hand as if he was trying to draw water from a well, and invited me inside.

“Come away through,” he said, his lilting Scots brogue as prominent as ever. “The Professor is waiting for us.”

I followed the small man through to a well-appointed parlor. Not only was Challenger waiting but it looked as if he and Logie Baird had already made some inroads into the Scotch bottle that sat on a small table near a roaring fire.

“What’s this all about, Challenger?” I asked.

He laughed. “All in good time, Malone. First, join us for some of this fine uisque and a smoke. I need to explain a few things to you before we get started.”

I did as requested and sat in an armchair, fixing up a pipe while Logie Baird poured me a stiff drink. I lit up and puffed smoke, resolved that I would not be the one to initiate whatever conversation was coming. As it turned out, Challenger was to prove the voluble one in that respect.

“Do you think much about what comes afterwards, Malone?” he said. It was a topic we had touched on in the past, but never in any depth. I guessed it was the death of his wife that had brought it round again, and I tried to be careful with my answer.

“You know my views, old boy,” I said. “I saw too many men die bloody, horrible deaths in the trenches. They prayed, constantly and long. And no one answered. If there is a God, then he let that evil happen. And in that case, I want nothing to do with him.”

Challenger nodded. “But I’m not talking of God,” he said. “Or rather, not as any of the established religions envisage him. I’m talking of a personal survival, something that is, in all probability, different for everyone.”

I nearly laughed, thinking him to be joking, until I saw in his face that he was deadly serious.

“Come now, old man,” I said. “Haven’t you told me, often, and at great length, that your rationality, your intellect, is all that you need? Don’t tell me you’ve had a road-to-Damascus moment?”

It was his turn to laugh again.

“Nothing quite so extreme. It’s just that Logie Baird has recently opened my eyes to other … let’s call them possibilities.” He took a long puff on a cheroot before continuing. “Let’s play “what if?” What if we could reach out to the departed, perhaps even converse with them?”

“You’re talking about Spiritualism, aren’t you? Please tell me you haven’t joined the table-knockers. That’s just another way to part a fool from his money. You know that.”

“Nothing quite so fanciful,” Challenger replied. “What if I could show you a scientific method for achieving such contact? One fully verifiable under laboratory conditions, fully replicable, every time?”

“Then I would suggest you’ve had rather too much of this fine Scotch,” I replied. “Such a thing is impossible.”

It was Logie Baird, not Challenger, who replied.

“I discovered it by accident,” he said. “It was in January this year. I was working on one of my Photovision prototypes, broadcasting pictures into the troposphere, and trying to get clear results. At very high frequencies I started to pick up replies … but they were not anything that I had broadcast. Rather, they seemed to be attempts by something to communicate with me.”

It was quite hard to believe the small man, with his uncombed hair, wild eyes and general air of the fanatically obsessed. But I had seen for myself in Helensburgh that his equipment was more than capable of contact with things we did not yet understand.

And that was what I was afraid of.

I turned back to Challenger.

“Remember the last time? It nearly killed us all.”

Logie Baird spoke again.

“I have taken precautions against such intrusions,” he said. “I think you will find it is completely safe.”

“You’re trying to tell me that you can talk to the dead?” I said, incredulously.

Challenger spoke softly.

“And not just talk, Malone. They can be reached. They can be touched. They can be held.”

To my astonishment I saw tears in my old friend’s eyes. More than ever, I feared, not just for his health, but now also for his sanity.

“I can see you’re a wee bit skeptical,” Logie Baird said. “Challenger said you would be. Come on through to the lab, and we’ll try to change that.”

 

The “lab” proved to be little more than a glorified potting shed, some twelve feet long and eight feet wide. Every available square foot was crammed with dials, meters, sparking electricity, and buzzing generators. The centerpiece was a tall wing-backed armchair with a metal helmet of sorts hanging above it. Wires trailed from the helmet to what appeared to be a control board. Logie Baird motioned me to the chair.

“Have a wee seat, laddie,” he said. “I promise it won’t hurt.”

I must have looked skeptical, for Challenger laughed loudly. “Don’t worry, Malone,” he said. “You can always come back and haunt us.”

I let myself be led into the chair. Logie Baird lowered the metal helmet over my head. I could see well enough through eye-slits that had been cut into it, but the contraption buzzed loudly, like having a bee in both ears at once.

“Now what?” I said, after I was sure I was not in any immediate danger of electrocution.

“Just relax,” Logie Baird said.

He turned a dial. The buzzing inside the helmet intensified until I thought my teeth might rattle from their sockets. I decided to complain but before I could speak the world outside the eye-slits turned to a thin gray mist.

I went away.
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It was the smell that told me where I was. Once you’ve had the tang of gangrene in your nose and throat, you never forget it. The rest filled in quickly around me, with the noise, the constant boom of guns and shells, being the last to arrive.

But by then I knew exactly where or, rather, when I was. The Somme had filled my nightmares for several years now, but never with this depth of clarity. Men wailed and screamed … and died. Hot smoke ate at my lungs, wet mud sucked at my feet. And everywhere smelled of death and corruption.

It did not look like a “happier and better place” to me.

Even then, I managed, mostly, to believe that what I was experiencing was no more than some kind of mental projection … until I met Jack Brown.

Jack and I were close friends back then; watching each other’s back, sharing our smokes and getting drunk together during what short spells of leave we got … right up until he caught it from a shell that blew a hole in him the size of a football.

The hole was still there, a weeping wound in his belly that oozed blood and gore. There was no doubt in my mind that this was my old friend, for he greeted me with a wide smile.

“How do, mate?” he said. “Got any smokes?”

He reached out a hand and patted me on the shoulder. I felt the weight of the touch, smelled the blood and smoke on his breath.

I’m afraid that I screamed.

I blinked …
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… and was back sitting in the chair in Logie Baird’s shed.

I could scarcely get the helmet off quickly enough, and once free of it, I headed straight back to the parlor and started to make inroads into the Scotch. Challenger and the small inventor found me halfway down my second glass.

“You should destroy that thing,” I said. “No good will come of it.”

“Come now, Malone,” Challenger said. “Surely you saw? We can talk with our loved ones again. How can we destroy that gift?”

I laughed bitterly.

“What I saw was no gift. It was a reminder of something best left alone, a memory too painful to revisit.” On voicing that thought, another one came to me. “And besides, I am not convinced I actually talked with the dead. I relived a memory, that is true, and in vivid detail. But perhaps that is all it was? It was my own mind showing me what I wanted to see, no more, no less.”

Challenger shook his head. “It is more, much more. If you are willing to return to the shed, we can prove that to you.”

Logie Baird laughed. “Bring the Scotch with you. You might need another after you see what we have in store next.”

I went back with them to the shed, reluctantly. But I did take the Scotch.
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It seemed it was to be Challenger’s turn under the helmet.

“You don’t have to do this for me, old man,” I said.

He waved me aside. “I’m not,” he replied. “I’m doing it for me. I told you, it’s a gift. And tonight I am able to meet her again, to be with her, if only for a short time.”

I saw that he was determined; more than that, he seemed driven, as if he was in the grip of one of his more serious enthusiasms. I was not going to be able to sway him.

Logie Baird put the helmet over Challenger’s head and started to twiddle dials on the main board. The electrical system hummed, the noise getting steadily louder until the windows rattled in sympathy. The air around the chair seemed to thicken and coalesce, a mist forming in a swirling vortex.

“More!” Challenger shouted, his customary bellow somewhat muffled from inside the helmet. Logie Baird turned another dial. The noise became almost deafening. Something moved in the mist, a darker form that solidified into a definite shape, a small woman, arms outstretched toward Challenger.

He responded by reaching with both hands.

“More!” he shouted again.

By this time the whole shed shook and rattled. If I’d remembered I still carried the whisky bottle I might have been tempted to drain its contents. The floor underfoot buckled and swayed like the deck of a boat in a heavy swell. I could see the woman’s face now, and realized with some despair that I recognized her all too well. It was Challenger’s wife, dead these many months.

The Professor reached again, engulfing the … ghost, for want of a better word, in his huge arms. My head pounded and I became rather dizzy, as if floating in a heavy sea.

“Turn it off, man,” I shouted.

“No!” Challenger bellowed. “Not yet! I almost have her.” 

She looked solid now, dressed in a prim black dress with white lace trimmings, black leather boots and a bonnet that lay, lopsided, on a mop of bedraggled hair.

“Turn it off,” I shouted again as the floor bucked, almost toppling me over. I didn’t get Logie Baird’s attention. But Challenger’s wife heard me. She turned her head, and I forgot to breathe. A rigid white death mask of a face stared at me, through me, to the depths of my soul. There were no eyes, no mouth, just pitch-black pits that led to eternity.

Logie Baird finally saw sense, just as Challenger made a despairing grab for his wife. The small man threw a switch. A blue crack of electricity jolted through the room and this time I was indeed thrown off my feet to land in a crumpled heap by the door.
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By the time I got to my feet, Challenger had already been helped out of the helmet. He rose from the chair, his legs shaky at first.

“It was her,” he said softly, and there were fresh tears in his eyes. “I touched her, Malone. I had her in my arms again.”

I resolved there and then to keep my own counsel regarding what I might have seen, and passed him the whisky bottle. He took a long gulp from it, and when he handed it back, his eyes were clear again. He grinned widely and clapped me hard on the back.

“Well, what say you, Malone? Do we have the scientific breakthrough to beat all others, or not?”

I bit my tongue and helped myself to another slug of the Scotch. Luckily Challenger had been energized into one of his more voluble moods, and on our return to the parlor, he engaged Logie Baird in a long discussion that soon descended into technical jargon that went far over my head.

As for myself, I stared into the fire, smoked a pipe, and tried not to think of those black eye holes that led only to despair.

 

 

~2~

 

After that night I got weekly reports on progress from Challenger, but despite several offers of further demonstrations, I always managed to find an excuse to cry off from returning to Blackheath. However, matters were soon to force my hand.

McGuire gave me the first intimation that something was wrong. He called me into his office on a Monday morning, and bade me close the door behind me.

“I need you to go to Blackheath,” he said without preamble. I prayed it was merely a coincidence, but his next words proved that to be a false hope.

“It seems there’s been an outbreak of spooks and specters,” he said with a smile. “Knowing your predilection for the stranger stories like this, I thought it would be right up your street, Malone. Why don’t you take your pal, Challenger along with you?”

“I suspect I’ll find him already there,” I replied as I left the editor’s office. He raised an eyebrow, but I didn’t reply. I was already beginning to worry about what awaited me south of the river.
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I did not have to travel far in Blackheath to get the gist of the story. After leaving the railway station I made for the tobacconist’s, and the old man behind the counter was only too happy to pass on the gossip of the day.

“It gave me a right turn, sir,” he said as he handed over my ounce of Virginia leaf. “You see, we buried her six months ago, and to have her standing there at the foot of the bed nearly had me in a box alongside her.”

“I take it you mean that you have seen your dead wife?” I asked.

He nodded, and leaned forward to whisper to me.

“She were none too happy to see that I’d taken up with Mrs. Fowler from two doors down. Then again, Mrs. Fowler was not best pleased either, for Bessie caught us in, shall I say, a compromising position.” 

I do believe I was still smiling as I left the shop, but a visit to a local hostelry soon wiped the grin from my face.

It was just after noon, on a working day in December. I’d expected the place to be mostly empty, giving me a chance to pump the bar staff for information. But I had to push my way through a crowd just to get to the bar. There was a lot of whispered conversation going on, and plenty of hard drinking despite the early hour. It did not take me long to inveigle my way into a conversation and get to the bottom of the matter.

“You can’t get away from them nowhere, mate,” my newest drinking companion said. From the grime on his face and under his nails I took him to be a manual worker. “And not just in the cemeteries either. They’re bloody coming up out of the ground all over.”

I had a rather alarming vision of skeletal hands breaking through earth, but I eventually found out he meant that spectral forms were being seen, in spots all over the village.

“And it ain’t just the recently departed neither,” an older gent said in a whisper. “I saw my old granddad last night, and he’s been gone since I was a nipper meself.”

I asked a few more questions. Nobody had, as yet, made any connection between these new spooks and the experiments being carried out by Logie Baird.

But it was surely only a matter of time.
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By this time I myself was quite certain that Logie Baird was the cause of the manifestations. My belief was only strengthened when I almost bumped into a man walking on the pavement outside the inventor’s residence, only for my shoulder to pass right through the walking man’s form, with only the merest chill in my bones to tell me it had actually happened.

When Logie Baird answered the door he must have seen something of my shock in my face, for the next thing I knew, I had a glass of Scotch put in my hand.

“Get it down fast, lad,” the small man said. “They don’t call it the ‘water of life’ for no reason.”

I did as I was bid, and felt the heat spread through my innards, immediately dispelling any lingering chill. Once I felt suitably recovered I got straight to the point.

“You’ve got to stop your experiments,” I said.

“Nonsense,” the inventor replied. “We’ve just started making progress. I do believe we might even have a chance of bringing people back.”

“That’s the problem,” I muttered. “They’re coming back already.”

I told him the tales I had heard in the village. He went pale and began talking to himself.

“The field is stronger than we anticipated. But it’s not a big problem. All we have to do is focus it more intensely in the laboratory. That should stop it bleeding over a wider area.”

He headed for the rear of the house, making for the shed, ignoring me completely. I was used to this kind of behavior from Challenger. I followed Logie Baird out to his laboratory and I was not greatly surprised to find that Challenger was already there, sitting in the chair, with Logie Baird once again placing the helmet on his head.

“Did he tell you?” I asked Challenger.

The old chap nodded. “It’s not a problem …” he began.

“I can assure you, old chap, the residents of the town see it slightly differently. And if they find out that this shed is the focus of their troubles, they’ll be round with the oil and firebrands in double-quick time.”

“Don’t worry,” Logie Baird said. “I’ve already narrowed the field. It shouldn’t extend beyond the limits of the shed from now on. And I’m glad you told me, for we might not have noticed otherwise. It should have another effect, too … it should make the field around the chair itself even stronger.”

That fact did not inspire any confidence in me, but Challenger took it in his stride.

“Let’s just get on with it, shall we?” he said, his voice muffled from inside the helmet. “She’s here, waiting for me. I know it.”

“Just say when,” Logie Baird said.

“When,” Challenger replied.

The inventor threw a switch and turned a dial. The noise level rose almost immediately to a roaring cacophony, as if we stood too close to a huge engine starting up. The air around the chair turned to mist, and Challenger’s wife walked through it toward him, already a fully formed figure, the black dress brushing dust devils off the wooden floor of the hut as she passed.

“It’s working,” Logie Baird shouted. He seemed almost deliriously happy at the thought, but as for myself, I was full of foreboding. The floor bucked and swayed as Challenger reached out his arms, hands spread in anticipation. She walked inside his hug. They embraced … and Challenger began to fade, growing misty and dim.

“Switch it off,” I shouted.

Logie Baird started to make for the control board.

The female figure turned and stared at him, and the small inventor stopped dead in his tracks, rooted to the spot in fear even as the specter’s grip on Challenger tightened and he became wispy, almost formless.

I could see no other course of action. I stepped forward to the control panel and flipped every switch I could see.

The shed lifted bodily from the earth and slammed back down, hard enough to smash the windows, tip the control system off the trestle to the floor and send the chair in which Challenger sat flying through the air to smash, hard against the far wall. A crack of electricity ran through the room, blue sparks flashing across the equipment. I smelled burning. There was mist in the air again, and I thought I had failed to banish the specter, but as the shed settled I realized it was only smoke from burning electrical components. There would be no more experiments for a while—the control system was little more than burned-out metal and wire.

Challenger rolled away from the wreckage of the chair, pulled off the metal helmet and dropped it to the floor at his feet. He looked ta beaten man.

“I was there. Malone. I was with her again,” he said, and I heard his pain, felt it like a knife in my own heart. I patted him awkwardly on the shoulder.

“Perhaps this is for the best,” I said. He didn’t reply. He was listening to something. Then I heard it too, a hum, growing in intensity, seeming to come from somewhere far beneath our feet.

“Logie Baird?” Challenger asked.

The small man was puzzled. “It’s not my doing. There’s no power going through any of the laboratory circuits—at least none that I can discern.”

The floor bucked again, threatening to throw us to the ground. Wood splintered and cracked.

“There’s something under the shed,” Logie Baird said softly.
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At the same moment, two floorboards were thrust up from below and a hand appeared … or rather, a set of bones appeared, for there was only sinew holding them together. I remembered my earlier worry—it seemed I had been closer to the mark than I thought. More boards were thrust aside. Skeletal arms reached in the air, pushing wood aside as they dragged decayed bodies up out of the ground.

I remembered where Blackheath got its name. It had been a mass grave for victims of the Great Plague. And now they were rising, brought forth by whatever Challenger and Logie Baird had done.

A bony hand gripped at my ankle. I kicked it away, turned, and fled alongside the two scientists as the shed was pulled apart behind us.

 

 

~3~

 

We intended to make for the house. It was only ten yards from the shed, but the whole lawn between the buildings seethed and roiled. More muddy hands broke through the sod and grasped at the air. Logie Baird slipped as a bony hand grabbed his ankle. He fell to one side, and another arm burst from the ground and gripped at his hair. Challenger responded without hesitation, stepping forward and stamping down hard on the exposed arm. It snapped under his feet, leaving Logie Baird to pick pieces of bone from his hair as I got him up.

I saw immediately that we were in trouble. A dozen skeletal bodies had already pulled themselves up out of the ground and blocked the path to the patio door at the rear of the house.

“This way,” Logie Baird cried, and led us through the privet hedge that bounded the south side of the property. We pushed through some thick twigs that tugged at clothes like grasping fingers, and came out onto the edge of the Heath proper.

“It seems our situation has not improved,” Challenger said dryly.

That was something of an understatement.

The whole Heath in front of us, as far as we could see, writhed as if massive worms dug just beneath the surface. The first hand to break through was the sign for a veritable forest of limbs to appear, like grotesque plants opening in the sunlight.

Screams came from my right. I turned around in time to see a well-dressed lady fall beneath a tumbling group of almost twenty reanimated corpses that fell on her like ravenous animals. The screams were cut off almost immediately and I turned away, not wishing to watch the abominations visited on her body by the creatures.

“What is going on, Challenger?”

He shook his head.

“I do not yet know. I only know that I mean to stop it,” he said. “But first we must find safety.”

The corpses from the Heath, an army of them it seemed, had risen almost fully from the earth and were stumbling across the broken ground, many of them heading in our direction.

Logie Baird turned back toward his residence, but that way was already closed to us too, as half a dozen shambling figures came down the path.

“We must get away from the Heath,” I said. “It’s our only hope.”

“I need to get back to the laboratory,” Logie Baird said. Challenger grabbed his arm and held tight. There was no possible way the smaller man could escape that grip.

“The laboratory is gone. You saw that. Now come. Electrical equipment can be rebuilt. Your brain cannot.”

So we fled down the hill away from the Heath, making for Greenwich through the park. Even here, the ground heaved in places, and decayed bodies pushed their way up into the light, but we were able to spot them in plenty of time to give them a wide berth and hurry down toward the river.

As we got to the foot of the park, it seemed we had escaped from the influence of the problem, but any hopes we had were dashed by the sound of screams coming from the town itself.
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I had not seen scenes like it since my time in the trenches. Reanimated corpses in various stages of decomposition seemed to be everywhere we looked. Some had come up out of the park itself, and others were clambering out of a churchyard that bounded the park’s northern end.

Greenwich’s main street was a scene of panic and carnage. Two omnibus carriages had been overturned. Corpses surrounded the doors and broken windows, grasping and gnawing at the poor travelers trying to escape. Shop windows smashed, children screamed, and a lone policeman blew a whistle to which there was no reply.

I had intended suggesting that we make for the railway station, but the section of track I could see from where I stood was already infested with the walking dead.

“To the river,” Challenger cried as the advancing dead took notice of our presence. “It’s our only hope.”

We had to half-carry Logie Baird between us as we made our way in haste to the quay, arriving just ahead of a throng of fifty or more of the raised dead, all seemingly intent on doing us injury. At first I thought we had merely succeeded in trapping ourselves on the dead end of the quay, for there was no immediate sign of a means of escape. It was Logie Baird who saved us by spotting a craft that was tied up below us, partially hidden from our view by having been pushed tight against the dock by the tide. We managed to descend into the boat and push off, just as the undead horde arrived on the quay above us. Two of them threw themselves at us, one missing completely and disappearing in a splash into the water, the other hitting our gunwale, almost hard enough to capsize us, before it too slid away, the skull and its black empty eyes the last thing I saw before it went under.

We were merely drifting, heading slowly out toward the middle of the river, none of us able to take our gaze from the rows of dead folks on the quay and the obvious calamity that was taking place beyond that in the town itself.

“Did we do this?” I said softly.

Logie Baird would not look me in the eye, but Challenger had a determined look on his face.

“I think we did,” he said. “And it’s our duty to put a stop to it. But first, we need to find out exactly what it is we have done, for nothing in our experiments suggested this possible outcome.”

He turned to Logie Baird for confirmation, but the Scotsman had his head dead, lost in either concentration or grief, I could not tell which. Challenger finally stopped surveying the scenes on shore and took to the oars.

“We won’t get anything done bobbing around out here,” he said, and started to propel us with long fluid strokes upriver with the tide.

“What’s the plan, old chap?” I asked.

“Whitehall,” he said. “That’s where they’ll try to control this outbreak from, and that’s where we need to be.”
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Challenger rowed, Logie Baird kept his head down, and I smoked a pipe of the tobacco I’d bought just that morning, a scene that now seemed in the distant past, a time before the world had taken a lurch into the impossible. My thoughts kept returning to the scene in the shed just before the outbreak, and I kept trying to remember the sequence of switches I had pushed and dials I had turned in my panic to save Challenger. If I could only remember, then maybe I could shed some light on the whole thing.

As it turned out, Logie Baird had been having much the same thoughts, or at least had been working toward the same end. The Scotsman finally raised his head. His eyes looked red and watery, as if he had been crying, but his voice was steady.

“It was focusing the field that was the problem,” he said, matter-of-factly enough, as if discussing a particularly thorny question of mathematical theory. “We made it so narrow that it set up a sympathetic harmonic oscillation in the Earth’s field around the affected area.”

As ever with these scientist types, I had only the most basic grasp of what they were talking about at any one moment.

“Surely there is no way that such a field would be stable enough?” Challenger said. He had downed oars for a rest, and was lighting up one of his foul cheroots.

“I have a friend in North America who would tell you otherwise,” Logie Baird said. “And it is to him we must turn for a resolution. I must get to a telephone immediately.”

“What’s the plan?” I said.

“We must counter the effects,” Logie Baird said. “And to do this we must nullify it with a dampening field.”

“Like a Faraday cage?” I said, and Logie Baird smiled grimly.

“Exactly. We’ll make a scientist out of you yet, Malone.”

I did not tell him that I had learned of the idea from one of my friend Carnacki’s dinner stories, and that the uses to which he had put the apparatus were far from being scientific, at least in the sense that Logie Baird saw it.

“How do we go about generating this dampening field?” Challenger asked. “We can hardly wire up the whole of South East London.”

“I don’t yet know the how of it,” Logie Baird replied. “That’s why I need to get to a telephone.”
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It turned out that Challenger did not have to row all the way to Whitehall. We were hailed from Tower Bridge as we attempted to pass under it. A dozen armed men stood on the bridge high above us, rifles aimed in our direction. We were ordered to the northern shore, and once there we were not allowed to get out of the boat until we had proved to the soldiers’ satisfaction that we were not actually dead. After our credentials had been established, we were allowed to pass. We could see from our position on the north side of the bridge that the whole south end was barricaded off.

“We’ve got every bridge over the river covered,” the Colonel in charge said. “And so far we have no reports of any outbreak north of the Thames. God help us if that happens.”

Those words stayed with me all the way to Whitehall, and for quite some time afterwards.

 

 

~4~

 

The corridors of power were in a frenzy of organized chaos. Challenger tried every trick he knew to get us to see the Home Secretary, and I tried to use any influence I had through my position as a reporter for The Express. In the end it was Logie Baird who got us a meeting. He did so by simply whispering in the ear of a senior aide. The man went pale, and ten minutes later we were shown in to meet the minister.

“I do a bit of work on the side for the MOD,” Logie Baird said to me as we went in. “I find that knowing some of their dirty wee secrets helps to oil the cogs of power when I need something.”

Once the meeting got going, Logie Baird did most of the talking, and not even Challenger could get much of a word in edgeways past the voluble little Scotsman in full flow. He explained the situation most succinctly, without exactly taking any of the blame for causing it.

“Are you saying this can be fixed?” the Home Secretary said. A burst of gunfire from outside punctuated his words. “The South Bank is a war zone. We think that most of the living population is hiding behind locked doors. But there is no way to check short of a full armed incursion, and I am loath to attempt that if you can offer me another option.”

“I just need to make one telephone call,” Logie Baird said.

Needless to say, he got it. I only heard snatches. He was talking, via the trans-Atlantic telegraph cable, efficiently transcribed and transmitted at each end, to another scientist named Tesla, but most of what I could hear from Logie Baird went straight over my head. There was talk of helical resonators, the ubiquitous vertical voltage gradient, and non-radiating electromagnetic field energy.

As I say, I scarcely understood every second word, but Logie Baird was smiling when he put down the telephone.

“Gentlemen, we have work to do,” he said.

[image: img5.jpg]

Challenger and I spent the next two days kicking our heels and waiting for a call. Logie Baird had promised we would be in at the end of things, but there seemed to be no such end in sight.

North of the river, life went on much as before, although the city was rife with rumor and not a little dread. Sporadic gunfire echoed through the streets day and night from the direction of the Thames bridges.

McGuire was almost beside himself with rage at the fact that a List D notice had been slapped on the whole affair, meaning I couldn’t even get into print what had happened to us in Blackheath. He assigned me to tail Logie Baird in the hope that a story might break from that quarter, but the Scotsman was hidden away inside a newly built, heavily fortified military compound in Green Park. Challenger and I stood outside it on the second night but saw nothing but blue sparks and arcing electricity before retiring to the George for some much-needed refreshment.

We were halfway down our third pints and getting started on setting the world to rights when a young army sergeant came in at a run and walked straight over to us.

“Begging your pardon, sirs. You’re wanted straight away in Green Park.”

Challenger was up and moving almost before the Sergeant finished speaking. I took my time a bit more, finishing off both beers before joining them out on the pavement.

The young officer seemed most keen on getting us into a waiting truck, and I saw why seconds later. A squad of soldiers ran past us, heading East, toward the sound of frantic gunfire.

“It’s spreading,” the Sergeant said, his face pale. “It’s north of the river.”
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The truck driver wasted no time in getting us to our destination. Challenger and I were under a tarpaulin covering in back, but we could see enough out of the rear of the truck to know that massive troop deployments were underway in the area. More worrying still, the sky was a throbbing red far off to the east. A large part of the city was in flames over in that direction.

The armed guards at the compound’s entrance waved us through. We disembarked and were led into a large tent. It had obviously been acquired from a circus, for there were painted figures of performing animals prancing across the canvas. It was almost enough to draw my attention from the floor below.

Almost.

Logie Baird stood in front of a cage. Inside that were three reanimated corpses; one little more than a skeleton, one in the stages of advanced decomposition, and a third, in a soldier’s uniform, obviously deceased very recently, perhaps even in the past hour or so. Seemingly oblivious to the dead in the cage, he came forward to greet us, a wide grin on his face.

“I do believe I’ve done it, Challenger,” he said. “I’ve cracked it.”

He waved a hand. Two trucks rolled in to the tent, one from the left, one from the right. Each carried what looked to be a massive dynamo and a large coil of some silver-colored metal. Each truck had a soldier turning a large crank on the dynamo.

“Now!” Logie Baird shouted.

A switch on each truck was pulled.

Blue lightning sparked from each coil, creating a hemispheric bubble of electrical discharge over the cage containing the dead. It proved impossible to see what was going on inside the bubble. The air crackled, I smelled ozone, and my hair rose up on end.

“Enough!” Logie Baird shouted.

With a last fizzle, the sparking stopped. The tent fell quiet.

The bodies in the cage, dead once more, lay on the floor, unmoving.

Challenger applauded, but stopped when the bodies in the cage started to move again, feebly at first, then with more purpose.

Logie Baird grimaced.

“There’s just one slight problem.”
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We went outside for a smoke, and Logie Baird tried to explain what had just happened.

“I temporarily nullified the field,” he said. “And it worked exactly as Tesla had predicted.”

“So what’s the problem?” Challenger asked.

“The problem is that the main field is still resonating, centered on the shed in Blackheath. Tesla believes, and I agree with him, that we have to take one of the coils to that site, and start it up right over the top of the shed. We need to do that before we can stop the resonance completely. Otherwise these … things … will just keep coming back.”

“And that means getting through however many of the dead have risen between here and there?” 

“Exactly. And coordinating our efforts so that the switches are thrown at the right time, and being on site to attend to any sudden emergencies, and …”

“I catch your drift, old man,” Challenger said, although I wasn’t sure I had. “You’ll need to be here of course, at the business end. And you need a volunteer to go to Blackheath. Of course I’ll go. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

It took me several seconds to understand Challenger’s meaning.

“You’re not serious, old man?” I said.

“Never more so, Malone. It’s my mess. I’ll be the one to clean it up.”

“Our mess, you mean,” I said, before I could talk myself out of it. “I was the one to throw those switches, after all. Count me in.”

Challenger slapped me so hard on the back I almost fell over.

“Never fear, Malone. If you die, I’ll make sure you stay down.”

Somehow, that thought did not fill me with glee.

 

 

~5~

 

We were ready to move out less than an hour later.

The sheer scale of the operation allayed many of my worries about the journey ahead of us. Challenger and I were in a truck carrying the Tesla coil and dynamo. Ahead of us was a flatbed truck with two Gatling gun mountings and operators, and I knew a similarly armed vehicle traveled behind us. On the ground we had supporting troops on foot, almost a hundred of them surrounding the trucks. Half of the men carried flame-throwing units, and the others were armed with rifles. All of us were volunteers, and if we did not exactly know what we were heading into, we could make a good guess at it. There were few smiles, and no banter, as we left the stockade.

And it did not take us long to discover that our journey was going to be more fraught than anticipated. Our intention had been to journey as far as possible on the north side of the river before attempting to cross to the affected south side. But the infection had spread faster than anyone thought possible, and we had barely reached Trafalgar Square when we saw the first lurching figure in the street. That one was dispatched cleanly enough with minimal fuss, but the Embankment proved another matter entirely. We had to fight for every foot of headway, the air filled with smoke, gunfire and the stench of burning flesh as our defense fought off waves of attacking undead. All the while our driver, Davis, a wiry Welshman, kept up a constant flow of smokes and chatter. It was all nervous energy of course, but it served to distract our attention, if only momentarily, from the carnage outside.

Amazingly, we did not lose a single man for more than an hour.
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Our troubles really started at London Bridge.

The throng of undead had been growing denser as we passed through the Cannon Street area and approached the river from the north and west. Our fears were confirmed as we turned onto the Bridge Road. The barricade at the south end had been overrun, and the road across the bridge itself was a seething mass of the dead.

The Colonel who had been put in charge of the operation was in the truck ahead of us, and I saw him bark out orders. I expected him to give the bridge a wide berth to the North and that we could cross the river some way further to the east, but it seemed he had other ideas. He had his squaddies who carried flame-throwing units line up the width of the road, and then proceeded to have them try to burn their way across the bridge. Flaming bodies threw themselves at the thin line of attackers, in such a mad mêlée that several were forced off the bridge by sheer weight of numbers to fall away in flames to the river below. The squaddies kept up the wash of fire, inching forward over the charred remains left behind. From their vantage higher up the Gatling gun crew in the truck ahead of us strafed over the heads of the flame-throwers, blasting chunks of burning flesh from the throng of the undead. The whole thing made me sick to my stomach if truth be told, and it appeared that Challenger was of similar mind, for when I looked around it was to find him wiping a tear from his eye.

For a full five minutes it seemed the Colonel’s plan would be completely successful, but that all changed when the fuel tanks started to give out. It was unfortunate that it happened to two men at the same time. Before they had a chance to back off and let others take their place the undead surged forward, as if by instinct intent on attacking this new weak spot. The men on that side stood little chance, and half a dozen fell almost immediately before the flame attack could be brought back to full strength. The going became slower after that.

Our line of vehicles moved into position to inch along behind the troops, and I was all too aware that our wheels were crushing burned bone and flesh underneath as we passed. The stench was overpowering, and we were forced to roll up the windows. Even then it took Challenger’s cheroots to finally allay the assault on our nasal passages and throats.

The next half hour was one of the longest of my life, almost as bad as the ones I spent cowering in makeshift shelters in the trenches of the Somme. But finally it was over, and a path had been cleared all the way across to the south side of the bridge.

London Bridge Road heading south was filled as far as we could see in the darkness with a mass of the undead, but we were able, with some difficulty and more of the Colonel’s slash-and-burn tactics, to take a left turn onto the road along the riverside. Here the horde thinned out. We were able to make better time, and the troops alongside us had to break into a gentle trot to keep pace.

Challenger checked his watch, and I did the same. Logie Baird would be throwing the switch in Green Park at three in the morning precisely. We had a little over three hours to get to our position, and many miles and many more undead to get through before then.
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I cannot find it in me to describe the trials and tribulations that we endured in the hours that followed. If you have been to war, you will understand, and if you have not, trust me: you do not want to know. Suffice to say that we burned a fiery swath through southeast London, leaving little in our wake but ash.

We lost men at every turn, particularly as time grew short and the Colonel’s tactics had to take a more risky turn. Even with pushing the men as hard and as fast as was possible, we arrived at the edge of Blackheath with scarcely twenty minutes to spare before our deadline was up. As the trucks crested the hill and rolled onto the Heath my heart sank at the sight.

An army of undead stood between us and the properties behind which Logie Baird’s shed had stood. The Colonel stayed true to form and remained unwavering on the goal. He had the men form a tight wedge around the vehicles and charged us into the throng.

If I had not quite realized how many had died over London’s long history, I was to get a reminder that night. Well-dressed Victorian gentlemen in fine funereal garb, bewigged Cavaliers, Roman soldiers that were little more than skeletons, and armored knights from the age of chivalry: all were arrayed against us there on that blasted Heath.

We burned them all, until the flame-throwers finally gave out. Then the Gatling guns came into their own, blowing a path through the crowd that we were able to drive through, tossing corpses aside like rag dolls as we did so. We went straight through Logie Baird’s hedgerow at twenty miles an hour, bounced and rattled across his garden and came to a screeching halt on top of the ruin of the shed. We had no time to think. The Colonel had his men arrange themselves in two circles around us, even as one of the Gatling gun positions was completely overrun by the dead. Gunfire and screams sounded all around.

“How long?” I shouted as Challenger cranked the dynamo.

“Five minutes,” he replied. Blue sparks flashed around the Tesla coil.

“Is it supposed to do that?” I shouted.

“It must be some effect for the resonant vibration,” Challenger yelled in response.

The gunfire seemed to get fainter. I wondered if maybe I had finally been deafened by the thunderous noise. Then I looked round me. The air had grown misty, the defending soldiers only darker shapes in thick fog. I saw muzzle flashes and heard, distantly, the sound of guns, but it was all at some remove from reality.

“Challenger?” I said.

I looked at where he had been standing on the truck, turning the dynamo crankshaft. He was no longer there. Instead, he stood on what had been the roof of the shed, staring at a spot over my left shoulder. I turned … 

… and looked straight into the face of the Professor’s dead wife.
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She walked past me without a glance, heading straight for the Professor, who stood, arms open, waiting for her.

I checked my watch. We had scarcely a minute to spare. I jumped up on the truck and began to crank the dynamo. “Challenger!” I shouted. “I need you to throw the switch.” 

He seemed oblivious to my entreaties. There was now no more than five yards between him and the specter of his wife, and he only had eyes for one thing.

More dark shapes came forward in the mist.

“Thank the Lord,” I said, thinking it was squaddies coming to my aid. The phrase stuck in my throat as a dozen of the undead appeared instead.

“Challenger!” I screamed. And this time he took note. He saw my predicament and started to move toward me. At the same time the specter reached for him, misty arms circling his waist. He pulled against her, his face a mask of agony and despair. It took all his strength, but he finally broke free and, staggering as if punch-drunk, headed for the truck and the switch that would turn on the coil.

One of the undead beat him to it. It clambered up onto the truck bed, reaching for me. I knew I could not stop cranking, so tried to keep it away from me using only my feet, a course of action that could not save me for long.

Challenger had other ideas. He stepped up behind the corpse—a man of some forty years, dead at least that long—and tore it apart with his bare hands, kicking the head away as if it were a soccer ball. He looked down below us. His wife’s specter was moving toward us again.

“Let’s get this job done,” Challenger said. With tears blinding him, he threw the switch.

A blue sparking web of electricity surged over and around us, filling the sky in an explosion of light and energy. A shock crashed over us like a thunderclap and I fell into darkness.
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I woke eight hours later to thin sunshine coming through the flaps of a tent. I lay on a cot in a makeshift hospital on what was left of Blackheath. Of the hundred men who had left the Green Park stockade, only eight of us had survived the night. Poor Challenger had almost joined those lost, being mistaken for a dead-again corpse and condemned to a mass grave before waking just before they started to throw quicklime over the bodies.

We were both up and about again by nightfall, and as the stars came out overhead, we were to be found standing amid the ruins of Logie Baird’s shed, sharing a bottle of Scotch with the Scottish inventor.

“To tell the truth,” Logie Baird said, “I never thought it would work.”

“Maybe now you’ll stop meddling in things you don’t understand,” I said, and looked to Challenger for confirmation. But my old friend was lost in thought, staring at the spot where we had last seen the specter of his wife.

“She is waiting for me,” Challenger said. “I don’t know how I know, but I know.”

“Just don’t be in a hurry to see her,” I said, trying to raise a smile.

Challenger did not reply.

After that night, he never spoke of her again.

 

 


A Rock and a Hard Place
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My meeting with Challenger that late summer lunchtime was a far more somber occasion than most of our visits to the George in the Strand. We had arranged it several weeks before, and as usual I looked forward to my old friend’s larger-than-life company.

I knew something was wrong as soon as I saw him. He was hunched over a table, cradling a pint of ale and a Scotch—which was unusual in itself as he normally saved the hard liquor for after supper—and he was dressed in his best black suit.

“Have a drink with me, Malone,” he said. “I’m saying goodbye to an old friend.”

He’d come from a funeral. I got the story out of him in dribs and drabs over the next hour. Over several beers and more Scotch he told me how he’d recently heard from Davis, a University chum of his, and how they too had arranged to meet for a few drinks and a chat. The meeting never happened—Davis was found dead at the foot of the cliffs of Dover just a day later.

“He wanted to tell me something,” Challenger said. “And I was too bally busy to listen just then. I thought we’d have plenty of time.”

The Professor was inconsolable—I have never seen him so down.

“What was the cause of death?” I asked, almost fearfully, for any question was liable to set Challenger off when he was in a mood—and this was most certainly a mood.

“Bally coroner said suicide. He doesn’t know his arse from his elbow—Danny Davis would never do that. He wasn’t the type.”

“No suspicious circumstances?”

“Of course there bloody were. The man’s dead—how much more suspicious does it need to be?”

I don’t quite know how we got to the point where I agreed to accompany him—the afternoon got a bit hazy after our third hour in the bar. But the next morning, complete with traveling case and hangover—I met him in Victoria Station, and we boarded a train for Dover.
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“So what was Davis’ profession?” I asked as we settled into a compartment and got some smokes lit.

“He was a geologist—we were in the same laboratory group at Edinburgh. He said he’d discovered something that would consign all the textbooks—biological and physical—to history. I laughed when he told me that—he sounded too much like me.”

“And he didn’t tell you what this might be?”

Challenger shook his head, shaking ash from his cigarette into his beard and leaving a gray streak when he tried to wipe it away. It said much for his state of mind that he left it there—normally he was meticulous about his proud expanse of facial hair.

“One last question then,” I said. “What do you hope to find in Dover?”

“Answers, Malone. He spent the last six months among the rocks on the shores there—someone will have talked to him; someone will know something. And if I get stuck—well, I’ve got a reporter from the London papers with me; that should loosen a few tongues.” 

We spoke no more of it for the length of the journey, confining ourselves to chat about rugger and Challenger’s friends—and enemies—in the Royal Society. My friend was still subdued—not so much as the previous day, but enough that there were no outbursts, no raised voice all the way to our destination.
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Our first afternoon in Dover proved fruitless. The local police were of little help, even after I showed my press credentials. Davis was a ‘‘jumper”—that was the word they used. He’d been found in the same spot as six other bodies over the past year. Three of those found were definite suicides—they had left notes—and it was assumed that Davis was another in the sorry list.

“Every bone in ’is body were broke,” the constable we spoke to said. “You don’t get that from just falling over, or being hit by a brick—he jumped from the top, and that’s all there is to it.”

Challenger wanted to visit the shore straightaway, but that was blocked to us—the tide was coming in, lapping at the feet of the cliffs, and would not be low enough again for exploration until early the next day.

We did manage to find the lodgings where Davis had stayed—a neat and tidy bed-and-breakfast at the eastern end of town—and we booked ourselves in there for the night, intending to explore in the morning. The landlady—a talkative spinster of indeterminate age—made us as good a meal as you could hope to find, and kept us topped up with sherry through the evening. But all thought of sleep was swept away when she dropped a bombshell after talk turned to the late Mr. Davis.

“I ain’t half going to miss poor Mr. Davis. A proper gent he was. Have you come for his notebooks? The police didn’t seem to want them.”

We cleared a spot on a table and went to work. I found the dead man’s notebooks tedious in the extreme, most of them being a minutely detailed account of what seemed to be every boulder on the beach, its position, size, aspect, and surface flora and fauna. Challenger was in his element.

“Fascinating stuff,” he said after an hour. “Don’t you agree?”

I was about to leave him to it and head for bed when he clapped his hands with almost childish glee.

“I think I have something, Malone,” he said. “It’s dated two days before he died.”

He picked up one of the notebooks and read:

“‘Arrived at AN172 at three o’ clock in the afternoon to find it had moved several feet from the night before. At a loss to explain this, as none of the other sizable rocks in the area have moved so much as an inch, and AN172 looks as if it weighs several tons. There is a smooth spot some three yards square in size on the northern aspect that was not there yesterday, but apart from that, no other signs of what happened.’“

“That’s it?” I said.

“It’s enough to be going on with,” Challenger replied. “It’s a mystery—a mystery he found less than forty-eight hours before dying. I do not believe in coincidences, Malone.”
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“Going out, gents?” our landlady asked the next morning after breakfast.

“Along the east shore for a bit to see where Mr. Davis was working,” I replied.

“Oh, you don’t want to be doing that, sirs. I told Mr. Davis many a time; that’s where the town sewer comes out. There’s a terrible stink up that way on hot days, and you never know what’s in the water. I told Mrs. Greenville the other day, I said …”

She was still talking as we beat a hasty retreat, but we found out all too soon that she’d been right about the smell. It got noticeable as we left the promenade wall at the eastern extent of the shore and stepped down onto the rougher terrain below the cliffs. We both lit up a smoke, and that covered the stench somewhat, but all the same it was most unpleasant.

Challenger had brought along the notebook with his clue in it. Using a map drawn by Davis, we were able to navigate our way through the rocks and tumbled rubble to the spot where the man had made his observations of the rock he had named AN172.

We stood at the base of one of the tallest cliffs, the whiteness bright enough to be dazzling as the morning sun bounced off the chalk face. There were indeed plenty of large boulders strewn in our vicinity—but none that matched the size of shape of AN172. There was only a circular depression in the rubble—a clearer spot with mainly sand and broken shell underfoot, but no sign of any boulder, and certainly not one that weighed several tons. A trail, some four feet wide, seemed to lead away from the spot, heading further east, and towards the cliff. Although the tide had softened the shore and shifted the sand, we were able to follow quite readily.

Challenger led and I came up behind, cigarette clamped firmly between my teeth, breathing through my mouth as the stench got steadily worse. We discovered why as we turned around an escarpment and entered a small bay—this was obviously the source of the noxious odor. Raw sewage poured from a four-foot wide outlet, draining onto the shore. At high tide the sea would take the effluent away readily enough but for now it puddled and pooled near the cliffs. Large boulders—or at least that is what I took them to be—were clustered around, as if protecting the area around the outlet from the sea. A stray dog, the thinnest and most mange-ridden I have ever clapped eyes on, picked among tatters of something that did not bear too close inspection, and the whole site had an overwhelming air of decay and corruption.
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“There’s nothing to see here, Challenger,” I said, more in hope of getting him to see sense than in any expectation he would listen to me.

Indeed, he had just stepped closer to the outlet pipe when one of the boulders moved.
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The stone—or, as it now became apparent, the shell—lifted, and a tentacle, almost snakelike, but with the snap and strike of a bullwhip, struck at the dog. The animal retreated with a yelp, backed away, and was hit from the opposite direction by two more tentacles from another of the “boulders.” In seconds the dog was down, writhing and yelping piteously as half a dozen of the tendrils wrapped around it and squeezed.

The sound of its bones cracking amid terrified howling was almost too much to bear, but it was thankfully brief. With a final snap that echoed in the cliffs above the dog’s spine broke, and silence fell. The tentacles retracted, and a dozen boulders of various sizes moved closer to the pipe by several feet, clustering more tightly around the outlet. Everything went still. Once more it looked like a field of boulders strewn before us, the only difference now being the broken body of the poor dog lying in the pool of effluent.

Challenger moved a step closer to the nearest boulder and put out a hand before I could stop him. Almost immediately, the shell lifted and a tendril snaked out, whipping round the Professor’s left ankle and tugging, hard enough to pull Challenger off his feet and send him in a heap into the rocks. He cried out in sudden pain. A second tendril whipped out, and he managed to roll aside so that it snapped harmlessly in the air, but the one round his ankle tugged again, and he slid on his back, being dragged closer to the shell that was rising up as if in readiness to swallow him.

I did the only thing I could think of—I stepped forward, bent and grasped the tentacle, trying to unwind it from Challenger’s ankle. Even as I bent I felt something whip around my waist and drag at me. I was thinking of the dog, and the speed at which it had been taken.

Challenger bellowed, and with a mixture of brute force and sheer power of will tore the tentacle from around his ankle and with a mighty heave pulled it from its source. He threw the thing away with a curse, then gripped me. We were quickly into a tug of war against the tentacle that had me round the waist, but our strengths combined were enough to pull me free, ripping the tendril from where it was joined to the body of the beast beneath the shell. I shucked the dead thing off from around my waist and stamped hard on it to make sure it stayed still.

“Come on, Malone, come away!” Challenger said. I didn’t need to be told twice.

We staggered back, bruised and bewildered, until we were beyond the range of any attack, but it seemed we had already been forgotten; the things shuffled forward again into a tight group against the outlet pipe. It was clear that the flow of effluent was starting to back up inside the pipe and that only seemed to cause the creatures to group even tighter. As we watched, a shell lifted—I caught a quick glimpse of a pink, segmented, almost shrimp-like body beneath—then it went up the pipe into the darkness. Another followed within seconds.
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We hurried back to town as fast as our bruised bodies would allow, intending to raise the alarm with the local police.

“What the devil were those?” I managed to pant as we skirted a patch of boulders that looked suspicious.

“Some kind of crustacean,” Challenger said. “Or perhaps a mollusk? Or maybe a new incipient species. There’s only one thing certain: they are feeding on our waste. We need to cut off their food source, and quickly.”

Unfortunately, the police could not be persuaded—we were taken as cranks, our story being too unbelievable for them to take seriously.

“Come now, gents,” the Sergeant in charge of the front office said. “I know that you would like to think that your friend’s death was not a suicide, but making up fairy tales about monsters will not help your case.”

Had I not put a hand on his shoulder, Challenger might have leaned across the desk and hauled the man to the shore to see for himself.

“Look, we’re wasting valuable time here. We need to get the authorities involved.”

The Sergeant tapped his badge.

“We are the authorities, sir. Now please, move away—or shall I have you charged with breaching the peace?”

“That’s going to be breached soon enough,” Challenger muttered.

“Is that a threat, sir?”

“No—it’s a promise.”

We might indeed have been treated to a night in a cell, had the first screams not risen up from the seafront.

“Tell me,” Challenger said, smiling grimly. “As you are the authority around here, what are you going to do about that?”
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The screaming came from a young woman with a baby in a large pram. Three tentacles had snaked up out of a sewer grate and were wrapped tight around the pram’s tin body, the soft metal squealing as they squeezed. Several passers-by looked on, seemingly at a loss as to what to make of the situation.

Challenger had no such qualms.

He strode forward and snatched the babe from the carriage, just as the metal gave completely and the crushed mangled mess of tin and swaddling was dragged away with a screech, down into the sewer. With a final tug, it was gone. Challenger passed the baby to the young mother, who immediately took to her heels and fled, screaming at the top of her voice until she was lost in the town’s maze of streets.

Silence fell. The police sergeant stood beside me, mouth open in the breeze, lost for words.

A second scream came from further along the promenade, seconds before a cast-iron manhole cover blew twenty feet in the air, landing with a loud ringing clang mere feet from a small gaggle of elderly gentlemen who were having a quiet smoke by the sea rail.

A nest of tentacles, like writhing snakes, burst out of the hole, ten, fifteen feet high before stretching outward.

One of the old fellows didn’t move quickly enough—five tendrils caught him at neck, torso and thigh, and tugged, hard. His head bounced twice on the road before he was dragged away, too quickly for anyone to react, leaving only a long smear of blood to mark his passing.

A second manhole cover went up, twenty yards further up the shore, closer to town. More tentacles lifted in the air, and this time a two-foot-wide shell, the pink segments below just visible, pulled itself up onto the promenade.

“Do something, man!” Challenger shouted to the police sergeant.

“It’s not my job …” the man started, before Challenger grabbed him by the shoulders and started shaking him.

“If not you, then who? These people here are relying upon you.”

That simple appeal to his duty seemed to give the man a moment of strength. He reached into his pocket, took out a whistle, and blew long and hard, rousing half a dozen uniformed officers from the station across the street.

Three more of the smaller shell-creatures emerged onto the promenade. The road surface bulged and buckled in a bubble that rose nearly three feet, then split. Rubble and dirt shifted as larger shells joined the smaller ones in pulling themselves up into the open.

The policemen stood in a huddle—no one had a clue as to how to deal with the growing menace. A bottleneck formed as people tried to escape from the promenade, with too many of them crammed into a narrow lane that was normally a short-cut to the relative safety behind the shop frontages. Long tentacles caught two fleeing children and squeezed the life out of them as they screamed. More of the creatures, drawn by the frenzied activity, shuffled in that direction, but thankfully the blockage of people cleared and most escaped. Not all, though—when the passage cleared there were at least four bodies on the ground, but I only caught a quick glimpse before they were obscured as the shell-creatures crawled over them.

“For pity’s sake, man, do something,” Challenger said again to the police Sergeant. “Close down the sewer system—that’s your first priority—they’re feeding on your effluent.”

“I wouldn’t know where to start …”

“Then find someone who does,” Challenger shouted. “And quickly!”

The whole seafront was now little more than a mass of the shell-creatures, all with tentacles waving high, as if tasting the air. They all seemed to be orientated in the same direction—facing away from the shore, up the main thoroughfare towards town.

“The main sewer goes that way?” Challenger said, pointing up the road.

“Yes, sir,” a young constable said. “It runs up past the school and …”

Challenger cut him off.

“Get everybody off the shore and back up there—as far as you can. Do you have any fire hydrants on the street?” 

The same young officer spoke up again.

“Three, sir, ever fifty yards.”

“Get the valves open, get water flowing down to the sewer—these beasts are sea creatures—fresh water should repulse them. At least I hope so, for I can’t think what else we can do short of calling in the forces, and that’ll take too long.”

“I cannot authorize …” the sergeant started.

Challenger rounded on him.

“Stop telling me what you can’t do, and start thinking what you can do, or get out of my way,” the Professor said.

The young constable had the sense to do Challenger’s bidding, and left at a run, heading up the main street. I was by no means sure we would have time for any action—tentacles squirmed everywhere I looked, and some of the smaller shell-creatures were getting rather too close for comfort.

“Challenger?” I said. “We can’t stay here.”

“I agree—fall back, up to town, and hope my idea works—it’s our only chance.”

 

We backed away just as the last of the stragglers from the shore passed us, leaving the promenade to the creatures. The largest one we had yet seen, some eight feet across the top of its shell, pulled itself up out of the growing hole.

I heard water gurgle under our feet—the young constable must have opened the hydrants further up the slope. But the creatures kept advancing.

“There’s a flaw in my thinking, Malone,” Challenger said. “There’s no use putting fresh water into the sewers if the beasts are all above ground. Quick—let’s get the grates blocked—we need to get the water running down the road.

I was first to reach the closest grate—the hydrant was sending out a voluminous spray of water, but most of it was immediately running down the grate into the sewer. I did the only thing I could think of—I took off my jacket and stuffed it over the top of the grate. The result was immediate—water started to flow down the main road, washing at Challenger’s feet and then down to lap against the shells of the creatures.

I let out a small cry of triumph as they backed away immediately. There was no sign that the water was actually damaging the beasts in any way, but they were clearly not enamored of any contact with it.

The other policemen—the sergeant excepted, as he still stood open-mouthed and speechless—saw what I had achieved and headed up the slope to do the same with the rest of the hydrants. We soon had a good flow of water pouring down across the promenade, and as Challenger had hoped, the beasts retreated completely before it, moving back first to the edge of the gaping hole, then, as that started to fill with fresh water, down into the sewer again. The last we saw of them was a nest of tentacles waving from the manhole nearest the shore, then even that was gone, and we were left with just the sound of running water as we looked over the scene of devastation.

“Now what do we do?” the police sergeant asked.

“I’m sure I have no idea,” Challenger replied. “I’m not the one in authority around here. You might start with asking the people of the town not to flush their cisterns until you do come up with a plan. Good luck with that.”

Challenger took me by the arm and we left the Sergeant standing there, open-mouthed, like a fish out of water.
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Challenger was quiet on our train journey back to London.

“I was thinking about poor Davis,” he said when asked. “He was right—the textbooks will have to change—but so will the habits of everyone around the coast of this island of ours. I hope the Sergeant has the gumption to report this matter fully, for vigilance will be needed from now on—vigilance, and better sewage control systems.

“We haven’t seen the last of these things, Malone—you mark my words.”

 

 


Ice
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I had not seen Challenger for six months or more. That wasn’t particularly unusual, as he was often away on one or another of his enthusiastic quests for knowledge.

I was minding my own business that Saturday, basking in a rare weekend away from the hectic round of too much or too little news that was my day-to-day existence at the paper. I just happened to be in Regent’s Park, taking a constitutional stroll, when the larger of the two ponds froze. Now, a freezing pond in London parkland is not in itself a news story, but what would make this front-page news was the timing—we were only three days from midsummer, and the temperature was in the seventies.

By the time I arrived at the waterside, a thaw had already set in, but it was obvious that the freeze had been extensive and several of the trees would see an early autumn, given that their leaves had dried and shriveled in a sudden burst of cold.

The remnants of ice seemed thickest at the northern end of the lake, up toward the zoo, and it was my reporter’s curiosity that set me walking in that direction as the ice retreated away from me, summer once again asserting itself in the immediate area.

It quickly became obvious that the most bitter cold, and the thickest ice, was concentrated inside the zoo at the northernmost end of the park. I paid my shilling at the gate, and went inside. Most of the patrons, dressed for summer but now frozen to the bone, were streaming out in the other direction.

It did not take me long to find the center of the phenomenon—I was led there by a booming bellow I knew only too well. I arrived at a large new building that had not been there on my last visit and went inside to find Challenger haranguing three white-coated youths.

“If you had done what you were bloody well told to do in the first place, there wouldn’t even be a problem, now would there?”

He looked much as he had the last time I saw him—squat, barrel-chested, his great beard bristling with indignation. He had been in sunnier climes, for he was heavily tanned, being most evident in his face, the darkening only making the piercing blue of his eyes all the more startling.

He saw me at the door.

“I should have bloody known,” he said, smiling. “Typhoid Mary, first on the scene as always.” 

We shook hands warmly.

“I was going to get you up here on Monday,” he continued. “But these blithering idiots have spoiled the surprise.” 

I finally took in my surroundings. We stood in a large, almost cavernous dome, cut in half by thick iron bars that looked more like a prison cell than a zoo exhibition area. The other side of the bars was obviously meant to hold animals, and some large ones at that, but as yet it was empty—empty, that is, apart from the thick ice that covered every surface and even ran partly up the walls. There was a distant constant hum that I felt through the soles of my feet.

“I take it you’re responsible for the ice out in the park?” I said.

He grinned even more broadly.

“It reached the park? Excellent. That means he was right. Now it’s just a matter of getting it to focus.”

“Who was right?”

“An old friend. Come through and say hello.”

He led me to the far end of the enclosure to a small door.

I turned back to look at the extent of the dome.

“What’s all this for?”

“It’s a new exhibit—an arctic landscape, they’re calling it—but that’s not the exciting bit. Come and see how we’ve made it work.”

I recognized the other part of the partnership as soon as I walked into a small, rather cramped laboratory—John Logie Baird stood over a brass and glass contraption festooned with switches and dials. This was the source of the hum, and the vibration was stronger here—if truth be told, rather alarming.

The small Scotsman’s brow was furrowed.

“It’s a wee bit more powerful than we imagined, Challenger,” he said. “We’ll need to pull back a bit on it. But now that I’ve seen the problem, it’s easily fixed, Those three lads might even have done us a favor—it could have happened on Monday, and left us all with red faces.”

He turned and saw me.

“Malone! How the blazes are you? Come for the show?”

“Let me try to understand this,” I said. “The pair of you have been put in charge of devising the refrigeration for this new exhibit—have I got that right?”

Both of then grinned.

“Logie Baird is doing the temperature control,” Challenger said. “I designed the enclosure—we’ll have seals, walrus, arctic fox, snowy owls—maybe even a great white bear in the future and …”

I put up a hand.

“Sorry, slow down—I’m just having trouble with the idea of putting you two in charge of anything—never mind something as grand as this.”

I had managed to annoy both of them simultaneously, and for several seconds I thought I’d only earned myself a quick exit, but finally Challenger smiled again.

“We are scientists,” he said. “We learn from our mistakes. We have this firmly under control.”

I was wondering whether the walkers in the park that morning would agree with me, but I was already on shaky ground, so kept my peace. Besides, this was a story, whichever way it played out, and I was now on the inside. As a reporter, I had a duty to see it through, although I had a bad feeling that this was just another disaster waiting to happen.
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I spent most of the remainder of my weekend at the zoo. Logie Baird tried to explain his refrigeration unit to me—the device seemed to produce ice out of nowhere, but no matter how many times the Scotsman went over it, he always quickly lost me in the science. One thing stuck, a phrase I thought I might be able to use in my story—‘Ice is just water at a different energy level.’

I had more success with Challenger’s side of the operation, helping him with getting animals housed and comfortable in the freezing conditions. I had taken to wearing a thick woolen overcoat, hat and gloves when inside the dome, but even then, the cold bit hard all the way to my bones. Challenger seemed remarkably unaffected and worked with a tireless energy, directing the proceedings with a bark that brooked no argument.

They were cutting it close, but on early Monday morning he pronounced the exhibit ready—the grand opening could proceed. Logie Baird and Challenger both seemed certain of their coming success—and even I had been won over since Saturday. There was no repeat of the accident that caused the ice to spread out into the park; the hum and vibration, though still present, was now almost unnoticeable, and the animals all seemed quite happy to co-exist in their new habitat. The Royal Society had invited dignitaries from all over and had set up a marquee outside the enclosure for the food and drink after the ceremony.

As the crowd arrived, I realized I was rather underdressed for the occasion, given the variety of formal wear on display. Even Challenger had made an effort, although he had clearly gained some weight since the last time he wore what he called ’the monkey suit’, and looked rather like an overstuffed sausage.

He still cut an imposing figure as he stood before the enclosure door addressing the assembled crowd.

“What you are about to see is a wonder of modern engineering, coupled with the latest ideas in the care and maintenance of animals in the zoo environment. Every effort has been made to create a habitat as natural as possible for these creature—you may find it rather chilly. Like the arctic fox, perhaps you should have brought your furs.”

He cut a ceremonial tape, and ushered the crowd in.

I have to admit the exhibit was like no other I have ever seen. Two great walrus sat on a block of ice overlooking a clear blue lagoon full of seals. Behind them rose a huge slab of rock, ice and snow, towering to the highest part of the dome. Two white owls peered at us from the heights, and pale fox cubs gamboled on the slopes. The audience was quite taken, and rapt in attention, but that—and Challenger’s smile—didn’t last long. After five minutes the crowd thinned, either driven out by the biting cold or the lack of any activity from the animals. All too soon Challenger, Logie Baird and I were alone in the huge empty dome.

“That’s it?” Challenger said. “I’ve seen gnats with longer attention spans.”

I do believe the professor might have rushed outside and begun throwing people back in to the enclosure, demanding that they appreciate what was before them. But fate had another trick to play.

I felt it first, as before, through the soles of my feet, an insistent vibration, getting steadily stronger.

“Logie Baird?” Challenger said.

“It’s nothing,” the smaller Scotsman answered. “It probably just needs a tweak. I’ll go and check.”

He opened the door to the laboratory—and could proceed no further. The whole doorway—the whole room from what I could tell, was completely encased in ice.

“Shut it off,” Challenger shouted.

Logie Baird looked bewildered.

“We can’t. The generator is in the lab.”

“How long will it run?”

“Several days,” Logie Baird said. “Maybe a week? I filled it up this morning, and it’s an efficient wee engine, if I do say so myself.”

The stressed door frame cracked loudly, the hum and vibration rose, and we had to step back sharply as a wall of ice poured into the enclosure and began to spread. It was little more than slush at first but rapidly hardened as the cold intensified, running across the floor and walls, moving so fast that our escape was going to be cut off in seconds if I didn’t get us all moving. Challenger saw the risk at the same time I did, but Logie Baird merely stood there looking perplexed, and we had to bodily lift him and half-carry him out.

A crowd of well-dressed revelers stood around the marquee, drinks in hand, gaping in astonishment at three madmen—to their eyes—who had burst out of the enclosure. I felt cold at my neck and turned to see the ice run over the outside of the dome. Glass cracked; metal groaned. The sky overhead darkened. Clouds roiled, building up from out of nowhere, heralding a coming storm.

The crowd around the marquee finally realized they were in trouble as new ice flowed toward their feet. Once started, panic spread even faster than the cold, and there was a mad rush for the exit. Challenger wasn’t ready to join them quite yet.

“We’ve got to get back in there. The animals …”

“Are already gone,” I said softly. “The ice has them now.”

Challenger couldn’t really argue with me; we could see it clearly—the whole of the new enclosure was already little more than a solid dome of ice, with more ice already encroaching toward our feet.

“It would seem discretion is the greater part of valor,” Logie Baird said.

We fled; winter came after us. As we ran through Regent’s Park, snow started to fall.
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London had never seen a summer like it. Snow fell steadily all through Monday afternoon and evening, over a foot of it, before it got too cold for precipitation and the ice took over. The Thames froze in the early hours of Tuesday morning, and by dawn much of the population was heading south across the bridges, to Putney or Blackheath or Clapham where the sun still shone and winter seemed a long way off. All transport north of the river as far as Finchley was at a standstill, and the great city ground to a shuddering halt.

Of course blame had to be apportioned; a scapegoat had to be found, and not for the first time, poor old Challenger fit the bill. I was roped in along with Logie Baird for having been the visible face of the ongoing disaster, at least in the minds of the great and good who had gathered for the opening. We were called in front of an emergency session of the Cabinet in Southwark Town Hall on Tuesday evening.

The Home Secretary led the charge.

“It’s a bally disgrace,” he said. “And not for the first time. Would you care to explain yourselves?”

“Not particularly,” Challenger said, as calm as I have ever seen him. “I’m sorry you’ve been inconvenienced, but it’s only a spot of cold. It happens every year.”

“Not in bloody June, it doesn’t. Since when do we get cricket snowed off?”

“Oh, if it’s the cricket you’re worried about …”

 The Prime Minister interrupted. “Can it be stopped? That’s what we’re here to find out. Waterloo Station is starting to ice up—it’s still spreading south.”

Challenger yielded the floor to Logie Baird, but the Scotsman had as little luck explaining the science to the ministers as he had with me.

“The generator will only run for a week at the most,” he said, finally. “Perhaps we should let things run their course?”

“A week?” The Home Secretary laughed bitterly. “At the rate this is going, we’ll have iced up the Home Counties by then. We’d be the laughingstock of the world—never mind the votes we’d lose at the next election. This must be stopped—and it must be stopped tonight.”

“In that case, we’ll need the Army,” Challenger said. “And Lord’s Cricket Ground—it’s not getting used for anything at the moment anyway.”

 

We were promised that the Army would be at our disposal, and were told, in no uncertain terms, that we wouldn’t have much of a future outside Pentonville prison if we did not get the job done. I’m afraid I was rather despondent—if I’d had the opportunity, I might have made straight for the nearest bar for a stiffener.

Logie Baird had the same idea, but he carried his liquor around with him, and produced a hip flask. After two swigs of fiery Scotch, I was feeling somewhat happier with my lot—besides, I was yet again at the center of a story that would fill the front pages. As a reporter, I could scarcely ask for better. As a man, however, I’d have much rather been home in a warm bed following the story from afar.

That was not to be. At eight o’clock an Army captain—Briggs by name—arrived and announced he was at our disposal. By eight-thirty we were in the back of a truck, heavily swaddled in coats and travel rugs, heading across Westminster Bridge into the teeth of a cold the like of which I have never before encountered.

Two more trucks followed us—Challenger and Logie Baird had asked for some equipment to be fetched from the Scotsman’s workshop in Catford, but all I knew was that it was electrical in nature, and delicate. Beyond that, I did not have the slightest clue as to what their plan might be, or whether I had any part to play in it.

I was at the rear of the truck so was most exposed to the chill—but it also meant I was the only one of tus who got a clear view of the devastation. Even during the coldest of winters, I have never seen such sights. The city was little more than a sheet of ice punctuated with tall structures that might have been streets and houses, shops and factories, but were no longer discernible beneath yet more ice and snow. The streets were softened into humps and hillocks, so that London did not seem a modern city at all, but more like an Antarctic landscape.

And yet there was still evidence of a population—not everyone had fled, although it was clear that they should have. We passed several soft mounds I took to be drifts, only to see blue-tinged limbs under the ice when I looked more closely. I stopped looking after I had seen more than a dozen.

The area around Euston was worse. It was obvious that a large crowd had gathered in an attempt to catch trains fleeing north. They had not made it out in time and now lay or even stood leaning on one another—a frozen army that seemed to cry out for warmth as we drove past, unable to provide help.

After that, I closed the back flap and lit up a smoke. I didn’t look out again until we reached our destination—Lord’s Cricket Ground.
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I was starting to feel like a fifth wheel as the evening wore on. Logie Baird and Challenger directed operations, and the Army lads unloaded equipment from the trucks. They also had the foresight to bring along half a dozen braziers that we huddled around when not actively busy helping, but the chill bit deep, and even with a scarf wrapped around my face the cold sank deeper into my chest with each breath. Challenger barked orders that were thankfully obeyed, while Logie Baird directed the construction of a contraption of brass and glass that appeared to my eye to be same as the one now under ice in the zoo. The difference in this model was its mobility, it being mounted on four stout wheels.

“Just what we need,” I said sarcastically as Logie Baird came to warm his hands at the brazier. “More ice.”

 “My machine may look the same to your eyes, Malone,” he said. “But just as ice is water at a different energy level, so water is ice, and all it takes is a small shift in the balance of things to change one to the other. This is no ice-maker. This is a heat-maker—did Challenger not tell you that our next project was to be a desert environment for the zoo? Watch and learn, Malone, watch and learn.”

All I had learned so far was how to mess things up on a grand scale, and I did not think that was at all useful to my education. I kept my mouth shut and watched them work—at least they had a plan, which is more than could be said for me.

Finally, after what seemed like hours during which I merely stood by the brazier and pretended to be warm, they announced themselves ready.

“I have a question,” I asked. “Why here? Why not somewhere closer to the zoo?”

Challenger waved an arm to indicate the cricket ground. “We have an open area that is also somewhat enclosed by the stands. We need to test whether this bally thing works. And if there’s a problem, it will be contained here—at least, that is our hope.” 

I was not exactly brimming with confidence as Logie Baird threw the main switch to activate the device.

It started slowly, a distant hum and a trembling of the ice underfoot. My feet felt colder, and I stamped; left, then right. By the time my right foot went down it met not ice but slush, and within seconds we were all standing in a muddy puddle and getting too warm for the amount of clothing we had piled on against the chill.

“It’s working,” I said.

“Yes,” Logie Baird said sarcastically. “I think we can all see that.”

Within seconds the whole of Lords was little more than a two-inch-deep pond—a soggy wicket should one wish to play cricket, but a huge improvement on the icy hell it had been so recently.

We moved out slowly, our truck pushing the heat-maker ahead of it, Challenger, Logie Baird and I standing on the cart with the machine.
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For the first quarter of a mile the ice melted away ahead of us. I had to divest myself of several layers of clothing, and my hands finally warmed up enough for me to manage to light a smoke. I was just starting to believe we might be have a chance of success when we turned a corner and reached the edge of Regent’s Park.

The wall of ice ahead of us was twenty meters high and looked as solid as any rock face. As the heat we were generating reached it, the surface glistened, melted a fraction of an inch … and immediately froze again.

Challenger appeared undaunted.

“More power,” he shouted.

Logie Baird obliged and turned a dial. The heat began to focus on a point directly ahead of us, burning and melting a small hole that grew larger quickly until we had the beginnings of a cave—a tunnel, almost, heading into the ice.

“Forward,” Challenger roared. The truck pushed us toward the ice wall, and I was suddenly all too aware of all the things that might go wrong—and of the looming weight of ice now above our heads as we entered the passage.

The ice melted away ahead of us, but we were stopped by a screech of mangled metal and the screams of men from behind. The truck pushing our machine had successfully followed us into the new breach—but a second truck had not been so fortunate. The ice had already reformed in the initial gap, crushing and enfolding the vehicle in a viselike grip until all that was left was a flattened mass of crushed metal, canvas and torn limbs.

“We must retreat,” I shouted.

Challenger shook his head. “That is not an option I will consider. Full ahead—it’s the only way. We need to get to the enclosure and shut this thing down before it spreads further; I will not have any more dead men on my conscience.

Logie Baird had his head down, concentrating on turning dials and twiddling knobs. I had no idea whether it was his efforts that were able to maintain the heat source that melted the ice ahead—and I was not about to interrupt him to ask.

We inched forward.

“Do you have any idea where we are?” I asked after a few minutes—more to hear myself talk and remind myself I was still alive than from any desire for conversation. I could have reached out and touched the roof of the ice wall overhead, and the sound of it crackling as it reformed behind us was more than enough reminder of the peril we had placed ourselves in. It was a sparkling, beautiful, blue hell—and we were heading deeper inside it.

“I know exactly where we are,” Challenger said, at the same moment proving it by turning and motioning to the truck driver to veer slightly to the left. “We passed the bandstand two minutes ago; the duck pond is over to our left, and although it is probably frozen completely solid, I do not wish to risk melting the water below us. It wouldn’t do to sink now, so close to our goal.”

“And how far is that?”

“About ten minutes at this speed. Chin up, Malone—it’ll soon be over.”

Logie Baird’s machine began to whine three minutes later.

Smoke rose in puffs from the machine’s interior, and the ice contracted closer around us, so close I believe my hair brushed the ceiling.

“Keep going—just keep going,” Logie Baird shouted. “I’ll do what I can.”

Challenger motioned for the driver to speed up, and Logie Baird pushed the heat intensity higher, so much so that water boiled and hissed as ice flashed instantly to steam. It very quickly became damp and humid in our little bubble, but we made better progress, and I started to recognize the vague shapes of zoo buildings embedded in the ice around us.

Logie Baird’s machine, however, was in trouble—it wheezed and coughed like an asthmatic duck, and the heat now came in irregular pulses rather than in one continuous flow. As we pulled to a stop over the top of the soggy remains of a large marquee, the small Scotsman was clearly worried.

“I don’t know how long it can keep this up, Challenger,” he said. “It may only be a matter of minutes.”

Challenger looked ahead of us. The domed structure of the enclosure was clearly visible, just yards away, but the ice seemed even more thickly packed here; dark blue, almost like metal.

“Can we make this bubble we are in bigger—do we have enough for one big push?” Challenger said.

Logie Baird looked thoughtful. “Aye, maybe. But as soon as it’s done, so are we—the ice will just come back and crush us.”
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“Not if I can get to the generator inside,” Challenger said grimly. “Warm it up—I’m going in.”
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Logie Baird wasted no time. He turned a knob, all the way to the right, and heat seemed to explode all around us, a concussion that almost knocked me off my feet and brought an immediate clammy sweat over my whole body. Steam hissed and ice cracked. A deep puddle formed below us, and the ice above us retreated away. I saw the domed enclosure appear through sudden fog, water sloughing off its roof.

“Now or never, Challenger,” Baird shouted, and Challenger leapt from the cart, splashing in knee deep slush toward the dome. I surprised myself by jumping down after him.

I caught up with him at the main door to the enclosure. Ice cracked, high overhead, and I looked up—the bubble created by Logie Baird’s burst of heat had already began to contract.

“Whatever you’re going to do, best do it now,” I said, as we headed in to the dome.

The interior was now far removed from Challenger’s vision of a perfect Arctic environment. The thick iron bars had buckled and been torn by the sheer weight of ice, the walls were cracked and broken, ready to tumble at the slightest shock, and worst of all, the bodies of the dead animals lay strewn, pitiful corpses underfoot.

Challenger paused briefly and looked around. “We will rebuild,” he muttered under his breath and then forged ahead, making for the laboratory door.

We hit the door together, barging through into a cramped room dominated by Logie Baird’s machine. I could just dimly make out the attachments and cables leading to a generator on the far wall from us—but our way was almost completely blocked, as fresh ice had formed around the machine, and was already thickening further as we watched. A throbbing vibration through the floor told me that the machine was still very much active.

I saw the full depth of Challenger’s commitment in that moment. He charged forward with no thought of personal safety, skirted the machine as much as he could to find the nearest point to the generator cable, and proceeded to attack the ice like a madman with anything that came to hand. He kicked, punched, tore a door off a cupboard and pounded until it fell apart in splinters and then finally resorted to ripping at the ice in frenzy with his bare hands. Ice began to form on his chest, creeping up into his beard, and still he would not stop.

And I could not leave my friend to attempt the seeming hopeless task alone—I leapt to his side, doing my best to stop the ice engulfing him as he tried to reach the generator cable.

It seemed hopeless—for every inch we made headway, the ice came back twice as fast.

Challenger howled in rage. “I will not be beaten—I will not.”

He attacked with renewed vigor, but still, defeat seemed inevitable.

A soft voice spoke behind us. “Would these help?”

Logie Baird was behind us—he held a long walrus task in each hand. Challenger saw his intent immediately. Wielding a tusk like a pick, he started knocking larger chips out of the compressed ice. I wasn’t slow to follow, and together we finally managed to make some headway, although on the other side of the room our escape route was already closing fast.

“Get ready!” Challenger shouted. Logie Baird knelt between us as we concentrated our efforts, smashing icy splinters all around as we finally hacked down to the cable.

Logie Baird took out a pocketknife and started to cut into the small portion of the cable we had cleared,

“Faster, man!” Challenger exclaimed.

We were now almost completely enclosed in a new ice bubble, one that was encroaching fast. We hacked, and Logie Baird cut, and it seemed to go on forever until there was a blinding flash of heat and light. I was knocked backward. Challenger fell on top of me, digging an elbow hard into my ribs, and Logie Baird fell on my legs, pinning me to the ground, even as the ice started to crack and fall in shards all around us.

By the time we disentangled ourselves and stood, our feet were in a puddle of slush. There was no vibration through the floor—the machine had stopped, and the ice was melting fast.
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Of course there was a dreadful mess to clean up afterward. Both Challenger and Logie Baird took terrible abuse from sections of the press—not from my paper, of course, because we had the inside story, and for that my friends and I could be forgiven a multitude of sins.

Journalistic condemnation was nothing new to either man, and when I met them for a drink in the George several weeks later, they seemed in fine spirits, despite their newfound infamy.

 I bought the first of several large Scotches and returned with the glasses to our table.

“What, no ice?” Logie Baird asked, and raised an eyebrow.

Challenger’s booming laughter filled the bar.
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