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​The Photographer's Friend
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I ARRIVED ON CARNACKI'S doorstep prompt at seven as requested. A thin layer of early frost covered the cobbled street outside 472 Cheyne Walk and I could see from the footprints leading to the door that some, if not all, of our dining club were already present. 

When our host showed me in and took my overcoat I saw that I was indeed the last to arrive, and after warming my hands at the roaring fire, I joined the others in a quick snifter of brandy. Carnacki called us through to the dining room where he had taken the weather into account and provided us with thick potato soup and a most welcome hearty mutton stew that stuck to the ribs nicely and left a warm glow inside.

When we retired to the parlor it was to find that Carnacki already had another fire going in the grate and we were quite replete, warm and toasty as we filled our drinks, got smokes lit and settled down to hear the latest of our friend's adventures. He did not keep us waiting, and started as soon as we all fell quiet.
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"THIS TALE STARTS, LIKE many others have in recent years, with a knock on my door here in Cheyne Walk. It was only this past Saturday, so the story is still fresh in my mind, although I will admit to having some qualms about relating it tonight, as it is of a somewhat upsetting nature and not one for the faint-hearted. But you chaps have followed me into some dark places while sitting around the fire here, so I will ask your indulgence in following me into another. But I must warn you, where I will lead you tonight is possibly darker than any other place I have ever taken you.

"And with that caution out of the way, let us proceed, or rather, regress, to the knock on my door last Saturday. 

"It was late morning, not quite noon, and I had been spending the last several hours in the library perusing a pamphlet I had procured that purported to be a summoning spell for a minor demon. It was nothing of the kind of course, although it did give me some insight into a possible new way to access the outer Macrocosm. But more of that later. It is time I stopped this rambling and got this story properly underway. 

"I answered the door to find a short, portly gentleman on the step. Well, I say gentleman, but his clothes were rather shabby. He wore a baggy dark wool suit that was frayed at cuffs and ankles, and his hat had seen its best days back before the old Queen died. His forlorn-looking state might have had something to do with the rain that had left drops hanging from the brim of the aforesaid hat. More moisture hung from the poor chap's nose and wispy, ginger and spice beard. He looked up at me and for a second I wondered if he might not be about to burst into tears. He was about as miserable as any chap I have ever seen.

"Of course, I could not leave him there on the doorstep like that, so I invited him into the hallway even before asking after his business with me. At least he did not look like an itinerant salesman, and I was somewhat relieved when he turned out to be someone in rather dire need of the peculiar kind of help that I can offer."

*
[image: ]


"'I GOT YOUR NAME FROM my doctor in Kingston, Mr. Carnacki, sir,' he said. His accent was local, with a touch of the East End to it rather than the more refined tones one might expect of a Kingstonian. But I remembered the doctor well enough when he told me the name, having helped him out a few years past with some unwanted guests in his cellar. 

"I showed the portly newcomer to the library, where I got some hot tea in him. He turned down my offer of liquor, pleading a dodgy constitution and an intolerance to alcohol, and that being so I was already feeling sorry for the poor chap even before I heard his story.

"'I'm at my wit's end,' he continued once we were settled by the fire. 'If this goes on much longer I shall have to close the studio, and then where will I be? Out on the streets cap in hand I should think.'

"Once again I got the impression that he was on the verge of tears; either that or bally close to some kind of nervous breakdown.

"'Studio?' I asked, hoping to tease information from the chap without asking too many direct questions that might exacerbate what was clearly a fragile mental state.

"He nodded, and handed me a card. 'Mr. James Stenson, Photographer to the gentry' it said, and gave an address on Kingston High Street that I guessed from my knowledge of the area must be on the riverside.

"'It's my portraits, Mr. Carnacki. They're what keep the business going. Folks will pay good money these days for well taken photographs of their family, or even of their pets. That's what keeps the cash coming in and keeps the wolves from the door. But for the past two weeks I haven't been able to get a single one to develop without the blasted thing appearing in them.'

"I did not even have to ask after the manner of said 'blasted thing', for Stenson had brought something that is considerably rare in my line of work; he had brought tangible evidence. What it was evidence of, I had no idea, but he took a set of twelve portrait photographs from his wallet and handed them to me, one by one, without comment. 

A variety of people and social classes were on display, some in fine expensive clothes, others in more workmanlike garb, and there was even a man with a huge bull mastiff that I took to be one of the aforesaid pets. 

"But there was one common factor in every one, a bloated, gray form, almost the size of a soccer ball and hunched like a squat curmudgeonly toad, which was there in every photograph, perched on a sitters' left shoulder. It had a rudimentary face that was little more than button eyes, a slit for a mouth and two tiny holes for nostrils, but the expression was obvious. It grinned, or rather, it leered, into the camera. It looked exactly as one would imagine it would if it were taunting the photographer."

*
[image: ]


"'THEY'RE ALL LIKE THAT, sir' Stenson said when I handed the photographs back to him. 'Not only in this lot either. Everybody that has sat for me these past two weeks has that thing on their shoulder. At first I thought it was perhaps a bad spot on my lens, but I've swapped them around several times and I still get the same result. Besides, what manner of bally flaw on a lens would sit there and smile like that? I've been in this business for some years now, and I know my onions, so to speak. Despite that, I haven't a single clue what is going on here.'

"'And it's not a problem in the development?' I asked. 'Some fault with the composition of the chemicals, or your enlargement process perhaps?'

"He shook his head, then, with a pained expression, rubbed at his stomach as if trying to calm a possible eruption.

"'Sorry, sir,' he said when he saw I had taken note. 'It's this blasted nuisance. It's got my nerves in a mess and my internals all at sixes and sevens so I don't know which way I'm going. And I have indeed ruled out anything untoward in the process. I've changed every single piece of equipment in the studio out for new kit. I've even slung out a whole batch of the chemicals that cost me a pretty penny I won't see again. The results are always the same. The blasted thing keeps appearing, and keeps staring straight at me.'

"He tapped at the top photograph. It showed a severe, bewhiskered, military gent in full uniform that was rather too tight for him. The toad-like thing was there, leering, almost a grin. It was semi-translucent, but the chap was right, there was no way it could be mistaken for a problem with the lens or processing. It was too real, and obviously present for that to be the case.

"I filled a pipe and passed the tobacco pouch over to Stenson, taking the time it took him to get a pipe lit to ponder the situation. Of course, my first thought was that it must be some kind of prank, or perhaps even Stenson's own doing, looking to make some money from lurid exploitation of so-called 'spirit photography'. But, dash it if the fellow did not look so forlorn, so bally lost and needy. If he was acting, he was making a bloody good show of it.

"By the time he had got his pipe lit to his satisfaction I had made my decision. I went with my gut feeling and decided to trust him. That still did not, of course, rule out the possibility that it was a prank, possibly one being undertaken by a business competitor of Stenson's or someone with an axe to grind. But Stenson pleaded ignorance when I asked if he had made any enemies in the recent past.

"'I don't know who would take that kind of umbrage,' he said. 'Would I hurt a fly? I only want to take my pictures. That's all I've ever wanted.'

"'And there was nothing untoward in the days before the first appearance of your nuisance?'

"He shook his head.

"'I've been wracking my brains these past weeks trying to think on it, Mr. Carnacki. I keep coming up blank.'

"'Well, I suggest that you wrack them a little harder, old chap,' I replied. 'But in the meantime, we had better get down to your studio and see what's what.'"
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"WE TOOK A CARRIAGE down the north side of the river to Kingston. In other circumstances I might have taken the train, but given the nature of the thing that perched in all the photographs, I thought it prudent to travel with my box of defenses, just in case. It was far simpler just to call for a carriage than to lug the box around from pillar to post. 

I paid for the journey, and Stenson was most relieved that I had done so, although he put up a token resistance at first as we left Chelsea behind heading west. I insisted, and then, after thanking me for my generosity, he explained his circumstances.

"'I am afraid that you find me in rather dire straits. I am properly strapped, Mr. Carnacki,' he said. 'I can generally live from fortnight to fortnight, so two weeks without cash will about do me in. The rent's due next week, and there's no money to pay for it if you can't help me out here with the nuisance. Even then, I shall have to get all the sitters from the last two weeks back in for another shoot. That's another headache I am not looking forward to, I'll tell you that for nothing.'

"Yet again, I thought the poor chap looked to be on the verge of tears, and he rubbed at his belly, kneading it like a baker working dough, before grimacing as if in pain.

"'Let's take things one problem at a time, shall we?' I said. 'Pass me those photographs again.'

"He did as I asked, and I took the photographs from him. I shuffled though them, proceeding more slowly on this occasion, looking to see if I had missed anything of import on my first perusal. Now that I took a closer look, I saw that the toad-thing wasn't quite identical in all the portraits. It appeared to be more substantial in some than in others, and I could not see a pattern in it, until a thought struck me. 

"I checked the back of the photographs, and found that my hunch had been right. Stenson had put a name and a date stamp on each in black ink. I quickly rearranged them into chronological order and had another look at the images. Now that I knew what I was looking for it was obvious; the bally thing was becoming more and more real, more solid, in each successive image.

"'When was the last one of these taken?' I asked, although I already knew, having read the date stamp mere seconds before.

"'Yesterday morning,' the man replied. 'I closed the studio for the day today and have not taken any since that one in your hand.'

"I knew then what my first action would be on reaching Kingston. I was going to sit for a photograph for him. Then we would see what we would see."
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"I HAD BEEN CORRECT in my surmise about his address being on the river, but after he helped me unload my box from the carriage and carry it to his premises, I quickly discovered that Stenson may have somewhat overstated the commercial nature of his business. His studio was rather less grand than the word suggests, being little more than a large room above a tailor's premises in the High Street. It did have the advantage of facing south over the river, and it had two large bay windows that let in plenty of light. 

"His development room was likewise rather rudimentary, being merely a modified closet to the rear. But everything was clean and tidy and I could tell he took no little pride in his work, given the manner in which he gave me the tour of his domain. I did notice, however, that he took pains to skirt around the large wing backed chair he obviously used for his sitters. It was the same chair I had seen in all the photographs that he had shown me so far. 

"As I have said, the premises were rather rudimentary. The tour took no more than three or four minutes before it brought us back to the entrance where we came in. We had left my box of defenses by the main door and as yet I could see no need for them, for this manifestation, whatever it was, showed no sign of being any danger beyond its habit of messing up perfectly good photographs. And at least I knew that my materials would be available at short notice should the circles, or even the pentacle, be required.

"Stenson had relaxed somewhat, now that he was back in familiar, if not exactly comfortable, surroundings, but it was clear he was now waiting for me to fulfil my end of our little bargain

"At first, when I told him of my plan to sit for a photograph and see what came out in the development, he would not hear of it. He spluttered and pleaded a fear for my safety, but I could tell it was fear of what he might see in the final photograph that gave him pause. I insisted that he proceed, and that I took full responsibility for my own wellbeing and, after some gentle persuasion on my part in which I played to his professional pride, he finally relented.

"He had me sit in the high backed chair in front of a dark velvet curtain that was draped across the wall opposite the windows. Of course I checked behind the drapes first before I sat down; I was still not completely persuaded that this was all not some manner of hoax. But there was only bare wall behind the cloth. I rapped on the plaster but all I did was dislodge some loose patches. There were no obvious hollows, and if it was a trick, it was one beyond my comprehension. 

"After he got me seated, Stenson hummed and hawed over the light, the angle of the shot and the overall composition with such a fuss that finally I had to raise my voice and tell him to get on with it. Even then it took an interminable time for him to be satisfied enough to take a shot of me. 

"But finally, thankfully, it was done. He took the bally picture, the flash momentarily blinded me and left me with dancing yellow patches in my eyes for long seconds afterward. Then Stenson locked himself away in the developing room for what seemed like hours.

"I left the chair and stood by the larger of the two bay windows. I smoked several cigarettes, watching the world go by in Kingston High Street below me as the afternoon wore on and the light went from the sky. At one point I thought I heard an exclamation from within the small room, then a noise that sounded like Stenson might be retching, but when I shouted through the door, he assured me that everything was fine. His voice sounded weak and tired, but I did not breach the darkness of the developing room, for I knew I would ruin the work in progress should I do so.

"Finally Stenson returned. His face was pale, his eyes wide, and I knew, even before he showed me, what I would see on the photograph. I took the still glistening sheet from his trembling hand as he went back to kneading his ample belly.

"He took a dashed good picture, I will give him that, for I looked quite handsome, even if I do say so myself. Or rather, I would have looked handsome, had it not been for the squat, gray, toad-like thing that sat, smirking, on my left shoulder."
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"NOW, I KNOW YOU CHAPS will believe me when I say that I had felt nothing on that shoulder while sitting for the photograph, and you know from my tales that I have developed a certain sensitivity to such things. There had been no cold spot, no sense of any contact with the beyond, no weight or smell or touch. There had been nothing whatsoever to suggest I was not the only object in the frame. 

"And yet, that toad-thing had been there. It was in the blasted photograph, larger than life, and it was even more solid seeming now than in any of the images I had perused in the carriage. I was at a complete loss to explain it, and Stenson was working up into quite a state over the matter again. 

"We retired to a local hostelry down the street where a pint of ale for me, a large mug of sweet tea for him, and some pie and mash did much to calm him down, although he left more than half of the meal on his plate, pleading intestinal discomfort. For my own part, I polished mine off in short order to fortify me for what I knew needed doing that same night.

"'Well, now you've seen it for yourself, Mr. Carnacki,' he said. 'And now you know it's not some kind of a trick. Can you help me? Please say you can help me?'

"'I am confident I can,' I said, and at the time I said it, I jolly well meant it, for I had my skills, my knowledge, and my defenses. All I needed was some time alone in the vicinity of the phenomenon.

"I sent Stenson away. He lived in a small terraced house several streets to the north, and I instructed him, in no uncertain terms, to stay at home until the morning. I warned him of dire consequences should he interrupt me in my work. Of course, I did not believe any such thing, but I did need some peace and quiet for what I needed to be about that night. After watching him walk away, I returned to the upstairs studio, and begin to make my preparations."
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CARNACKI PAUSED AT this juncture to refill his pipe. As if as an afterthought, he reached into his jacket pocket and brought out a photograph that he passed firstly to me, as I was the man in the chair immediately to his left. It was the same photograph that he had described being taken.

He was right, the man Stenson did have an eye for a good composition, and Carnacki did indeed look resplendent and confident in the image. But that was only the second thing I noticed. 

The squat gray toad caught my gaze and would not let me look away. Carnacki had also been quite right in his description. It sat smirking, on his shoulder like some devilish idol. And despite its smile, I took a sudden chill on seeing it, one that ran all the way up my spine.

I passed the damned thing on to Jessop and headed for a fresh drink, making it a double for I was suddenly in quite a funk. I gulped a full half of it down before turning back toward my chair, and I only arrived back in my seat in time to see Carnacki put the photograph away in his pocket, light his pipe, and continue.
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"SO NOW YOU CHAPS KNOW exactly the manner of thing that I was up against. If it was indeed some kind of manifestation from the Great Beyond, it was a dashed queer one and outside my realm of experience. But if it was really there, I was pretty sure I would be able to make it show itself via the use of the pentacle and my color theory. 

"I wasted no time on arriving back in the studio in setting up the circles and the pentacle, and as it was turning full dark I was ready to begin.

"I was, to tell the truth, more excited than anything else, for I saw this as an opportunity to test the box of switches and knobs that I had been working on. This little new piece of kit will, when properly finished, finally allow me to modulate and control the brightness of the colors of the valves, and also set them to a pulsing frequency that I can also modulate depending on the required circumstances. In future it will, I am sure, stand me in good stead in dark places.

"But that night in the studio, I did not get much of a chance to use its full capabilities. I sat inside the pentacle on top of the empty box that carried my defenses, smoking my pipe and waiting for the toad to make its appearance. But there was nothing in the room except shifting shadows.

"The valves stayed steady, with no hint of any presence for them to defend against, and the room was so quiet I heard my own heart thud in my chest. After a few hours of this, I got rather fed up with waiting. I took to playing with the aforesaid box of tricks, experimenting to see if different options of color and frequency of pulses might bring the toad into the visible spectrum. 

I put the pentacle through a wide variety of combinations of color washes and pulsation, but to no avail. All I succeeded in doing was making the shadowy areas of the room a bit more colorful, which was dashed pretty, but of little use in solving Stenson's predicament.

"In the end I gave up, and smoked another pipe, but there was still no sign of any apparition, and my boredom wasn't far from the surface. I could not find any calmness that would allow me to settle. Taking things into my own hands, I left the pentacle running and stepped out of the circle, being careful not to disturb the protections. 

"I stood still outside the defenses, chewing on the stem on my pipe and ready to step back into safety at a moment's notice. 

"But still nothing happened."
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"I GAVE UP THE VIGIL in the pentacle as a bad lot, but I was not yet finished experimenting for the night. I turned up the valves to their fullest extent and took to Stenson's cameras for the next stage. 

"I took a series of photographs of the pentacle, of myself inside it, and of the shadows in the corners, hoping that the toad thing would be seen in at least one of them, and give me a starting point from which to search for it. 

"By the time I had developed the photographs, it was well into the depths of the night. At least I got a nice set of pictures out of it that I will be keeping with the notes of the case. But apart from that they only showed what I had seen for myself. There was merely an empty room and the pentacle on the floor with dark shadows in the corners.

"I was at a loss, for the time being, as to what else I could do. 

"I stepped back into the pentacle and sat there, with the valves dimmed to their lowest ebb to conserve the battery, and waited to see what might occur, but in my heart I already knew the night was a lost cause. 

"For all my vaunted expertise and knowledge, I was no closer to helping Stenson than I had been when he turned up on my doorstep."
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"AT SOME POINT I FELL asleep, sitting upright on the box, and I must have been that way for some hours, for I had a bally stiff back and neck when I finally woke. Thin morning sunlight was coming in through the bay windows, and there was still neither hide nor hair of my quarry.

"I knew that Stenson would be along shortly, expecting a report, perhaps even hoping for a conclusion. I made a tour of the whole studio, inspecting everything, even the inside of the cameras themselves, looking behind every drape, into every bottle and jar in the development room. I rapped on walls and floorboards looking for hidden closets or chambers, and I even jumped up and down on the floorboards, looking for any that might be concealing a secret swivel. I am afraid I must have cut a jolly frustrated figure by the time Stenson arrived just after eight a.m.

"He must have seen it in my face, for he did not immediately broach the subject, but instead invited me to the hostelry along the road for breakfast. I left the pentacle laid out on the floor, in case I might return to it later. 

"The hostelry was quiet, it being so early of a Sunday morning and we took a table with a view looking out over the river. This time Stenson insisted on paying, although I noted he only partook of a small pot of tea. I however fortified myself with bacon, eggs and a mound of toast, and was feeling slightly better about the situation by the time I sat back and lit a smoke. It was only then that we spoke of the frustrations of my long dark vigil.

"'And there is nothing untoward in any of the photographs that you took?' the stocky man said.

"I shook my head.

"'Then perhaps your magic circle did the trick after all? Perhaps it has merely moved off somewhere else?'

"I shook my head again,

"'It is my experience that such things do not merely move on unbidden. They are generally here for a reason. And I am not done yet. There is one more experiment that is yet required, and it is one that I could not undertake with without your presence.'

"'And what is that, Mr. Carnacki?'

"'We need to go back to the studio. You must sit for a photograph yourself. We must see what that shows us.'"
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"ONCE AGAIN HE SPLUTTERED, prevaricated and rubbed hard at the flesh of his belly as if trying to keep something inside him from moving around.

"'I am not sure I like that idea, Mr. Carnacki,' he said.

"'And I am not sure we have any choice in the matter,' I replied. 'You asked me here for my advice? Well there it is. You may take it or leave it as you choose.'

"I saw him fight with the fear behind his eyes and decided to give him a nudge in the right direction.

"'When did you say your rent was due?' I said.

"That finally got him moving. But I could sense the apprehension in the poor chap as we made our way back to the studio. He walked slowly, as if every step was onerous, and when we got to the door, he turned to me, his face ashen.

"'Do you really think this is absolutely necessary?'

"I had to bodily push him inside and stand to block his way back out so that his only option was to go up the stairs. I reminded him of what I'd said back in the hotel only minutes previously.

"'You asked for my help, old man,' I replied. 'I am giving it to you, the only way I know how. But if you'd rather, I can pick up my box of tricks and be on my way...'

"At that, he relented, and we made our way up to the studio.

"Even then, I had a dashed hard job to get him to sit in the armchair in front of the drapes. I thought for a time he was in too much of a funk for any attempt at a photograph to be made. But when I reminded him again of his stricken finances, and the looming deadline of his rent payment, he finally saw sense and sat still long enough for me to continue with the preparations. 

"He did, however, keep up a constant chatter of advice as I set up his camera and flash, and I could see that he was nervous about letting anyone else use the equipment. I had to insist.

"'Sit still, please, Mr. Stenson,' I said softly. 'This is the only way we are going to get to the bottom of this matter.'

"Finally, we were both ready, and I was able to take the photograph. I watched closely. From my point of view, there was no sign of any intruding presence on his shoulder.

"After the photograph was taken, Stenson headed for the development room, and all I could do was smoke my pipe, stare out at the Sunday strollers braving the elements on the riverside walk, and wait."

*
[image: ]


"WHEN HE FINALLY EMERGED, he was more ashen than ever and looked positively ill. Once again I took a newly developed photograph from a trembling hand.

"The toad-like thing was there again, but it wasn't on his shoulder. It sat in his lap, snuggled tight against his ample belly. The squat head was turned toward the camera and the smile, which was now wide-mouthed and full of tiny teeth, did not look humorous at all. It looked positively malignant.

"'What does this mean, Mr. Carnacki?' Stenson said.

"'It means that it is not your studio or your equipment that is the focus of this manifestation, Mr. Stenson,' I replied, suddenly sure I was speaking the truth. I stepped over to my circles and switched on the pentacle. 'It is bound to you, attached to your very person. That is the reason it did not show up when you were not present in the room. Quickly now, into the pentacle. We must see if the properties of my defenses will facilitate a cleansing.'

"Again I had to bodily manhandle him to go where he needed to go. I went over, took him by the right arm, and marched him to the circles.

"'Step in,' I said. 'But do not touch the lines.'

"He was reluctant, and just then a spasm hit him, hard, almost doubling him over. I saw pain etched on his face.

"'Quickly,' I said. I stepped into the pentacle and tried to get him to join me inside the defenses, but he would not step forward.

"'It hurts. It hurts too much,' he wailed, and another spasm of pain hit him. He bent double, stumbled, and almost fell. His left foot dragged across both the inner and outer circles and in doing so, knocked over the green valve. It smashed into fine shards on the floor, and with a crack and a spark my pentacle went dim and quiet."
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"AFTER THAT STENSON would have nothing to do with me. Indeed it appeared he fully intended to blame me, my pentacle and the defensive circles for his spasms of pain. I cleaned up and packed away my kit into the box in the face of a moody, almost sullen silence that emanated off him in waves.

"I tried, several times, to impress upon him the seriousness of the thing that had obviously attached itself to him, but he brushed me away.

"'I have an apprentice, and he can take the pictures for the business,' he said. 'I do not even have to be present here at all. So, you see, Mr. Carnacki, you have indeed solved my problem for me.'

"He ushered me out the door as if he was glad to see the back of me, so I did not get a chance to explain to him what I knew of death omens, and harbingers, and what I suspected his companion to be. 

"I do not believe it would have done him much good in any case, for I think he now considered me a crackpot at best and a charlatan at worst, and I would not be given a chance to redeem myself of either charge."
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CARNACKI STOPPED, AND it was with some surprise that we realized his tale was done.

Arkwright was almost apoplectic.

"Damn it, man, you can't leave it like that. What the blazes happened next?"

Carnacki sighed, and I saw deep sadness in his eyes.

"I failed the man," Carnacki replied softly. "I should have insisted that he stand inside the pentacle; perhaps even at the threat of violence. I might then be up on an assault case in the court, but at least he might still be alive to press charges."

"You mean the photographer died?" Arkwright said in a whisper.

Carnacki nodded and took a long gulp to finish off his drink.

"Two days ago. His apprentice found him in the studio. I inquired discretely with his doctor as to the cause; he was the man who recommended me to Stenson in the first place. It appears that Stenson's internal organs all gave way. The doctor said it was as if something had eaten him hollow from the inside, although he had no earthly idea as to what might have done it so rapidly."

We were all infused with some of Carnacki's sadness, and we left in silence, lost in our own thoughts as he showed us to the door.

"Now, out you go," he said.
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​Fins in the Fog


[image: ]


I MADE MY WAY TO CHELSEA full of anticipation of a new, lively adventure to make up for what had, quite frankly, been a terribly depressing week at the workplace. But my concerns for my own state of mind were quickly dispelled when my friend opened the door to my knock.

Carnacki looked pale and wan, one might almost say sickly. He waved away my protestations, and led me through to the library where the chaps were gathered having a smoke and a glass of sherry. Carnacki was unusually quiet at first, although it would have been difficult for him to speak in any case, as Arkwright was expounding at some length on the disgraceful conditions prevalent during his daily commute in the Tube system.

Once we went to table, a fine meal of a delicious vegetable soup, and a main course of venison and potatoes washed down with some strong London Porter did much to put some color in Carnacki's cheeks. By the time we retired to his parlor, charged our glasses and got fresh smokes lit, he seemed more than keen to proceed with the latest of his adventures. 

We quickly settled into the story, his soft tones talking us swiftly away to another night, a fog-filled evening, and a rap at the same door we had all come in through an hour or so earlier.
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"YOU HAVE ALL HEARD me speak of Captain Gault before," Carnacki began. "The old ruffian and I have shared, and crossed swords, on several cases together now. I hesitate to call him a pirate, but it is a designation that fits him as well as any other, although for the most part our meetings have been amicable.

"The time we have spent in each other's company has been more than enough for us to get the measure of each other's mettle. I know him to be a bluff cove, and not above a bit of criminality should there be a sniff of a profit in it. But I did not expect to have him at my door near midnight of a November night.

"Indeed, at first I didn't recognize the disheveled figure that crouched like a whipped cur on the doorstep when I answered the knock. It was only when he spoke that I knew my man, although his voice held a hint of something I had never heard in it before; it sounded like fear or, more accurately, terror.

"'You must help me, Carnacki. Only you can help me.'"
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"EVEN BEFORE I COULD welcome him in, he had pushed passed me into the hallway.

"'Let me in, man,' he implored me. 'Quickly now, before it catches the scent again.'

"Of course, I could not then close the door without checking to see what he thought might be after him. But on looking out, both ways along the street, I saw only a thin late autumnal fog rolling up from the Embankment. That was nothing unusual for the season
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