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The Lakeside Cottages
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IT WAS ANOTHER SULTRY night, and the city was in a noxious mood, having sweltered and baked for a week and more. Despite the rank odor that wafted in every so often, Carnacki had the windows open in an attempt to catch any slight breeze that might arise. We sat in his parlor, but for the first time in a long while we had no need of a fire—indeed Carnacki had given us permission to loosen our ties and Arkwright went so far as to unbutton his waistcoat. But such lapses of decorum, and even the oppressive heat itself were quickly forgotten as we finally settled after supper and Carnacki began his latest tale.
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"AS YOU KNOW, I WAS not available last weekend. What you do not know, what I have not yet told you, is a most peculiar story which I hope, in the telling, to be able to make some sense of, for the details, even although I lived through it, now seem somewhat fluid and unreliable.

"On that Friday afternoon I was having a most welcome glass of port with an old friend in his study in the main quadrant of Brichester University. I had spent the morning delivering a lecture on the use of color in ancient Etruscan pottery and its relevance to magical ritual. It was a subject Professor Coates and I both found most fascinating, but I am afraid I rather bored the poor chaps in my audience. They had to suffer through my talk on one of the warmest days of the year and like them, I was glad when it was all over and Coates and I could retire to his rooms in one of the cooler towers of the old college.

"However, any hope of some quiet rumination was dashed almost before I got a smoke lit, when there was a knock on the door and a flustered, disheveled lad came in without being given leave to do so.

"'Perkins,' Coates said. 'You had better have a dashed good reason for such rudeness.'

"'I'm at my wits' end and don't know where to turn, sir,' the lad said. He looked as near to tears as any man I have ever seen, and by Jove, the expression in his eyes gave me quite a turn, for I well know stark terror when I see it. Coupled with that, the boy looked as if he had not slept in a week—his eyes were sunk in dark shadows and his skin had that grayish, unhealthy pallor one sometimes sees on academics who have become so obsessed they have forgotten to take care of themselves.

"Coates had the lad sit down, and fetched us all a large snifter each of brandy, after which the new arrival did indeed seem less likely to conk out on the spot. We got his story over more brandy and a smoke, and most of it came out of him in a rush, as if he feared not having the time to tell it all.

"'It's that bally lake, sir,' he began. 'The two of us went up yesterday as you asked to have a look at the foundations revealed by the low water level—and your surmise was correct, Professor—they do indeed seem to date back to pre-Roman times, and seem to be the remnant of a collapsed long barrow. But there's something right strange about the place—even the lodgings in the lakeside cottages feel off, not quite seemly if you catch my drift? I don't think either of us slept a jot last night. But that's not why I'm back, sir.

"'It's Parkinson, sir. He went for a swim yesterday—Mrs. Dingle at the lodgings told him he shouldn't, but you know Parkinson—and he was in the water for the longest time. Now he's sick—we're both sick—but Parkinson is the worse for wear. He's taken to bed at the lodgings, and refuses to see a doctor, refuses any kind of help at all. I don't know what to do for him.'

"Of course, after the boy's outburst, there was nothing for it but for Coates and I to see for ourselves what the lads had got themselves into. The boy Perkins had said he was sick, but on close inspection Coates found little more than tiredness and mania, and the brandy seemed to be treating both adequately enough. As we left the Professor's room and went into the corridor the lad was ahead of me, and, only for a second, I thought I saw a shimmering haze around him, a hint of a sickly green that reminded me of stagnant ponds and damp moss. But as we emerged into the sunshine in the quadrangle, I saw no more sign of it, and put it to the back of my mind as the three of us got into the lad's motor car. I hoped the journey would not be long; as you chaps know, I have a distinct aversion to those foul-smelling vehicles.

"Luckily for me, it was only a short journey of twenty minutes or so, although it felt like much further, for once we turned off the main road and onto a track leading north to the lake itself the surrounding country became wild and forbidding. Stunted trees lined narrow valleys and deep black ponds festered just off the road—for a time I did not feel as if I was in England at all, but in some primeval land untouched by the works of man. 

"The first sign that we had not left civilization behind completely came with a glimpse of a row of tall cottages in the near distance. As we approached I saw that even here the miasma of rot and decay had settled and taken hold, for a less inviting row of dwellings you'd be hard pushed to find. They were, or had at least been at one time, typical of dwellings all along the Severn—three stories tall, made of that peculiar variety of local black stone that always looked damp, even in such a hot summer as this one. There were six cottages in total, in varying states of disrepair, although it was clear that they were all inhabited, none having yet fallen low enough to be abandoned.

"Perkins brought the automobile to a halt outside the third house in the row. A sign across the road, partially blocked by a profusion of tangled weeds, told us we had arrived at the Lakeside Guest House, Lakeside Terrace.

"From the look of the houses from the road I had expected a gloomy interior, but a fine oak door led into a most unexpected interior. They had furnished the place in the brightest of bright yellow wallpapers. That, along with light colored carpeting and furniture in lightly varnished pine gave the place a light, almost airy, feeling much at odds with the oppressive nature of the lake outside.

"At first, Mrs. Dingle, the landlady of the premises, took us for medical men. She was a small, stout woman of indeterminate age—somewhere between fifty and seventy at a guess—but whatever her age, she was in no mood for small talk. She took Coates by the arm and almost frog-marched him to the staircase.

"'I am so glad you've come,' she said, leading us up into a surprisingly nicely appointed bedroom overlooking the lake. 'The lad is right poorly, and that's no mistake.'

"I could see that much for myself. Parkinson lay almost fully swaddled under a thick eiderdown, only his face properly visible. What we could see looked as pale as a ivory, with a sickly gray pallor that did not bode well at all. Coates moved closer for a better look. At the same instant a passing cloud obscured the sun outside. The sudden dimming allowed me to see that which I had not spotted—the lad, in fact the whole area around the bed itself, shimmered in a dancing, green aurora, a thin vapor, like heated oils. Parkinson moaned, and moved, and the air filled with the stench of rot and decay. Do not ask me how I knew, but I was bally certain that the green was directly responsible, just as I was immediately sure that this was no physical sickness that could be doctored away. 

"I had seen its like before, you see. We were in the presence of something from the great beyond, brought down and made real in this plane."
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"OF COURSE, I THOUGHT that explaining such a thing to old Coates would be no simple matter. We stood on the doorstep in cleaner air five minutes later, having a smoke. He was indeed of a mind to fetch the stricken lad directly to hospital—until I mentioned that I had a vague memory of such a sickness having been abroad in this area decades before—one that the locals had called the green decay. At my very utterance of the words the old professor when as white as a sheet.

"'I had quite forgotten,' he whispered. 'It has been so long.'

"I had to press him on the matter, and even then he was loath to reply.

"'We have never given you reading rights to the locked room above the main library, Carnacki,' he said. 'And with good reason, for there are tomes there that could do a great deal of damage to a chap's mind if read under the wrong circumstances. Indeed, one of them has to do with this very lake, although I had thought it the mere ravings of a madman afore now. I am referring to the '65 edition of The Revelations of Gla'aki. It is a set of books I am sure you have heard of—but the fact that we have copies of all nine volumes has been kept secret these many years.'

"I had indeed heard of the tome—I have even read some loose pages of one of the original eleven notebooks on which the Matterhorn Press edition was based. But I never knew of the location of any copies of the collated edition, thinking them all to be in the hands of private collectors or half-insane members of the long discredited cult itself.

"'Surely that was indeed merely a drug addled raving.' I started, then stopped myself. I knew better than to so blithely dismiss the esoteric—knew it from bitter experience.

"Coates had also now dismissed any idea of taking Parkinson out of the house.

"'We cannot risk spreading it—whatever it might be—any further. There may be something in the books themselves that will help—I will have Perkins drive back and fetch them. In the meantime—is there anything you can do, Carnacki—this is more in your line of business after all?"

"I instructed Perkins to telegram Arkwright for me, and have him send my gear back on the first available train. The lad drove away, and Coates and I resigned ourselves to a wait.

"As Mrs. Dingle prepared us a light early supper, the sun started going down over the western shores and the lake, and Lakeside Terrace, fell into an early evening gloom that seemed almost tangible.

"Parkinson's moans and pitiful weeping filled the house."
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"PERKINS RETURNED WITH the books in the early evening. He also had news—bad news—in that due to a problem on the main line, the first available train to fetch my gear up from London would not arrive until early the next morning. Whatever had to be done that night would be done without the use of my box of protections.

"I left Coates in the downstairs parlor with the books and went to see what I could find, having to make do with what Mrs. Dingle had available. I found some string and tailor's chalk that I could use to make a circle, and there was plenty of salt, but no church nearby from which to procure some holy water—and no garlic.

"'I've never used it and I never will,' the stout landlady proclaimed loudly, as if it was a mark of some honor. 'I can't be doing with that French muck.'

"I took what I had found upstairs and, with some difficulty, stripped the carpet from the floor. I moved the bed—and Parkinson on it, into the very center of the small room. Just the act of shifting the bed sent up another noxious fart of odors, and the lad moaned feebly. I tried to breathe through my mouth and worked fast.

"I started by drawing a circle of chalk, taking care never to smudge the line as I navigated my way around the bed. Beyond this I left a trail of salt in a second circle around the first. 

"Within the inner circle I made a pentacle using the signs of the Saaamaaa Ritual, and joined each Sign most carefully to the edges of the lines I had already made. This took careful work and planning, for I had to ensure that the whole of the structure of the bed was contained in the protection. Once that was done I placed five portions of bread wrapped in linen in the valleys of the pentacle. I had my first protective barrier and with this first stage complete the bed, now protected as it was by the most basic of spells, already smelled less noxious, and when I looked I could see no hint of any green glimmer.

"It seemed I had been of some further use also, for young Parkinson was no longer in any discomfort and indeed seemed lost in a deep, even peaceful, sleep. I decided not to disturb him and went back downstairs to see if I could be any help with the perusal of the books.

"I found Coates deep in study, although young Perkins was fast asleep in the armchair by the fire, clearly exhausted by the day's efforts. It seemed we would not be returning to Brichester that night—at least not in the automobile that had brought us here. Mrs. Dingle kindly offered us a pair of rooms, although I doubted we would make use of them for, like Coates, I was soon lost in study of the copies of The Revelations of Gla'aki.

"The work was bound in a most handsome edition, but that is the best that could be said for it, for I'm afraid much of what was inside was the most godawful tosh. This was no scholarly treatise on the Great Beyond, but rather a set of instructions and rituals for the worship of a creature in the lake, and methods by which it could be appeased enough to offer the supplicant immortality in its service. I found nothing about any green decay beyond an admonishment to be pious in your worship, lest a rotting death take you. 

"It seemed that Coates was not having any better fortune, and we broke from our study—with some relief on both our parts I might add—just after ten to partake of another smoke on the doorstep.

"'You cannot believe any of this rot about a vast leech-thing arriving on a meteor, can you, Carnacki?' Coates asked as we lit up.

"'It is all too clearly a metaphor for the arrival of something from the Outer Darkness,' I replied. 'But it matters not whether we believe it—the cult members had faith, and as the old saying goes, faith can move mountains or, in this case, make something that was merely a shadowy intruder into something larger, something much more malevolent.'

"The old Professor looked ready to discuss the matter further, but I was distracted by a flicker—a green flicker—out on the lake, like a bustling firefly. It was weaving in a zigzag fashion just above the surface of the dark waters, but it was most definitely coming toward us. I had a dashed good idea where it might be headed.

"'Quickly—upstairs,' I said, and left the old Professor open mouthed on the doorstep as I took the stairs two at a time. I knew even before I got to the top that I was going to be too late, for I could see green dancing light shimmering under the bedroom door. I heard a thud, and a soft moan that fell away into what seemed to be a great distance. The smell was back—even through the closed door I felt it tickle in my sinuses and threaten to make me gag. I covered my mouth and pushed open the door.

"What was left of poor Parkinson lay on the floor. He had fallen out of bed and rolled—and in doing so had broken two of my chalk and salt lines. The defenses had not held, and he had been taken. Although in truth, he had been taken long before this latest attack; I believe his fate had been sealed even during that first swim in the lake. I hesitate to call the thing I saw on the floor a body, for there was precious left of the lad below his chest. All that remained was a bubbling festering pool of green goop that stank to high heaven and Parkinson's right arm, outstretched towards the bedroom window and the lake beyond, as if reaching for it was the dying lad's last act.

"By the time Coates arrived at the top of the stairs there was nothing left that even resembled any part of the boy at all."
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"MRS. DINGLE WAS ALL for calling the authorities, and it took all of our combined powers of persuasion to stop her from doing so. In truth, she backed down quickly—I think she already knew that she had set up her lodging house in a most queer spot indeed, and she went very quiet after that—I suspect a bottle of gin helped her get some sleep.

"There was to be no such respite for Coates or myself. We did what we could do clear Parkinson's remains from the room—in the end we had to resort to wrapping it up in a rug. There was to be no Christian burial—we burned him out the back of the cottage. The flame had an odd, greenish tinge to it that I did not like the look of at all, and while the fire burned I heard splashing in the lake, as if something large thrashed and cavorted, but it was too dark to see much of anything past the shoreline. Once the deed was done we stood on the doorstep smoking, each lost in our thoughts.

"Throughout all the commotion and hubbub, young Perkins had not stirred from his sleep. When I stepped back into the parlor I thought I saw again a greenish aurora hanging over him, but by the time I walked across to the armchair it had faded. The lad seemed to be sleeping soundly enough so I left him to it.

"I had been right earlier—neither Coates nor I felt any need—or desire—to take to our beds. For the course of that long night we perused the books looking for an answer.

"We got none, and a thin watery dawn found us none the wiser."
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"'WHAT IS TO BE DONE now?' Coates asked as Mrs. Dingle rustled up some breakfast. 'Shall we escape back to the University while we have a chance?'

"'Tempting as that may sound, old chap, I fear I must stay—as you said, this is my field of expertise—and there is something here I might be able to lay to rest, once and for all. I must try—if only for the sake of poor Parkinson's memory. Young Perkins can take you back into town with him—I'd like him to fetch my gear, which should be with the stationmaster for collection by now."

"I turned to get Perkins' agreement, but it was immediately obvious that the lad would not be going anywhere soon. He was still asleep in the armchair—but the whole area, for some four feet around him, shimmered in an oily green miasma that was becoming all too familiar.

"My expertise, such as it was, was indeed required. But I had to have my protections if I was to make any headway at all in the matter. Luckily Mrs. Dingle proved to be as resourceful as her profession indicated.

"'I can drive you, if you'd like, sirs? My man, George, God bless his soul, taught me when we knew he wasn't long for the world. Said it might come in handy some day—and blow me if this isn't the day he might have meant.'

"The lady offered to take both Coates and Perkins into town, but Coates, seeing my own determination, decided to stay, and Perkins was in no state to be moved. We sent Mrs. Dingle off with a plea for haste in her business, made sure that Perkins was comfortable, and went back to the books, our efforts to find some kind of meaning now redoubled."
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"IT PROVED TO BE A LONG, strained, morning's work, punctuated only by frequent visits out to the doorstep for a smoke and a chance to clear our heads of the images brought forward in our minds from our reading of the book. My opinion of the work had already been modified. Far from being merely drug addled ravings, it was now obvious that there was a power of some mettle at work here, and one that was even now exerting all of its influence in the attack on poor Perkins.

"I had done what I could for the lad—drawing a new protective circle around the armchair in chalk and salt seemed to stem the green—for a time. Standing outside on the doorstep raised our spirits momentarily, but the air itself felt stifling and morbid and the waters of the lake seemed to quiver and roil, as if something lay just below the surface, readying itself to lunge.

"I felt a pressure of sorts, building just behind my temples, and by the time Mrs. Dingle returned around noon both Coates and I were ready to climb the walls. I was most pleased to see the long box containing my protections in the back of the automobile, and wasted no time in getting it out and unpacked in the front room.

I knew already that the dwelling had a fuse box—it was hard to miss as it was contained in a tall glass case at the back of the hallway. They were on full external electricity.

"'Is your power supply constant?' I asked the landlady. 'Is it stable?'

"'Yes to your first question, and no to the second,' she answered. She was eyeing my equipment with a jaundiced eye, as if concerned I might be attempting to smuggle a bomb into the dwelling. 'We only got it because Mr. Dingle insisted, it being all that the men at the timber yard could talk about for months. I cannot abide it myself—the lights are too harsh and the blasted thing could burn the house down at any moment.'

"'And yet, it will suit my purposes tonight rather splendidly,' I replied.

"'It will not suit mine,' she said. 'I suppose you know what you're about, being from the University and all, but I won't stay here and see more of that green stuff. I just won't.'

"She wasted no time of her own in packing an overnight bag and bidding us farewell.

"'Mary McClymont at the drapers' has invited me for tea and said I could stay the night. There is bread, ham and cheese in the larder, plenty of tea for the pot, and a bottle of gin above the sink. You can do for yourselves, and I'll be back in the morning—just make sure there is something for me to come back to.'

"And with that she left us. The sound of the automobile faded away as she headed for town and a heavy stillness settled on Lakeside Terrace as the sun passed its highest point and began its slow descent toward the western shores."
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"AS THE LIGHT STARTED to dim, so the green aurora around Perkins strengthened and the lad's sleep became ever more troubled. He moaned, as if plagued by nightmares from which he could not escape, and no amount of shaking or cajoling could tempt him back into wakefulness.

"It took me several hours to get my full range of protective circles in place, for they had to be large enough to encompass all three of us, and it also entailed taking up the carpeting in the front room which had been nailed—inexpertly but firmly—in place. It took a while longer after that to rig up the electric pentacle so that it drew power from the rather peculiar fuse box. By the time I was satisfied, and had three armchairs—Perkins already in one, and still asleep—inside the circles, the light was going fast from the sky outside.

"Coates made up some tea and sandwiches which we ate out on the doorstep again, after which we had another smoke. The sun was almost on the skyline of the hills on the far shore; it already felt dark and gloomy on Lakeside Terrace. There was a most definite sense of anticipation in the air, and the faintest glimmer of green aurora, dancing across the surface of the still waters as we went back inside to see what the night might bring."
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"OLD COATES STILL SEEMED somewhat bemused by the extent of my protections, but he had seen what had happened to poor Parkinson, and did not take too much persuasion to join me in the circle. I fetched the gin and some glasses through and left them beside me on a small table then sat down. Coates lost himself in one of the infernal tomes of The Revelations, and I had another smoke, looking out of the window as darkness fell on the lake. 

"The first attack came as soon as the sun had fully gone from the sky.

"I almost didn't spot it at first—as I have already mentioned, the wallpaper in the room was yellow—bright, almost glaring yellow—so a slight rise in the glare from my yellow valve went unnoticed. I only became aware of it when the crystal started to give out a high pitched whine. At the same time, young Perkins thrashed and moaned again in the armchair, although he still did not wake. Coates dropped the book from his lap and looked over to me.

"'Is this it?'

"I had no answer at that point. My gaze was fixed out on the lake where a green haze rose up from the water and drifted, as if in a stiff breeze, coming straight for the front of the cottage.

"The yellow valve flared, almost too bright to look at. Perkins moaned, almost a scream, and I saw a green shimmer rise up from him. The yellow and the green combined into a blue that was almost aquamarine, and even as Perkins slumped back in the chair the color faded and fell apart, like smoke in a breeze. The yellow valve dimmed, the whine cut off, and we were left in silence. When I looked out of the window I saw only darkness beyond.

"'Is that it?' Coates said, almost echoing his phrase of only a minute before. 

"I still had no answer for him, but I knew from experience that the night was likely just getting started."
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"AND IT DID INDEED PROVE to be as I surmised as the night wore on. The green miasma would rise off the lake and push toward the cottage, and the yellow valve would flare in response, repelling the attack. This happened three times before midnight. 

"We seemed to be at an impasse, although young Perkins was now sleeping soundly and there was no hint of green at all inside the circles. I had at least accomplished that much, although I was quite at a loss as to how to proceed or how to extricate us from what had become a dashed sticky wicket.

"Coates had made up his own mind as to how best to see out the night and had taken to the gin with some gusto, so much so that he was as soundly asleep as Perkins before too long. Whatever was to be done, it appeared I had to do it alone.

"I had just lit up my first smoke after midnight when I caught a glimpse of movement out on the water as a sliver of moonlight danced on the surface. Green mist rose up, swirling and dancing in spinning vortices and whorls that were quite captivating, and I found myself entranced.

"I drifted in the fog, lost in a sea of green, wafted to and fro by eddies and currents, falling deeper, always deeper, away from the moonlight and into the black cold dark where the city lay, drowned, down among the dead things.

"I knew I was still in the front room of the boarding house, still in the safety of my pentacle—but I was also, somehow, also here, in the deep of the lake amid the ruins of a dead city. What had once been tall proud turrets lay shattered and broken, encrusted with slime and tangled weed. The too-white bones of millennia old dead things that bore no resemblance to anything in my ken littered the ancient streets. Nothing moved save the waft of weed in a slow, dancing, sway that continued to lead me deeper, and deeper still, until a crystal door lay before me, gleaming, lambent green in the dark.

"Something beyond that door called and tugged at me—and although I was in the most terrible funk, a part of me wanted to answer, to see what might lie beyond. There was a fluid movement beyond the face of the crystal, and a yellow eye on a thin stalk looked back at me, and blinked.

"Now I saw stars, and the vast blackness of the Outer Darkness. I soared among gas clouds too huge to comprehend, heard singing in empty places, spun amid the void and cold and dark until all was black. All was lost.

"I might even be there yet, had not I seen a faintest tinge of something new, off in the far, far distance. It was a yellow spot, little more than a dot at first, but growing ever larger, coming fast toward me there in the infinite dark between the stars. 

"I recognized the high pitched whine of my pentacle's valves even as the yellow flared, bright enough to blow the miasma of green from my mind and leave me standing, panting, in the middle of my protections, wondering what I had just seen—and why I had been shown it."
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"I SCARCELY WAS GIVEN time to catch my breath. Even as my head cleared, the attack's attentions shifted from me, and seemed to focus on young Perkins once more. He moaned most piteously, and I was dismayed to see the green miasma swirl around him again, even despite an almost blinding glare from the yellow valve. The light from the valve was so strong that I had to turn away—and that only served to give me a better look out of the window, and at the foaming ferment on the surface of the lake.

"Perkins stood from the armchair and made to step outside the circle. I had to move to prevent him, and by Jove he was a strong lad, and it took all my effort to hold him in place. At the same time I had a good look over his shoulder at the thing emerging from the water.

"At first I thought it to be some monstrous louse; it looked to be oval in shape, somewhere around ten feet wide at the widest point and at least twice that in length. The whole domed carapace was covered with what I took to be stiff hairs at first, but what proved to be thin spines that looked metallic in the moonlight and shone in a rainbow of dancing color. As the thing pulled itself out of the water and onto the road in front of the house I caught a glimpse of a circular thick-lipped mouth in the middle of a spongy face. Three yellow eyes on thin stalks peered out from above this maw—the same blasted eyes that had stared at me from beneath the crystal door in my vision. The loathsome beast kept coming forward, propelling itself across the road with a myriad of stubby, white pyramidal appendages that served it as legs and feet.

"Perkins struggled harder in my arms as the yellow crystal blazed and whined. The creature—I knew now that this must be the Lord of the Depths, the old one, Gla'aki—rose up, exposing its underbelly. Green fog oozed from it, swirling and thickening, pressing against the exterior of the house and even starting to seep through the door and window frames, its wispy tendrils reaching, tasting the air. The yellow valve flared like a tiny sun...

"...and Mrs. Dingle's electricity supply, which had been performing so well until that point, collapsed under the strain. The fuse box in the cabinet sparked and hissed and with a soft whine the valves all dimmed, went dark, and fell quiet."
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"I HAD TO MAKE A QUICK decision. I thrust Perkins back into the armchair, trusting that the circle itself would save him. The door rattled and shook as something heavy—I had a good guess at what it was—leaned on it from the outside. More green fog seeped in, emboldened now that the yellow had been dimmed. I had no time to waste. I stepped out of the circle, taking care not to touch the lines, and made for the fuse box.

"I felt the tug in my mind again, saw swirling clouds of luminous gases in the black depths of the cosmos. I knew now what was being offered—a chance to be with the old one, there in the dark, to join him in immortality, serve him and be one with the dreams, the endless dreams of the stars.

"I was not in the least bit tempted—maybe it is because I have seen more of the Outer Darkness and know the ways of its denizens. Whatever the case I found that I was able to focus on the task at hand—the repair of several fuses.

"Young Perkins, however, his mind already befuddled from his earlier exposure, did not have the will to resist. He stood, and stepped towards the edge of the circle. The front door burst open and a foul stench of rot and decay burned in my nose and throat. Gla'aki filled the doorway and strained against the frame, trying to force its bulk inside.

"Perkins took another step. He was right up against the salt line now.

"'Fight it. Fight it, lad.' I shouted. 'I'm nearly done here.'

"But just as I got the last fuse back in place in the panel and reset the rocker switch, Perkins stepped out of the circle. The valves hummed, coming slowly back to life, but before they could overpower the green the lad was already over near the door. The beast could not enter—but Perkins could go out.

"I almost reached him in time—I had a hand on his shoulder even as a thin metallic spike went in through the skin of his cheek and came back out again. I saw a splash of green, then the yellow valve finally flared into action, brighter than ever. 

"With one last fading howl Gla'aki fled, scurrying away across the road and sliding into the water. The green went with it, and within seconds there was nothing more to see but the still, black waters.

"Perkins slumped alarmingly in my arms, and I had a dashed hard time getting him back into the circle without breaking the lines. But my quick repair to the fuse box had done the trick—the valves all blazed smoothly, and once I got Perkins inside the pentacle he started to revive. He seemed none the worse for wear apart from a flesh wound on his cheek that bled slightly for but a minute. By the time I got some gin in him he was awake again, and even managed a wan smile when old Coates woke, blearily, and spoke for the first time in hours.

"'What did I miss?'"
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"THERE IS NOT MUCH LEFT to tell. We spent the night in the armchairs, smoking and finishing off the gin until the first light of dawn came in through the window. There were no further attacks from the lake. We had all survived the ordeal, although young Perkins looked as tired and washed out as any man I have ever seen. I had him stay in the kitchen eating bread and cheese while I enlisted Coates' help in getting the lodgings back in some order.

"By the time Mrs. Dingle returned in the automobile mid-morning I had the pentacle packed away securely and the carpet laid back down in the front room. I left the circles on the floorboards underneath—they may indeed serve to provide some small degree of protection in the years to come, although Mrs. Dingle had already pronounced herself ready to move back to the safety of the old town. I fear the future of the cottages will be an empty, desolate one, which might be for the best.

"Perkins did not speak on the journey back to Birchester—I assumed he was so tired that he needed all his attention to drive the bally contraption that rattled and bounced its way back to town. He stayed in the car while Coates helped me lug my box of protections out onto the railway platform.

"It was while we were saying our farewells over a smoke that I caught a glimpse of the automobile leaving the front of the station.

"'I say—I left the bally books in the back seat,' Coates said, but I scarcely heard him, for I had caught a last glimpse of young Perkins as he drove away at some speed. The wound at his cheek had reopened—and a faint miasma of swirling green danced around his face."

*
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CARNACKI SAT BACK IN his chair, his tale done. As usual, Arkwright had several questions.

"I say, old chap. It is a rum do for young Perkins
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