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  I


  All the dire occurrences which I now set myself to report had for their setting a lake in the New England region—a dam-created lake which I shall not name. Let it—in the full force of that archaic formula against evil— remain nameless.


  It was, as a setting, indescribably discordant with the horrors it gave place to. Photographs of it in Park Department brochures did not lie: its waters were a sun-bright blue, it was long and timber-shored, its summers were warm, fragrant and clear. A single two-lane highway approached it, but was tangent to it only at the boating beach, retiring politely thereafter to leave the lake its primitive, chill calm at night. The dam, which struck one as incongruously small to be responsible for so large a body of water, had no more than a gravel service road leading to it. The same pair of rangers who tended the vacation facilities doubled as maintenance men for the dam, so slight was the management that it required. Since it was set in the narrow mouth of the valley the lake occupied, it was visible from very few points along the much-bayed shoreline. In sum, the lake’s feel of primordial isolation was all but unaffected by these works of human engineering.


  But if its gorgeous seclusion unsuited it as a stage for horrors, so much the more did its congeniality. In July, the month of our coming there, people either brightly clothed or brightly skinned with sunburn jostled on the beach. The white puzzle of docking-floats was crowded with craft, and in the camping areas past either end of the beach, glossy vans and motor homes, and futuristic tents of garish nylon, wedged intimately among the ancient, scaly trees. The air was filled with radio music, the snore of outboards, the shrieks and squeals of children in the float-marked swimming zones. Such sounds are not a proper prelude to the mindless screams, the crescendo of agony, that we were to hear raised up from those same sunny waters at the end.


  This is not to say that I and my friend, Dr. Carlsberg, reveled in this traffic and hubbub. The place was congenial to the majority mind, not to ours. We would have much preferred mooring at some secluded point along the nearly twenty miles of lakeshore. The stars in their plenteous glory do not require the improvement of popular radio stations and their incessant, perky advertisements. Nor does the water’s liquid calm, savored at dusk, require as an additive the squalling of some hypervocal child wronged by its siblings. Park regulations however, required that all craft be moored within the docking compound between dark and dawn.


  It was, in fact, just as we were debating slipping the tether of this vexing rule—after five nights of radios and raucous, beery card games—that we received our first hint of what was awakening in those waters. We were anchored off a wooded cove at the eastern end of the lake, catching the last of the setting sun’s rays. We had sipped bonded bourbon and conversed earnestly, and had at length agreed: we should have taken to mooring privately days ago, the rule was often breached by others, and it was, altogether, odd that we had moored amid discomfort for so long.


  This brought us to a further, and more disquieting, point of agreement: our inertia seemed due to the fact that we had both been feeling a subtle diminution of energy since arriving here, an effect precisely contrary to the exhilaration such settings normally brought us.


  Of course we were old. At the time I write of I was fifty-nine, and Ernst was exactly threescore and ten. But we were—I must say it for mere factual clarity—both vigorous men. We were inveterate swimmers, frequent runners, and aqualung divers too from time to time during that academicians’ blessing, the summer term. We resolved now to end our curious sloth and reassert our independence. We opened dark-beer chasers for our whisky, and pronounced this spot our berth for the night.


  With new ease, with anticipatory relish for the hours of peace ahead, we watched the purplish shadows seep into the forests sloping to the shoreline. And then, when the last and most nearly horizontal rays of the sun knifed in athwart the water’s surface, we suddenly saw on the face of the lake a bizarre layer of coloration, an oily, squirming stratum of rainbow which covered the water, and which somehow the incidence of the sun’s light had enkindled, or revealed.


  It was a meld of colors utterly alien to the experience of either of us—and to that of all sane men, we wholeheartedly believed. For the phenomenon carried that special quantum of shock that attaches to confrontations with the completely unknown. And as alien as the color itself was the manner in which its light passed through the sun’s—slightly distorted in the process, perhaps, but unobscured, eerily distinct within the normal light of sunset. This vision, granted us for some ten or fifteen seconds, left us speechless for many minutes afterwards, periodically searching one another’s eyes with incredulous looks. Then, when we began to discuss our impressions, we found speech as powerless to explain as silence had been. Anthropologists may be excused from knowing much of optics, or of the possible refractive properties of gaseous exhalations from the surfaces of montane lakes. The raw impact of the apparition’s utter uniqueness, this alone kept us puzzling long after we confessed our inability to account for it. But even the trained mind quickly tires of grappling with phenomena for which it has no approach, no vocabulary of explanation. By the time full dark was on us we threw up our hands. Ernst poured us more bourbon.


  “Let’s be content with a mystical appreciation, Gerald.” He was smiling. “Let’s assume the lake spirit has simply made manifest its mana, a reward of Vision granted two old shamans who have left the herd seeking—” “Ernst!” I broke in heedlessly and stood up from my chair. “Mask the lantern. Look at the water near the shore. And the trees there. Look to one side of them. Get their images in your peripheral vision.”


  We stood in the stern, the darkened lantern at our backs. We looked for a long time. I had not been mistaken. So elusive was the impression, it was as if that unearthly color had “stained,” ever so faintly, our very eyes. For the color was still there, a delicate, misted corona round the nervous rim of the lakewater, and around the trees that stood nearest that rim. Under the direct gaze it melted off instantly, but it limned weirdly all things registered in vision’s periphery. It was far dimmer than the first apparition, but undeniably the same.


  “It’s so damned ambiguous!” Ernst said out of the long silence. “Like the afterecho of sharp sound in the ear. It could almost be a visual echo from that first shock of color.”


  “But it is there!”


  “Yes. Yes it is. It’s there, damn me if it isn’t! And there’s something more about it, something else ..


  This struck so squarely on my thought that I voiced it in spite of myself: “Yes. It has a feel about it—a feel of evil.”


  II


  Two metaphysical old fools? We were, fortunately, old enough to prefer our own folly to the “sanity” of anyone else. We agreed, after further exhumations and comparisons of our private impressions, that the slight loss of energy we had felt surely had the lakewater as its specific cause. We had noted a very faint effervescence in the water’s taste, and now agreed that on a virtually subliminal level—so ephemeral was the sensation—we had found a sickishness, an unpleasantness in this flavor. Furthermore the color, which we did not cease to see throughout that night, almost certainly emanated from, and thus inhered in, the lakewater. The tinge upon the trees would thus be the result of their suffusion with that water.


  And so on the sixth day we did not swim, meaning to test the effect of this on our strength. Instead, we returned our boat to its mooring in the compound, and set off on a hike around the lakeshore.


  The path was very narrow and ill-kept, and constituted a walk of over twenty-seven miles, so widely and often crazily did it veer from the lake’s lesser circumference. In fact it was seldom we had a clear sight of the water. Our excursion could not be called a lakeside jaunt. It was, far more, a deep plunge into very ancient forest.


  That hike was to us a revelation as unsettling as that of the previous evening, though more gradual, cumulative, in its impact. If we had thought by our walk to remove ourselves from a certain ill essence in the lake, it was our ironic fate to sink even more intimately into it with every stride we took amid those massive trees.


  I am aware, of course, that any deep-woods environment exerts a slightly hallucinatory influence on people used to open spaces. This is true to a degree that persons familiar primarily with the city or open country cannot easily appreciate. The often sinister religious motifs associated with deep-woods cultures— the druidic, most conspicuously— have their roots in an almost mystical impression, immemorially engendered by the forest in human consciousness. For such places mock man’s position in Time. Their centuried shadows murmur to him that he will be mulch before they have significantly aged at all—tell him he is as brief and negligible as their own expendable multitudes of leaves.


  But what we found ourselves entering was a very different aura, with far more of restless malice in it than is felt with such archetypic awe. The dense-growing trees were exceedingly fat and twisted of trunk and branch. They grew unusually large, and their bark presented to the eye a scaly glossiness that was disturbingly vivid. A tremendous vitality, and a profound quality of disease, pervaded the gloomy vegetation in precisely equal degree.


  Meanwhile the thickness of the insect life, on the ground and in the air, roused similar emotions. Everything—wasp, fly, beetle— seemed very large for its kind, and the ants were most remarkable. The little brutes grew more than two inches long. They made frequent crossings of our trail, swarming so numerously that we could not avoid crushing them, for indeed they were quite sluggish for ants, and uncertain of movement. There was something infinitely depressing and disturbing about the exaggerated little reek of formic acid these crushings released. Big, fat bluebottle flies were almost as abundant as ants. They moved bumblingly through the humid gloom, often colliding with our sweating cheeks out of an odd torpidity or ineptitude. They were easy to swat in midair with a sweep of the palm.


  For quite a few miles we said little. We were not naturalists, but we had a fair grasp of the region’s ecological norms. And this incessant violation of those norms, in every minor life form, occurring as it did in the stifling, shifting, almost submarine dimness of the forest, generated in both of us a formless anxiety that made it difficult to speak.


  But at last Ernst stopped. Explosively, as one who throws off suffocation, he cried:


  “Incredible! Has no one before us noticed this? We aren’t dreaming! It’s a distinct phenomenon, a localized supernormal luxuriance … a hypervitalism …” He ended so sputter-ingly we both had to smile, but I was quick to nod.


  “Yes. But remember no one hikes here. Who have we heard mention it at the beach? The rangers obviously don’t maintain the path much. They may be stupid besides, or so long accustomed to the place they no longer observe it.”


  It was certainly true that the vacationers all seemed to regard the forest strictly as scenery, a background for properly picturesque boating. Like many Americans they were very much bound to their shiny, motorized toys, technology’s treats. If the lakeshore had offered more convenient picnicking spots, perhaps people would have become more intimate with the forest. But the valley’s slopes met the water rather steeply and the perimeter, except for the “made” beach of the compound and a few treeless outcrops of rock, did not beckon the boater ashore. Meanwhile, though a dense barrier of tall, venerable trees had been left to surround the parking lot and the beach, and to fill the camping areas, these stands were thinned, and cleared of undergrowth, and human feet, with their usual erosive power, had trampled them bare of any life forms less massive and durable than the big trees themselves.


  Ernst and I walked on, mutely taking in the fervid, tainted vigor with which the treetrunks seemed literally to bulge and contort, and the gross dungbeetles to swell and stagger, as if drunk with it. As we went, we kept starting to speak and giving it up. I felt a black sadness begin to chill my heart. Soon it seemed that in soul as in body I struggled through an airless place, where fear in vague forms tugged at me to stay my passage, to sap me of my forward momentum, my very will to move. At last I burst out: “It is precisely that feeling of the water, Ernst! But stronger! That same heaviness, and sadness, and sense of threat….”


  “Yes. And look down there, Gerald.”


  It was well past midday, and we had for some minutes been descending into the relatively narrow gorge which terminated at the dam. Ernst stood before me on the path, and he pointed below where it swung down among trees in a deeper shadow than we had yet encountered. And perhaps when I have said that those gloom-embedded trunks presented outlines that seemed to smolder faintly with an unreal coloration, I will need to add no further description of that uncanny luminescence. We were but halfway down into the gorge, and still several hundred feet above the lake, but in the combined shadow of the mountain and the forest canopy itself we saw a corruscation as unmistakable as that the shoreline trees had presented to us in the dark of night.


  When we proceeded, our movement must have been a very pantomime of hesitant amazement, a slinking, peering progress like that of two old cats entering an unknown room. Our eyes probed with the squeamishness of exploring fingers that expect the touch of some nameless filth. Tersely, we traded hushed observations as we went.


  Nearness to any tree stripped it of coloration, while everything at more than a few yards’ distance was feverish with it. But our sensation was not that the color fled our approach, for the subtle woe, the faint, icy weakness in the heart, which seemed somehow part of the color—these feelings seemed to press in on us from without. They were intricate emotions murmured by thought’s voice in the mind’s sanctum, they were utterly personal to us, and yet they came from without. And so we moved, and that delirious radiance continued to retreat from our eyes, even while it invaded the private places of our souls.


  At length we came down to a trestle bridge, from which we could look up the neck of the lake that it crossed, and see the dam an eighth-mile distant through the gorge. Chain-link fence was affixed to the trestles at water level, so the lake-neck was empty of boats, though there were several not too distant out on the lake behind us. We breathed the open air gratefully, and viewed the woods where they crowded down at either end of the bridge.


  It began to be paradoxically reassuring, this sudden enlargement of last night’s somehow menacing phenomenon. We had discovered a bona fide environmental event, producing biological and psychochemical aberrations. A new detachment of attitude was possible. We discussed excitedly what might be the hydrodynamics of a lake’s diffusion through the circumjacent ecology. We traded speculations, even proposed scholarly reports in one journal or another, until our ingenuity ran out.


  Then, quite abruptly, the exhilaration of our spurious objectivity began to desert us. For now, notwithstanding our elaborate hypotheses of psychochemical effects, which should have neutralized any strange emotion’s power to sway me, I began to sense something which I can only describe as profoundly frightening. I said nothing of it to Ernst—perhaps he felt and did the same. But as I looked at the dozen miles of forest we had yet to cross, and looked at the lake, which the boats had deserted even as we had talked, and looked at the shadowed water, whose arrhythmic lurch and shiver seemed a kind of unhuman parody of our speech—as my eyes thus sought some visible cause, and failed to find it, my breath got shallower and shallower with the subtle, absolute conviction that Ernst and I were not alone in this place.


  And when, out of the growing, intolerable silence, I all but shouted: “Let’s go on!” Ernst did not seem to find it strange, and set out with a nervous abruptness like my own. Grimly we plunged back into the trail, climbing, now, the gorge’s other flank. Instantly, all was toil and anxiety again. We struggled through the eerie oppression for hours that had no feature save the steady diminishing of such daylight as leaked down to us.


  Near sunset we rested at a bare knolltop.


  Camp was four miles on, and delay would benight us on the trail. But we did not feel we could go without rest and fresh air any longer. There was a huge, lone oak on the knoll, and we sat amid its roots, leaned our backs against its trunk, and watched where the red-gold sunlight still lay like velvet on the slopes. Ernst was still catching his breath when he spoke two words with bitter emphasis: “Senile despair!”


  I understood at once, and answered him: “Such a bleakness of spirit! Yes! But don’t you feel how it’s feebler here in the clear air? It’s from outside.”


  “But the thoughts are my own! I was remembering every failure—I was remembering Gudrun’s last month in the hospital. I was discovering in myself—”


  “Ernst. It was the same for me. But we’re only a day older than yesterday! This sudden despair and decrepitude, it’s simply not natural, not really ours—”


  It had been said. We looked silently at each other while this reverberated in our thoughts. Very bleakly, Ernst smiled.


  “Thank you,” he said. “I actually preferred accepting the delusion, to acknowledging what I felt down at the subtlest level of intuition. But of course, even this inmost intuition might be chemically caused, an effect of this incredible… miasma.”


  “Of course!” I agreed eagerly, but both of us balked at following this thought.


  Presently Ernst said: “You know, on the bridge I was thinking of those cities south of the mountains, the ones this lake supplies, and in fact where most of our fellow vacationers come—”


  At that moment a very large bat surged up between me and the sky and dove, in a wobbly swoop, for my face.


  At least, a bat was what I assumed it to be in the first instants, from its size. But as it brushed near me, and then wavered back up, preparing another dive, I saw that it was a moth, its body fully as big as a rat’s, its furred wings—two handsbreadths each—winnowing the air with a slow, feeble force. It dove again, and in a blind recoil of disgust I thrust out my hand against the jawless insect. I saw its frondlike antennae nod like warplumes over my fingers.


  Hurt, it wrenched itself back into the air a second time and, moving out of the tree’s shadow, caught the late sun on its warped wings. And within those wings’ brown trimming we saw a dull dazzle of impossible color—smoldering, unearthly, and now, all too well known to us. Then, as this creature faltered in the air, and we stared our horror at it, precisely then we felt the tree we leaned on writhe against our backs.


  It was no mistake. A tremor, a protesting heave of the hard bark, bruised our spines, and under our thighs the huge roots twisted and squeezed the earth. We catapulted to our feet. Ernst, in a transport of revulsion, slashed with his walking-stick at the moth, breaking one of its helmet-shaped black eyes. The wretched mutant swerved and struck the earth.


  We looked at the tree and saw it—unmistakably—flex itself through every branch in a single ghastly spasm of undulous power! There was no wind, nor had the earth—even slightly— shaken. The tree had simply moved, and now was still.


  It had moved, and we had become the rooted ones—at least I don’t know how long we stood as though we were. When at last I found my tongue, I said, with woozy fierceness: ‘‘We’ve got to do something!” —and it rang so stupidly in that other-worldly silence that we both burst out laughing. We tried no further speech. With desperate concentration, we dove into the trail again, jog-trotting to devour the miles before full dark should sift down on us where we walked beneath the dreadful trees.


  III


  It seems odd to me now that what we ultimately did on regaining the beach, just after dark, was no more than to sit in the afterdeck of our boat and drink black coffee generously laced with bourbon.


  Of course, whenever the limits of the Possible are violated by some unheard-of thing, the entire mind suffers much the same kind of shock as that which follows, let us say, a thirty-five mile-per-hour auto collision, a good, solid smack. The stunned man is not aware of the extra rapidity of his movements, the shrill edge to his voice, or the erratic speed of his trains of thought. Others assure him that he is in shock, and after a bit of rest, he realizes it too.


  Our minds were racing, just dazed enough to believe we were taking stock of things, while in fact we were more or less stupefied. We gazed almost gratefully on the raucous Gregorius party to our left; we were positively soothed by the radios and beery conversations all around us. For a long while we simply, inertly took in these sights and sounds, these healing infusions of normality, and drank with thirst the fiery balm we had concocted.


  But after a time, calm and perspective returned to us, and still we did not move. For we found that, when it came to framing the report that we had determined to make to the park rangers, we confronted a profound ambiguity in our own impressions. A chemical contamination, or something of the sort—something which induced striking abnormalities in both fauna and flora—to this we could firmly testify. But we could not leave out of account the concomitant psychic effects of this thing, and here a terrible uncertainty all but paralyzed us.


  Nor had this anything to do with the uncertainty of memory. For even here, though it was effectively overlain by the active presence of our fellows, we could still feel that subtle, unmistakable chill upon the spirit. It was a mere echo to what we had experienced in the forest, but our discernment of it was hyperacute, and there was no mistake.


  And thus we could, by introspection, test from moment to moment that harrowing, elusive doubt: were these woeful explorations of the grimmest of our memories, these irresistible visions of the most feared or hated images our minds contained—were these our own despair at work, or were they kindled by the probing of some insistent sentience, some Other that craved experience of our most inward agonies, and had uncanny means of access to them?


  Indeed, it was no less than this we halfbelieved! It was a long while before we finally avowed it to each other in so many words, and afterwards we sat mute at the thought that we had both drifted so far off—as it were— from the mooring of sanity. The circumambient noises drifted through our silence: a rebel yell from among the trees, a child shouting its siblings to dinner, a hand of cards triumphantly thwacked down by Mrs. Chatsworth over in the Gregorius’ boat.


  “Why doesn’t anyone else feel anything?’’ I muttered. “It’s faint, yes. People are unobservant, yes. But surely someone should feel it! If not this… mood, then at least that weakness from the water itself!”


  “No! Notice, the drinking water seems to be piped in from somewhere else. Only swimming or the like gives intimate contact with the water. And we seem to be the only old people who swim regularly and at length. All the others are young and vigorous.”


  I shook my head sardonically at this, but Ernst persisted:


  “Our age and habits of introspection make us fine discriminators of our own degree of energy, and even we found the sensation so subtle it took us five days to isolate it. And now we’ve seen what we have—what no one else has—the thing seems stronger. And perhaps it even is stronger by a degree or two, but still effectively subliminal for everyone else here.”


  “We’ve seen what no one else has,” I echoed him. “Ernst, the color. Can you make it out anywhere around here? On the water? Around the trees?”


  After just a moment, I could see him take my meaning. It shook him, as it had me.


  “Well, of course, the contamination might not have suffused the entire lake…”


  “Yet it’s an unpartitioned body of water in constant agitation and circulation. The contaminant has been present a long time—those insects didn’t grow overnight. Why wouldn’t the contaminant be fully diffused—something pervasive enough to enter the vascular systems of trees a quarter mile above the lake? Why, if it was only a question of the mechanics of diffusion?”


  “You are suggesting that it… hides itself where witnesses are thickest.” I think Ernst intended a stern irony, but what he showed me was consternation, and a dawning credence. I nodded.


  “As long as we entertain that ‘intuition’ we spoke of, let us add this to it. Because I tell you, Ernst, I feel it in the same way. When I sense that Otherness, I also sense a quality of murderous patience about it. And you’ve felt the same, I can see it.”


  He stood up. “We must go to the rangers. Now. Even if this is true we can say nothing of it. We must speak only of contamination, and alarm them with the physical proofs. If there is more to it, it must be left to reveal itself further, for it lies in such a darkness now we can make nothing out for sure.”


  We had to walk out half a mile along the beach access road to reach the main highway, where the tollbooth was, and where the road back to the rangers’ quarters also issued. We felt unmistakably what I can only call a thawing of our hearts, an almost intoxicating liberation from a dread that had nagged at us not forcefully, but without cease. Soon the trees we passed were exuding—not menace—but night’s freshness. At the tollbooth we lingered for the sheer pleasure of it—the road to the rangers’ house would take us back down to the lakeside, at a point two miles below the public beach.


  “It’s a sharp delineation,” Ernst said. “Perhaps we could guess it at a constant half mile from the shore. During our walk we were never more than that from the water, and the aura never faltered. But now we are definitely out of it.”


  “Yes, and what a pleasure it is! It’s a physical thing, damn it, that can be stepped into and out of, and no more than that.” But when I looked at Ernst for confirmation he turned away.


  “Come on,” he said, “they might go to bed early.”


  Turning lakewards again gave me a shuddersome feeling much like that of having to don foul clothing on a cold morning, for want of clean. It was when we turned that we saw the “Full” sign had been hung out on the tollbooth. Now the docks and campsites alike, though busy, still offered empty berths, well over a dozen at the least. Though we were not crowd-lovers, it seemed a cavalier way to treat vacationers who had perhaps driven many miles expressly to come here. We were already walking a brisk pace, gathering our momentum against the bleak anxiety that was steadily reasserting itself within us, but the thought that the rangers might be ill or somehow incapacitated caused us to speed up.


  I have indicated that infringement of docking rules was not uncommon. Part of the reason for this was that the two rangers had been very little in evidence in recent days. The day we arrived the younger of them, who had manned the booth, came down to the floats near dusk. He was a beefy, prematurely balding man who wore his diminishing hair long. He had had his clipboard in his hand, but I thought he seemed rather vague in his movements and he had not, so far as I had seen, written anything down. After about a quarter-hour he left quite abruptly.


  On our second day the older ranger appeared. He was a very lean man with ill-fitting false teeth that made him, in his efforts to adjust the bite, seem continually to be snarling. He had not gotten out of his pick-up. He had sat there, gazing at the beach, gnawing on his teeth. He seemed more alert than his colleague, but in the end he drove off without doing anything.


  We strode into the gathering aura of the lake. The road was narrower than that we had walked out on, and the trees crowded more densely here to either side. Ernst nudged me with the pint bottle that he had pulled from his jacket. We drank without slackening pace.


  “It’s stronger here,” Ernst said, “far stronger, almost like the deep woods today. Up there, is that—?”


  “Yes!” The alien color had begun to limn the upper branches of the trees ahead of us. A few hundred yards more and its lurid, smutty glow was everywhere, and anguish was a vivid, ratlike tearing at our thoughts’ core. Presently Ernst said, “There’s the house!”


  We had seen its lakeside aspect from our boat—a solid, heavy-beamed old house of two stories with a water tank on the roof and a small pier where a pair of skiffs and a larger boat were moored. But seen from this side it might have been a landlocked farmhouse from the last century—shadowy, archaic, a place that housed a family, not state employees. A naked bulb was lit over the porch, and one of the ground-floor windows was illuminated, and this scant light, spilling out into the hollow of the yard, with the big trees surrounding, looked like a matchflame cupped in huge, dark hands. The truck was parked at the edge of the yard— rather dangerously, it seemed, for the yard’s perimeter fell away in a steep embankment, and was unbarriered. We heard, very feebly, the sound of a radio, not from the lighted window, but apparently from a darkened one upstairs.


  We knocked on the screen door, and waited. Idly, I looked upwards. There, in the corner of the porchbeam nearest the door, I saw a huge black widow hanging in the disorder of its web. Its body was easily as big as a golfball, while its scarlet triangles were both as big as the nail of my forefinger, and bright as blood. A voice sounded inside the house. It was a flat, untrying noise that seemed not to want to be heard. I knocked again, and Ernst called: “Excuse us! We are campers! There is a problem!”


  At this we shared a look that was not devoid of wry humor at the words’ inadequacy. The voice came again, an eerie, spiritless tone. We took the liberty of trying the door, and found it open.


  Inside, all was austere wood, darkly stained. The light was from a bulb in the ceiling and it fell most strongly on a plank table beneath it which was littered with dirty dishes, and the odds and ends of various foods. On one side of the main room we could see into a doorless kitchen which, though in shadow, looked even more disordered than the table. Against the room’s opposite wall was a cot, and on this, staring at us with flat, black eyes, like a beaver’s, was the older of the two rangers.


  With remarkable detachment he lay watching us walk into what was, after all, his home, and as we drew near we saw there had been a great alteration in the man. We had seen snap and energy in the slant of his gaze and the impatient way he’d chewed on his teeth. Now his gaunt jaw was slack and his eyes—as still as the rest of his body—had an animal impassivity.


  “Forgive us,” Ernst said. “We are sorry to come in like this. You seem sick, and perhaps we can help you. But we must report something. We have become aware of a kind of… contamination in the lake.”


  The withered chin moved, was still. I despaired—the complexity of the idea seemed too much for those waxen eyes to take in. But then:


  “Sick,” the ranger said murmurously. “You bet I’m sick. My partner too. Dog-sick. For days.”


  “Four days?” my friend asked. The head rolled a spastic negative on the pillow: “Don’t know. Days. A contamination. A contamination?


  He looked a degree more wakeful now. I noticed that his skin had an odd roughness, a bit like what is caused by severe sunburn and subsequent peeling, but with a strange Assuring, scaling one might almost say, that went deeper than the effects of sunburn. Moreover he had just implied that he had lain indoors for some time.


  “What contamination?” he asked.


  “Do you drink the lakewater here?” I asked. “Pump it up to your tank through some treatment filter?” He looked at me until I was about to repeat myself before he nodded.


  “We drink it. We drunk it forty years. Done us no harm.”


  “Listen sir—Mr. Harms—” Ernst leaned close over the man and read the little name-plaque pinned above his shirt pocket. “The water of the lake—it might have a weakening effect on the body. In some parts of the lake it glows a strange color—late in the day, and also in the dark. And the life around here, the trees and insects, they aren’t normal, they’re overgrown and seem somehow diseased, and we believe the water’s affected them, because some of them show the same, strange color. Haven’t you noticed the way things grow around here? Why there’s a spider above your front door that—”


  He stopped. Harms, showing a waking restlessness, had begun licking his lips with an unhealthily dark-looking tongue, and gazing down at a canteen he had on the floor within arm’s reach.


  “Please,” said Ernst, “take this instead.” Harms drank of our bourbon, paused, and drank again more deeply. He propped himself higher on the pillow and looked at us with new alertness. Ernst tried again: “Mr. Harms, does the camp drink the lakewater too?”


  “Nossir. It’s over from Furnace Welis. Lake’s got a soda taste, real slight, always has had. No harm in it, but not for the tourists—that was their thinking. Now you’re saying we’re sick from that water?”


  “We’re almost positive, Mr. Harms. We want to urge—”


  “Well lake or not, I don’t know. Why would it be now if never before? But sick—you bet I’m sick, and Arnold worse than me.” He took another swallow of bourbon and gestured at a dark stairwell across the room, down which thin traces of radio music drifted. ‘‘I ain’t got up to look in on him in a whole day—or maybe two days? I’m just so weak! And all the time I feel: “What’s the use?’ Both of us. Each day we put off driving ourselves down, then we just couldn’t. So now we’ll just wait and the supply courier will come by tomorrow night and we’ll go out in his pick-up. And all the time I been thinking ‘What’s the difference? What’s the use? What’s my life?’ You know I was bom not twenty miles from here? Went to school in this same valley as is now underwater? My whole life’s gone nowhere, I’ve not done nothing, in all my years I scarcely moved twenty miles across the earth. And where’s the use of moving at all now?”


  A silence grew that echoed with the despondent cadence of his voice. Neither Ernst nor I failed to shudder at a queer familiarity, almost a quality of deja vu, in the doleful eloquence of this half-rustic man. We knew intimately that upwelling nihilism that appeared to animate him. And seeing that psychic poison coupled, in Harms, with bizarre skin damage and bodily lassitude, I received a hideous intuition. I glimpsed the hazed form of an Evil so consummate, a predation so total and remorseless, that thought might sooner abdicate than contemplate its face. I could not speak. Ernst too was silent. Harms drained the bottle, and subsided on the cot to his original posture. The outburst of anguish had taken his strength, while the alcohol appeared to be numbing him fast. I shook myself from my fearful daze.


  “Mr. Harms, you’re very ill. Let us use your telephone. If they know there’s an emergency they might send someone sooner. At least they could get things ready to treat you.”


  “No emergency. Nossir. We’re handling it and we don’t need to holler for any help. Courier’ll take us down. Want to sleep now. Can you bring more whisky? That whisky helps.”


  “We’ll look in on your partner, and we’ll bring you water from the camp and whisky. Sleep will be good for you.”


  He nodded once and closed his eyes. We moved away from him for a whispered discussion. We agreed on telephoning as soon as Harms was asleep, then making the pair as comfortable as possible before retiring ourselves.


  “I don’t think we should stay here with them,” I ventured, after a hesitation.


  Ernst nodded sharply: “Nor anywhere near the lake. We must get our sleeping bags and find some place among the trees out near the highway. Getting ourselves… infected would aid nothing. We must certainly not stay here.”


  This made explicit something we had both been feeling for some moments now, and we looked anxiously around the big, ill-lit room. Harms was already unconscious. Down from the dark stairwell, along with the radio’s queasy murmur, there now came, it seemed, a distinct chill, and an odor.


  Or was it, precisely, odor? For the olfactory sense, in moments of great fear, can seem to become a sort of spiritual touch, whereby the harkening mind takes in, as if tactilely, the very thought and mood of that Other whose presence it suspects. If that which crept down to us amid the twisting current of chill air was an odor, then it was a whiff of the charnel house; but if, as well, the intolerable menace of that night had drawn our nerves so taut that we now sensed that Other’s inmost thought— then that thought was, unmistakably, a cold and hungering hate.


  We looked at each other, each waiting, I think, for the other to deny what we both so clearly felt. “We must look in on the other ranger,” I said at last. My voice came out feeble and silly. I did not want to go up those stairs. I regretted our whisky, all lavished on Harms, and then remembered my hipflask, and found it still half full of brandy. We drank, and then Ernst pulled his flashlight from his belt.


  This seemed wholly natural, since the idea of groping against the dark walls of the stairwell or hall above for a lightswitch filled me with loathing. The entire house, each plank of it, had, in the last few moments, taken on a shuddersome, nauseating quality. The place was unclean in the fullest sense of that ancient mystic concept.


  We started up the stairs, but before Ernst had even turned on his flash we checked ourselves. For we saw, edging the upper steps, a distinct haloing of unearthly color, and this all-too-familiar taint seemed to pervade the hallway above as well.


  Slowly, slowly we ascended. The cold increased. The stench, if only stench it was, grew sharper, and eerily through it the radio’s wiry little voice fed us a hot tip about record discounts in a distant city. We reached the head of the stairs, and saw one doorway—the nearest—more heavily haloed than the others.


  Its door was half open, and the radio’s voice issued there. We froze where we stood.


  For there had come a muffled stir from the room, and it was, quite definitely, a stealthy noise. It was followed by a sound, as of the shifting of some lax bulk, then a faint creak of springs, and then a soft moaning sound—a man’s voice, that was. And then, still fainter, but most dreadful of all, there was a small, wet noise as of a lapping tongue or, perhaps, some species of suction. And though in those instants I found no imaginable interpretation of what we heard, nevertheless it sent a freezing rush of horror through my entrails. At my side Ernst cried out in a voice cracked with fear:


  “What are you doing? Who are you?” He switched on the flashlight. A big, muscular beam of white light annihilated the dark of the hallway.


  We heard then a startled cry—again from a man’s throat—and an indescribable flop and shuffle followed by a swift, whispery movement. The boards of floor and wall creaked within that room—which still we did not dare approach by the smallest step—and there followed a sense of something departing it. A painful coughing began. This purely human sound unlocked our limbs. We rushed inside. A shirtless man lay half-off the bed, one hand trailing on the floor. The window by his bed was open, and the starlight showed him to have an extremely bad skin condition on neck, torso and arms. It suggested an advanced stage of Harms’ affliction. Here the hundreds of interconnecting fissures of the epidermis were in many places shockingly deep. The coloration showed, in our flashbeam, an unusual blackish tint. Altogether the impression was of something not unlike the patterns silt takes, drying and cracking in a desert wash after the spring rains.


  I confess that our repulsion was great enough that we did not wish to touch him. We gripped the blanket’s edge and gently rolled the man onto his back, centering him on the bed. His face was less seamed and scored than the rest of him and his eyes were fully open, though unfocused. Once he had got the taste of our brandy on his tongue, he willingly took several more swallows. We laid him back, and he subsided almost at once into a doze.


  His breathing was steady and unobstructed, so we covered him, closed his window, and went back downstairs. We found the telephone in a room just off that in which Harms still slept, and our ensuing session with this instrument was so desperately frustrating that I came near shouting with rage. Ernst and I refused to speak to each other of the most uncanny of our recent impressions. Instead we, in effect, transferred all our sense of alarm and urgency onto the business of telephoning for medical aid for the two rangers. At the outset, our call to the operator produced two words, swiftly uttered by the latter: “Hold on!” Nearly a full ten minutes passed before she returned and a series of transfers, broken connections, renewed waits and further transfers began—a procession of infuriating confusions that was to last nearly an hour. The entire Park Regulatory Organization was in convulsions. Ernst and I in turn had fragmentary conversations with four different people, a certain “acting assistant sheriff’s deputy” being the one who was able to speak to us with the fewest interruptions. We learned that we could not have called for help at a worse time.


  Less than an hour before, every vehicle and employee at the Park’s disposal, along with every mobile medical aid in its possession, had set out for a remote valley in the Park’s outer reaches. In this far stormier segment of the vast, mountainous preserve (it is the state’s largest) a wind-caused accident had plunged two buses filled to capacity with two troops of Boy Scouts down into a ravine. The survivors trapped within the wreckage faced death as soon as a thundershower should raise the level of the stream in which the bus was wedged, half-submerged. Summer rainsqualls were common in the area and that sector of the park faced a fifty percent chance of showers before early morning.


  Thus the man’s brusqueness was perhaps forgivable when, after I had reiterated the rangers’ symptoms, he snapped: “Look. Are they dying?”


  “Well, it’s serious, but I can’t say certainly if they’re dying, I don’t—”


  “Then for God’s sake clear the line and wait for the courier. You said he was coming tomorrow. We’ll get a message to him to get there ahead of time if possible, OK? It’s that or drive them out to Hammer Falls yourself. I can’t do the impossible.”


  It is unlikely we would have insisted much beyond this point. Futility, as if it were a cold miasma we breathed in from the house itself, had created an almost physical sickness in both our stomachs. But if we had had any further perserverance in us, Harms himself would have aborted it then, for he walked quite firmly into the room, evidently much refreshed by his sleep.


  “Here now, that’s a Park phone, you give it to me now.” He took the receiver from me. ‘‘Who’s this?” he asked, and, after a moment: “Well this is Harms, and we can wait just fine. I was asleep, and these campers here got worried we were bad off. That’s right, we’ll come down with Nugent. No emergency here, nossir!”


  Harms’ sharpness seemed primarily aimed at the notion that he or his partner were in danger, for he was quite amiable with us as he walked us back out to the porch.


  “I’m obliged for your trouble—but you can’t go making things look desperate when they don’t be. I’ll look after Arnold till Nugent gets here. I feel better. You got more whisky? It helps.”


  “Take the rest of my brandy. We’ll bring by more in the morning.”


  “I’m obliged. We re sick all right, but it ain’t anything unnatural, nor anything an ordinary doctor can’t fix up in no time, just some bug or other is all it is.”


  IV


  On our walk through the lambent dark of the forest, we were much occupied by an odd emphasis in Harms’ last words.


  “Of course he’s very much concerned not to seem an old invalid to his employers, a codger’s touchy pride so to speak,” I offered.


  "Yes but what about his words? 'Unnatural,' 'ordinary.' We mentioned nothing about the ... bizarre side of it all. He’s strongly denying something he’s felt. And indeed, how could he not feel it?”


  I hesitated before answering. "You know I got the feeling it was even more specific than that. I mean precisely because one can feel it so strongly, his stubbornness and certainty are striking. Caught unawares by such emotions and physical symptoms, most people would grasp at aid. It’s as if he’d been warned, told something. He’s affected, yes, but not amazed enough somehow.”


  "Unless we’re simply seeing the depressive effects at work in him, the insidious inertia.” As we neared our boat Mrs. Gregorius waved a fat arm and yoo-hooed us: "Oh professors! Come on and sit down with us now! We have some nice beer. And potato chips. We’ll teach you to play Hearts!” She and her companions drank only cocktails but early on they had seen us drinking beer and somehow formed the impression that it was all we drank.


  I bowed. It pleased Mrs. Gregorius to think us European in consequence, I suppose, of our being professors, so I tried to be continental with her, as this incidentally made it easier for us to keep our distance. "That is an extremely tempting invitation,” I replied, "but two old—foggies, I believe you say?—two old foggies like us must get our sleep.”


  "Oh bull! You come on now, it’s good beer!” This was Mrs. Chatsworth. The Chats worths were lean midwesterners. She was always saying "Oh bull!” followed by loud sociabilities: "Oh bull! You play twice as sharp as I do, I just had a lucky night!” She wore glasses with rhinestoned frames, though in fairness to her it should be said that they were only moderately rhinestoned.


  I felt we must make some gesture in response to their repeated invitations. At the same time I think that, in the weariness of our long, harrowing day, I sought a simple lightening of our burden, a sharing of the darkness with these temporary neighbors of ours. I saw, from a slightly alarmed movement of all four, that they believed for a minute I was coming aboard. I merely put my hand on the gunwale and spoke in a more courteous proximity:


  "We do appreciate your kindness, but in fact we’ve had a trying day. We’ve just been with the park rangers. Did you know that both of them are quite ill?”


  "Is that a fact?” said Mr. Gregorius. The others blinked. Sickness. And instantly we understood that they didn’t want to hear about it. Fat Mr. Gregorius—even heavier than his wife—had liverish cheeks and probably high blood-pressure too. Mrs. Chatsworth had such a severe cigarette cough as to be probably pre-carcinomic, while her husband, quietest of the group and kidded for being its heaviest drinker, presented, to my thinking, a distinctly jaundiced aspect pointing to some hepatic disorder. Thoughts of disease, of the body’s inexorable erosion, were precisely what they were fleeing by coming here. Their awkward silence, their almost palpable hostility to the news, caused me to frame a much feebler suggestion than that I had been about to venture: "Yes. Help is coming for them. But we hope there is nothing . . . unhealthful about the lake— perhaps some slight taint in the water?” "Oh bull,” said Mrs. Chatsworth, but with none of the friendly tone she usually gave these words.


  Her husband, a bald man with rake-thin limbs and a small pot stomach, said: "Oh hey now. Whole cities drink this water. You gotta know it’s OK. Maybe they picked up some bug.” And they all turned to trade anecdotes of flu bugs with each other, giving me their shoulders.


  As we gathered gear and provisions from our boat, I felt an upwelling of exasperation. "Damn it, Ernst! Others must feel something. They’re thoughtless, they’re heavy drinkers, never alone with the lake; or they’re not observers, younger, stronger—yes, yes, yes! It still doesn’t explain it! The poison about this place is just too strong—or too distinct anyway, too foul to be unnoticed. I mean out of a hundred and fifty other people there can’t be only two who ..."


  “We can only think what we’ve been shown how to think. We’re the only ones who have confronted this thing in its full intensity and learned to define its impact. And now, even at lower intensity, it is still, as you say, perfectly distinct to us. Nevertheless, Gerald"—and here my friend leaned closer and lowered his voice— "I believe we’re feeling the same thing. If only by the slightest degree, I think it’s stronger now, stronger than when we sat here after our hike.”


  We shouldered our gear and, probably to the surprise of our neighbors, set out once more for the highway. We were exhausted; every limb of us felt wrenched and drained of force, and yet we almost double-timed as we approached the limit of the lake’s aura, so grateful to our spirits was the concomitant dwindling of dread. We found, across the highway, a grove sheltered from the night breezes. In my brief instants of consciousness after bedding down, the clean air of that grove was like a balm, and the scent of its untainted trees, a heady wine.


  We woke with the sunrise. So pure was the morning, and so light were our hearts, that the prospect of re-entering the lake's unclean proximity seemed insurmountably loathsome and difficult.


  "We must finish up here. I won’t be chased off by this thing!” Ernst’s outburst reflected my own unspoken wish to flee the place entirely. From the vantage of our night’s "detoxification,” the lake seemed far more hellishly repellent than at any time before.


  "So let’s make a morning’s run of it,” I said, "and get our blood up for the job.”


  We cached our gear where we’d slept, changed our boots for our lighter shoes, and set off, carrying the pair of canteens and the fifth of bourbon we’d brought for Harms.


  We ran first out the highway for about a mile, then doubled back and plunged at full stride past the tollbooth and down the road to the rangers' house. The ploy helped, and perhaps too there was some diminution of the aura at this hour. But an ugly residuum was undeniably present. A sudden souring of mood and upsurgence of painful or grief-filled recollections, an almost physical sense of menace, a cringing of the flesh—these our momentum and the aeration of our blood dimmed, but did not efface.


  Harms answered our knock with a promptness, and displayed a smiling, showy pep that told us he had been watching for us. His face was probably no worse than before, but seen in natural light, it had more power to shock. The whisky pleased him, but he was noncommittal about using only the water we’d brought, and changed the subject. "I feel just fine. Arnold's took some oatmeal and coffee—skin looks bad though, I’ll say that. Well by Jesus, is that the spider you were talking about?” The obese black widow was still sprawled out in its web, for its perch a yard above the door was still in shadow. “My my that is a big one! You wait here and watch this.”


  He ducked inside and after a moment returned with a .22 pistol. Scarcely seeming to aim, he fired, and the huge bulb of the spider’s satiny abdomen burst like an exploded bubble. Harms winked at us. "Going to be just fine, and much obliged," he said. He returned inside, and closed the door.


  We had run almost out of the yard, when Ernst said: "Look!”


  The upper side window, Arnold's, was open, and Arnold stood gaping out of it at us. That side of the house took the morning sun directly. Arnold’s fissured, scabrous chest, and peeling face, looked profoundly repulsive in the light’s merciless clarity. We waved. He only stared. And his eyes, dreadful and white-rimmed in their fixity, were a perfect enigma, for they presented either idiot vacancy or paralyzed horror, I could not for my life determine which.


  "Do you see marks on the wall?” Ernst asked me suddenly out of our rapt silence. "From his windowsill—there—on down in a diagonal down to the wall's lakeside, lower corner?” Ernst’s voice might have been some magic incantation, so completely did it transport me from that place and moment, back to the dark staircase of the night before. And as my eye traveled the line he described, a prickling horror traveled up my nape. The marks were not distinct—scarcely more than abrasions of the weathered siding. It was the sequence of them, so damnably coherent though its units were so vague, that made me smell the stench, and feel the queasy, waiting darkness of that moment before Ernst’s light-beam had demolished the strangling shadows. We had taken advantage of the phone call’s hiatus, and not spoken of it since. Now I said: "We felt something leave that room, did we not? Wasn’t that precisely the feeling?”


  "That was precisely the feeling.”


  I looked at my dear friend of twenty years. His biting, black eyes, snowcapped as it were by the shaggy brows, were almost humorous. I said to him in an awed tone:


  "We’re mad, Ernst.”


  "As march hares. Remember the Najal myth of the Watchers? The watchers-against-evil? The ‘men whose thoughts are prepared’? It’s been given to us to be such men, Gerald.” "We must have breakfast, and a drink, and we must talk.”


  Ernst nodded. "We must have eggs and Canadian bacon and biscuits, and then several large whisky-coffees, and we must talk. We must prepare.”


  V


  We built a small (and illegal) fire at our highway-side camp, and ate like wolves. For our Irish coffee it was necessary to return to the boat, where our whisky was, but a new energy and objectivity had entered our mood, and we did not find it difficult to walk back, having devised a clear agenda for ourselves once we should arrive there.


  First, I set up my portable typewriter, while Ernst made and spiked the coffee. Then, our spirits buoyed by generous infusions of this beverage, we set to making fieldnotes of our entire six days at the lake. We used the technique we had developed for the few archaeological "digs” we had accompanied, strictly as amateurs of course. I wrote a wide-spaced first draft, in discussion with Ernst, and then he went over it and interlineated additions.


  This process brought formerly disregarded things to mind. The very first day one of the children had energetically run up and down the docks. His Daddy had run over a fish, a carp he thought it was, in a shallow cove at the west end of the lake. The fish, he swore, had been a third the size of the boat. "Just like an old log! Like we just woke it up by hitting it! It went off real dazed. Mom said we must've knocked it silly!”


  His family had left the following day, largely due to the derision his tale roused among other campers. A nickname was circulated for the boy, who had a nasal voice and gawky posture and was not the type of boy who is automatically popular among adults. They had called him "Big Fish”—he had pouty lips that were rather fishlike. We even remembered the Chatsworths and Gregoriuses chuckling over the matter. The wretched youth awoke such obstreperous ridicule from his peers with the naive energy of his boasting, that there followed tears, scufflings, and the Fish family’s departure the next afternoon. Ernst recalled catching a glimpse of the mother's face at the window of their car as the family pulled out.


  "I was struck at the time,” he told me, "and now the more I consider it, the clearer her look’s meaning becomes. Because there was no anger or vindictiveness in it, or even consciousness of the other campers. The woman was simply afraid, deeply frightened. And at the very last—it was what snagged the impression in my mind, I think—I saw her sweep her eyes over the entire scene—water, shoreline, hills. It was the place as a whole that frightened her.”


  "Seeing a nine-foot carp in the water—and we can assume they actually saw it, I think— would be pretty frightening.”


  "No, it was that and more, Gerald. One confrontation with an unusual animal doesn’t leave that deep and engrossing kind of fear, not after a whole day has passed. I think she saw the color, and became aware of the aura, perhaps saw it concentrated in the animal, and afterwards was able to perceive its general diffusion.”


  "Good. I remember feeling that their leaving was a distinct over-reaction to their boy’s misadventure. If we take the inference as sound, then we have both color and aura being manifested just about when the rangers fell sick. Since they’ve always drunk the water, its sick-making properties had a sudden onset. Perhaps the color and the aura, then, at least at their present level of intensity, have also had a sudden onset. Against this is the fact that giantism, unnatural motility, feebleness appear strikingly in other life forms, and such characteristics argue long periods of contamination, a matter of months or weeks at the least.”


  "That gives us an endemic condition which has lately, within the last week or so, begun to—”


  "Yoo hoo! Good morning, professors!” Mrs. Gregorius, perhaps feeling apologetic about last night’s slight coldness, waved to us from their boat. She wore a blouse and shorts of a striking, not to say alarming, floral pattern. Her chubby husband, in matching trunks, waved too and held up a picnic hamper, comically pantomiming its great weight.


  "Little outing!” he called. We smiled and nodded and called out inane encouragements. Mrs. Chatsworth appeared from the hold under an extravagantly wide-brimmed straw hat and waved a smoking cigarette at us, ordering us to join them at once for “a wonderful picnic with plenty of beer," and telling us our regretful excuses were so much bull. Presently the convivial four—three of them already at the card table while Mr. Gregorius piloted— cast off. Their boat, the Venturesome Gal, swung out onto the lake in a smooth, lazy arc.


  We worked with our notes awhile longer, but soon felt we had exhausted the resources of recall and speculation. It was time to undertake the exploratory work we’d set ourselves. Our aim was a second tour of the lake, this time from just offshore, with the purpose of simply adding to our stock of observations.


  In truth, we had a second purpose that we spoke less of. It was in preparation for this latter that we put in at the first secluded cove we came upon. Here I unpacked, oiled and loaded my pistol, a .357 magnum revolver, while Ernst did likewise with his Enfield. Despite my profound disturbances of recent days, the act of strapping on my harness—I have an arrangement that lets the gun ride just below my left armpit—struck me with a powerful sense of the ludicrous and melodramatic. I made some joke about what schoolboys we were with our lethal toys, but Ernst shook his head, refusing to smile. It irritated me


  "You can’t deny it’s foolish," I told him. "The two elements simply don’t go together. What has an environmental aura to do with a concrete, single . . . form, or animal, such as might climb a wall or be hit with a bullet?”


  "The mere fact you say that shows me your intuitive conviction is precisely like mine: the two phenomena have to do with each other, are somehow related, different though they seem in their natures. They are aspects of one and the same evil. Deny that if you really believe otherwise.”


  “The melancholy, infuriating fact is, my friend, that I do not believe otherwise. And I have other bizarre convictions. I think, for instance, that Arnold was not just sick from drinking the water. I think he looked the way he did because whatever it was that climbed up that wall had been feeding on him."


  I am not sure how Ernst took that confession—I know that I terrified myself with it, in spite of my humorous self-defense. Ernst only nodded, letting the thought hang over us through the long, sunlit silence. “Guns feel appropriate now,” I said after a while, "but also futile.” We poured ourselves three inches of bourbon each. Homo faber, Man the Maker, has wrought in his time many marvels, but few have made so many glad as whisky has. We opened chasers of icy brown beer and sipped them as Ernst swung us out upon our circuit.


  Landlocked bodies of water can possess a mysterious element of personality that the sea, in its universal sprawl, lacks. I have always loved mountain lakes, and have had a lifelong acquaintance with more than a few. This one was like none I had ever known. In that long afternoon’s tour of its every cove and inlet, my feeling, for the first time, was not one of discovering the character or ‘‘face’’ of the lake. Rather, it was as if we were exploring the contours of an immense mask, a vast deception. The water’s gold and blue, the sky’s flawless, blazing emptiness, the slopes velvet-lush with the forest's infinitude of greens—all this splendor had an almost nauseating vividness, a poisonous tinge of exaggeration, falsity. Meanwhile, beneath the fair surfaces—under the water, within the trees—we heard and felt incessant restive energies. The water’s spasmodic lurch and chuckle, the forest’s buzz and rustle, made the air rumorous, and time and again we seemed to catch furtive bursts of speech, spates of half-deciphered obscenity, sniggerings, or foul, swift allusions to unspeak- abilities beneath on the lake-bottom where a long-drowned forest rotted.


  The hours unrolled. We drank a good deal, and felt it less and less. For all we sensed, we actually saw nothing. We spoke more and more briefly, and finally, not at all.


  But just as the sun was touching the hills—we had covered a good two thirds of the lake’s rim— Ernst burst out:


  "Just look at that color! The intensity! Look at it. The farthest thing you could imagine from that other color. And yet this must be one of the ugliest days I have ever lived through!”


  "Do you hear something?” I asked him. "Listen.” I was at the wheel now, and I throttled down. In the absence of our own noise, a small, harsh sound came chopping over the lake’s emptiness. Then, at the same moment, we both saw the little whiteness—perhaps a mile off—speeding toward us from the opposite shore.


  In a few moments more, I identified the cause of the sound’s initial oddness.


  "It’s going full throttle straight across the waves—hear the extra roar at each trough? Yes, see how it's just hammering right through?” The evening breeze had raised a gentle pattern of two-foot waves out in the lake’s center, and the pilot of that boat was charging athwart it without seeming to care about the rough ride he must be having.


  "Looks like he’ll curve in upshore from us,” Ernst said.


  "He’s not slowing at all! It’s the Venturesome Gal, see?”


  "Why isn't he slowing?”


  As the craft charged into the smoother waters of the perimeter, and picked up speed, it must have been moving at well over thirty- five knots. It seemed not so much guided, as to be following a set trajectory, as if Mr. Gregorius, or whoever piloted it, were holding the rudder at a fixed position and accelerating to the maximum.


  "He's not going to stop!” Ernst cried. I swung us out and sped toward where the Gal was aimed. Well before we reached her she plunged at full throttle from our view, and into a cove upshore. A second later we heard a grinding and splintery crash, and a bit after, the gargle of snuffed engines.


  She was gutted against a granite outcrop which had spiked the bows and held her fast. The afterwash of the impact had drowned both motors. I brought us in gingerly, as near as was safe. The Gal's plunge had taken her over a good ten yards of dangerous shallows, however, and I had to put in a short distance away from her. I had no sooner nosed up to the bank than Ernst leapt ashore with the Enfield.


  "One at a time, Gerald! We have a duty to be cautious.”


  I had to moor our bow and anchor us astern to keep our engines away from the steep granite shelf of the bank, and I did not argue with him. As I worked I watched him make his way to the Gal, calling our neighbors’ names as he went. Silence answered him, and he clambered over the nearest gunwale. The latter was tilted up, obscuring my view of the boat’s topsides. I heard Ernst, as he dropped aboard, grunt with shock. Long minutes passed, and then I heard him cry aloud. I had just secured us, and I jumped ashore. I was not halfway to the Gal before Ernst reappeared. He was unharmed, but visibly appalled. He grasped my shoulder with his free hand, and glared into my eyes. His face was bloodless, dry-lipped, and his voice scarcely his own.


  "You must see it too, Gerald. We are both Watchers, maybe the only fully alerted witnesses. We must know the Enemy. So look on its work. Go look. It is unspeakable.”


  I climbed aboard. The reeking mess that clogged the afterdeck was a tangle of inanimate objects, and yet the whole spoke of human agony with a hideous, instantaneous eloquence that a jumble of actual corpses could scarcely have surpassed. The card table had been torn from its footings in the deck, and shattered; the chairs were tortured knots of metal tubing; the deck was garishly smeared with guacamole and bean dip, crushed potato chips, abundant glass shards and puddled whisky—and with other, more pitiful and repulsive substances as well. For regurgitated food, and excrement, were there to testify to helpless, prolonged struggles, and poor homo sapiens in the last extremes of panic and desperate pain. Last of all did I distinguish more particular remnants, like fragments of those simple, genial personalities we had known so little: a pair of rhinestoned glasses, a gaudy zori sandal, a halter top with a glaring floral pattern.


  When I had stood gazing for a long time, Ernst’s voice came up to me from the shore: "Look in the cabin, Gerald!” And so I went forward, cringingly through the feculent debris. And looking in, I saw the navigator where, thrown from his seat, he lay on his back along the narrow cabin floor.


  I must say here that I have, in a long and not inactive life, seen more than my share of the grim, lethal miseries to which flesh is heir. Yet I was not then prepared to face what I saw, and I can scarcely now support the anguish of recalling it. The bright floral print shorts that the navigator wore were as they had been that morning, but they were the only thing about Mr. Gregorius that was. For as to his body, once so glossy and softly sleek, there was now only such a seamed husk as a spider leaves of a worm, a leached and shriveled bag that once had held a fat life. Mr. Gregorius was a blackened, cheesy residue of flesh upon a skeleton of chalk—for just as easily as chalk, the bones of that hand snapped as the thing, struggling to rise, leaned on it.


  Yes! It moved! That face, that twisted charcoal mask—its cracked jaw stirred, the black, dehydrated lips stretched and snarled to bring words from the pithless shaft of the throat. It moved and strained to lift itself even while its fingers snapped with the slightest pressure, and its eyes were no more than lumps of blind, snotty tissue, dry as raisins in the shrivelled sockets. The blasphemy! That such a thing should stir, and feel, and know!


  I here declare for any man to read what my next act was, and I feel myself safe from prosecution by anyone with a human soul still active in him. I drew my revolver, and then and there administered a speedy balm to Mr. Gregorius, poor, luckless man, casual traveller in an unsuspected hell. What had his writhings and gibbered pleas availed him against the remorseless gluttony of those inconceivable jaws? Two slugs—in breast and temple (my hand was steady to the need!)—extinguished his last, feebly guttering awareness of the nameless violation that had been worked upon him.


  At Ernst's alarmed shout, I floundered dizzily off that accursed craft. His eyes turned a horrified question upon me, and I said, with what remained of my voice: "He was still alive!"


  Though my friend’s shock was profound, he mastered himself sufficiently to get us aboard our boat and pilot us swiftly out to open waters, while for a long time I sat slack and dazed, in a growing paralysis, feeling as if I had just, with those two bullets, slain forever all Sanity, all Peace left in the world.


  VI


  We went out onto the middle of the lake and drifted there. We shared more bourbon, not speaking. Dark fell, and deepened, and though we struggled so long in silence, still we could not accept what we had witnessed—could not allow that it had happened, and go on from there. At last Ernst said: “It’s no good resisting and denying! It was reality!”


  "Yes," I said. "And we should have gone below, in case the other three were down there. But I couldn’t do it—not then, nor now.” "Neither could I. No. But I noticed they had the stern-line out, trailing a broken branch in the water. They were moored somewhere. The ... Enemy struck. I think Mr. Gregorius was in the cabin when it did, because all the cabin glass was broken, as if by something trying to get in. It got in. And it fed. But maybe it couldn't get its victim out. The other three on the afterdeck, once they were stricken, they would be easy to drag off the boat. Perhaps as the Enemy was doing this, intending to return for its more firmly lodged victim, Gregorius managed to start the engines and tear loose.”


  I was nodding agreement even as I gaped with disbelief at the delirious images our speculations presented to us. "Sane inferences, or stark madness? I swear I can’t tell, Ernst! Every thought feels like lunacy, yet it has to be lunacy to deal with this at all. A thing that feeds on horror! That’s what it is, what it must be. That its victims should still live after such fearful depletions and inner damage— it's propping up their lives as it feeds! Feasting on their anguish just as much as on their bodies. It is a thing that knows, chooses, relishes . .."


  "And the aura,” Ernst said, "the color—they are part of it somehow. They breed anguish in the mind even when the body is untouched.”


  We had more whisky. Speaking out had crystallized our horror, and now both will and purpose began to be revived in us. Helped by the liquor’s heat, and no more than a spark at first, anger kindled—I felt it gratefully at the center of my heart, thawing the cold dread out of me. Presently we arrived at a plan of action.


  The search for the Venturesome Gal's fatal anchorage must wait till daylight. The courier, who was due at any time after dark, could help us set it in motion, and meanwhile, before he took them off, we wanted to speak more closely with the two rangers, Arnold especially. For it seemed almost certain to us now that he had suffered direct contact with that which had wrought the afternoon’s horror, and we urgently wanted any hint available of its aspect and nature.


  Perhaps I will cause no surprise by saying that a certain disparity existed between what Arnold had suffered, and the fate of the Gregorius party—and that this disparity had a hideous suggestiveness that much occupied us as we steered for the rangers’ pier. Last night the Enemy had fed far more lightly, and fled the approach of two men. Today it had ravaged four at a stroke, and had exhibited a hellishly total gluttony.


  We had expected some difficulty in making out the rangers’ house, which had been so scantly lit the night before. In fact a veritable signal fire pinpointed the pier for us while we were still well out upon the lake. The shred of bright orange flame appeared to be on the pier's foot, and for this reason we feared it was an accidental blaze. But as we drew near, we heard a frantic motor-roar, followed by a confused sound of crashing vegetation. After a moment a pair of headlights came on at a crazy angle amid the trees below the embankment of the rangers' yard. We sped up to the pier, and hurried ashore.


  It was a bizarre—even a diabolically comic— convergence of confusion, for even as we ran toward the flame we heard another vehicle swing into the yard and brake with a startled skid. Its door squeaked and banged. And then we had reached the fire.


  What we at first took to be the jutting ends of the timbers that composed the fire had almost immediately ceased to seem so. They were too suggestively shaped. They were in fact two arms, and two legs. The air was heady with gasoline. We reeled near and gaped upon the black, scabbed trunk that was the fire’s core. A horn began to sound—a shattering noise across the lake’s quiet. Still we could not take our eyes away from the cracking, spitting stump amid the flames.


  "Gerald! Look at the hands!”


  The mere turning of my eyes in obedience to my friend's harsh whisper brought—with new horror—understanding. Several inches of unscorched sleeve and cuff remained on each forearm—yet the wrists and hands protruding from them were blackened, split and twisted in a manner that would have suggested severe burning to anyone who had not seen what we had seen scant hours before.


  "Harms,” I said. "He did what I did. We’ve got to leave here now, Ernst, and bring help. Organization ... weapons.”


  "We’ll follow the courier out."


  The horn sounded again. The fire seemed to threaten nothing, and we left it burning and ran round the house, into the yard. The courier— for so the park service truck in the yard’s center declared him to be—stood at the brink of the yard, beaming his flashlight down upon the other truck, Harms’. It lay on its side amidst the broken saplings below. Harms was in the cab, one arm flapping dazedly at the door, to free himself, and the other blaring on the horn with fury at the courier’s immobility. Ghastly comedy! So the courier’s trance would have been in the face of the old man’s impotent fury—had it not been for that same face’s aspect, its broken, bulging lips, its seamed and dryly pulsing throat! That face was very nearly as bad as Arnold’s had been the night before, and in the flashlight beam it was— contorted by toil and fear—like a living gargoyle’s.


  The courier, a slight and youngish man, started tremendously as we came up to him, for we, foolish in our own alarm, surged out of the dark at his sides without hailing him. We were later to learn that his aid had been enlisted in the evacuations of the bus disaster’s victims; he had gone sleepless all the previous night, and had during those hours seen some mangled unfortunates quite near at hand. At the time, however, we felt that his near-panic— such indeed was his state—was adequately accounted for by the sudden vision of Harms’ face.


  "Mr. Nugent?” I said, “We are terribly sorry to startle you, sir. We are Doctors Carlsberg and Stembruck. We called in.” I went on in this vein, as smoothly and reassuringly as possible, while Ernst edged down the embankment and, finding the trees' support firm enough, stood on the truck and got Harms door open. When Nugent was sufficiently calmed he aided us with the flashlight while we got Harms out of the cab and up into the yard. Luckily he was far lighter than even his wizened looks had promised, almost unreally light. Then I addressed my friend loudly, for Nugent’s benefit:


  "Let’s go down with Mr. Nugent. You tie up the boat et itouffer le feu and I’ll help Mr. Nugent get Harms comfortable in the truckbed. I'll ride down back there with Harms and you can follow in our car.’’


  Nugent did not catch the aside, and seemed glad enough of a course of action to seize. By the time the truckbed was prepared, and Harms wrapped and ensconced in it, he had accomplished the recovery of self-control we had been working for. In fact he became somewhat fractious, growing rather stiffly aware that he, the official, had so far shown no initiative. By the time we were finished and Ernst was returning from his battening-down, Nugent was admonishing us for using the rangers’ pier and protesting the present emergency as the only thing that could induce him to allow our boat’s temporary tenure there. Having gotten a clip-board from the seat of his truck, he now tucked it meaningfully under his arm, more as a power fetish than implement of use, it seemed. "And now," he demanded of us, "where is Mr. Jarvis?”


  The man was ready. Ernst said gently: "He is dead, Mr. Nugent. Harms burned his body with gasoline, no doubt an act of delirium. I’ve just extinguished it. It’s on the pier.” Nugent’s shaky-voiced insistence on seeing the body made me glad of our circumspection. Even the dead ashes, revealed by pulling back the blankets with which Ernst had smothered them, so shook him that he was very near hysteria in an instant—and did they not shake us as well to the very soul? He glared at us, backing away, his head coming back officially.


  "We're going to need a lot more information about this. A lot more information.” His voice was ghastly, and his horror at the corpse was clearly overflowing into a paranoiac suspicion of ourselves. I was thankful we had left our guns aboard the boat when we came ashore. Ernst was beginning to remonstrate with him when Harms’ voice, an eerie husk of the voice I remembered, came to us.


  "Nugent! Nugent! I did it! I burned Arnold! Nugent, hurry!”


  As we returned to the truck we saw a spindly form sit up from its bed, as some reanimated skeleton might do from its coffin. So unreal was that shape that Nugent drew his flashlight and beamed it on Harms’ face, keeping him, as it were, at bay with this lance of light.


  "Just leave him to burn,” that hideous, tattered face said as we neared. "Get his feet too! His hands, all of him! Wasn’t an inch left of him not rotted and blasted clean through. I knew it without looking! I got me the auxiliary can off the truck, Nugent. Nugent? I soaked him, mainly his face, that was the worst. Then I lit it. Thank God that ended him! You hear me, Nugent?”


  I gently forced him to lie back—how I hated touching him!—and his face calmed, the pithless body yielding easily. Ernst got in front, and I in back with Harms.


  During our drive to pick up our car, Ernst urged on Nugent the idea of a contamination in the lake as the cause of Harms' sickness. Nugent resisted it vigorously. He had not been given any instruction regarding an evacuation order—this despite our laborious insistence on the telephone the night before. It was only the horror of what he had witnessed that at length induced him to do as much as he did. While Ernst unlocked and started our car Nugent drove to the verge of the lot, switched on his spotlight and took out a bullhorn.


  "Please exercise caution. The lake water may be hazardous to health. Please use caution! The lakewater may be hazardous to your health!


  He kept repeating these idiotic phrases, and slowly strafing the docks with his light. The electric brutality of his amplified voice woke dozens, heads popped up from cabins, lanterns were kindled, and frail, unamplified voices began to call questions. But then, just as he was getting an alerted audience, Nugent broke off and swung the truck out of the lot. We roared off, with Ernst behind us, speeding to catch up.


  Whatever Nugent’s timidity afoot, he was a demon at the wheel. And I confess that I felt, with him, a mountingly urgent impulse simply to flee this place, be gone from and free of it. Abortive though the warning had been, these people had been warned. Let them now awake and flee in their turn, or let them be damned. We had done all we could and had, for the moment, power to do no more.


  We swung for hours through the dark. At length the wind of our progress pouring against my hooded head had lulled me to the brink of sleep. Just then I heard Harms' voice: “You were talking about the water.”


  I moved nearer to him. “What about it?” I asked.


  “That’s not all there is to it. It's what did me, all right. Lord God, this afternoon it took me terrible, I could just feel it cracking and splitting me inside, and I was drinking our water, you see. But what got Arnold was more. What got Arnold was something that come out of the water.”


  He only laughed when I urged him on, so I desisted. After a silence his thin voice came again, a little stronger.


  “The trees were poisoned, and he had to sail away. Had to cross the ocean and escape something that lived among the poison trees.” Another silence. Then: "This is Arnold, I mean. He started to raving, 'bout mid-afternoon, just as I was taking so sick myself. I could barely make the stairs when he started shouting. Got up there and held him down. He looked not much worse but his jabbering! That boy never lived near the sea in his life, but he was saying he always had and he still did and he had to get away from this forest out onto the open water of the ocean. I got him quieted and went back down, and then I was out, so sick myself I passed out soon as my head touched down.


  “It was just dark when I woke up. I felt a draft down from the stairwell, made me think Arnold might have got his door open. It was so quiet I thought I might be still asleep and dreaming it. I went up the stairs. The door was open and the room was empty. I don’t know why I did it, but I went real quiet over to the window, instead of going down outside to find him. I went up to the window very slow and careful, and looked out of it. Arnold was there, all right. He'd waded a little ways into the water by the foot of the pier. And there was something with him, on him, around him. It had him the way a spider takes a bug it’s sucking on. Jesus God, a spider was what it was most like, and big as Arnold himself, and all of a color like no color of God’s earth!


  "And Lord help me, I didn’t move for as long as I saw it there, and I didn’t stir to help till I saw it climb off Arnold, satisfied, and go back into the water. And all the time it had him, Arnold was twitching and struggling, and his mouth was working like he was begging or praying..."


  Out of a long silence, I asked: "How did you get him up onto the pier?”


  "Get him up onto the pier!?" My nape crawled at the tone in which Harms said this. "I didn't get him up onto the pier—that’s how far he’d crawled by the time I got down there!”


  There was another silence I did not try to break. Harms went on: "I got the gas. I worked fast. He rolled on his back and opened his mouth, like to say something. His tongue was like one of them walnuts you open and find all black and shrunk up in the shell. Some of the gasoline went in his mouth, and when he tasted it he nodded his head like saying yes, hurry! When I saw he was finished, I tried to run then. Damn truck was in gear and lurched off the bank.”


  The road was straighter now, though the terrain was still lightless and wild. Among the eastern stars I thought I saw the premonition of dawn. When Harms’ voice came again it had an ugly, sneering humor in it. "You know what it is I’m dying of, Perfesser? I’m dying of Fool-itis. I’m dying of being a goddamned fool. My sister Sharon told me to be watching, always to be watching. Watch for the color, she said. My Daddy’s farm was in that same valley the lake is now, and there was some poisoning or wasting sickness took a whole family up the valley from us. That was my first year off from home, but Lord, I should have believed, the way Sharon went on about it, I should have believed her. You know she got me this job? More’n thirty years ago. And all so that I should be watching, you see, watching for the color. And God damn me for a fool, I’ve laughed at her in my mind these thirty and more years, and I haven't watched for nothing. But if you care, Perfesser, if you want to stop this thing, you go to her, you go to my sister, Miss Sharon Harms. She knows what this thing is. I’ll tell you her address, and you say it back to me.”


  I readily agreed. There was such a strange earnestness in the way he made me rehearse the information several times aloud, that I asked him if he felt well, or if he feared losing consciousness. A bark of laughter came up from that shadow-face, buttressed amid sleeping bags.


  “Fear losing consciousness, Perfesser? Thank you kindly for everything, but everything inside me’s dead and rotten. I can feel things tear and break like drenched cardboard. Everything about me but my mind is already dead. I’m not about to fear losing consciousness, nossir!” What followed instantly was a sharp spike of noise stabbing my ears and recognizable only after a moment—so unlooked-for was it—as the discharge of a twenty-two pistol.


  VII


  An elderly lady living amid cats—the notion suggests certain concomitants: embroidered comforters, photographs crowding the mantel, a smell of simmering preserves.


  Miss Sharon Harms, though she was an elderly lady living amid many cats—topaz- or opal-eyed brutes, fat and glossy, languorous or menacing, mounting or slowly pouring off of or sleeping curled up on every stick of furniture in the small parlor—was surrounded by a very different aura indeed. Her walls, so small in their physical extent, were labyrinths of mood and image. Sketches, watercolors, oils and prints covered every square inch of them. And the smell of the place was far from culinary. The reek of paint, solvent, fixative, ink was tonic, the breath of a still vigorous mind, so to speak.


  Vigor was in her person as well. She was short and spare, her face rather large and big-featured for her frame’s slightness. Age had rather tautened than loosened her skin, and one saw a kindly authority in her strong nose and shapely, slightly jutting chin. She wore rather thick glasses, and yet her gaze was so prompt and direct it made her seem sharp-sighted.


  We could not forbear peering at her abundant works—for so a common technique suggested most of them to be, despite a wide variety of medium and subject—and we were perhaps the more apt to do this because of the painfulness of the conversation before us. Miss Harms acknowledged our repeated compliments, which her work well deserved, With warmth and brevity. This, and her general calm, showed her to be something of the stoic her brother had been, for she knew of his suicide from my phone call of the previous day, and it had not failed to move her.


  She had had no more than the gist of the news when, in a voice which betrayed tears, she had anticipated my account of her brother’s symptoms with graphic precision. She had finished by saying:


  “But they aren’t symptoms, Professor, not of a sickness. They’re the marks of a killer, and the killer comes out of that lake."


  If I had needed any further encouragement in what amounted to our dishonesty with the Sheriff’s Department—from which I was calling—these words would have provided it, revealing as they did a potential ally precisely informed about the horror we had discovered, and making me doubly anxious lest we be detained. As it was, Ernst and I, there by the roadside where we had pulled over at Harms’ suicide, had already swiftly agreed on a less-than-candid report for the authorities. Nugent’s tendency to hysterical suspicion of us was making itself all too clear from his rantings at my “failure of responsibility" even after I had explained the complete obscurity in which Harms had acted.


  Our tale was certainly not subjected to a searching appraisal, for only a sole, distracted deputy was to be found in the station to take our report. The misrepresentation in what we said to this young man lay primarily in what we left out. I said nothing of Harms’ last conversation, and of the Venturesome Gal we said we had seen her run seriously aground, as we hastened toward the rangers’ pier, and we were sure that her owners had looked unwell that morning. In short, we did all we could to stimulate an official discovery of that ghastly wreck, without making reference to incredible manifestations, or to humane but illegal acts of euthanasia.


  The exceptional stress we put on the idea of the lake’s contamination seemed to arouse in Nugent an increasing defensiveness, but the bickering between us had the lucky result of harassing the deputy beyond his patience, and motivating him to transcribe our statements swiftly and send us on our way. His distraction had an obvious cause. The dispatcher's exchanges with officers in the field, broadcast from a speaker on the wall, suggested an unusually active climate of accident and unrest in the several townships comprising the county.


  I do not pretend to a professional grasp of criminological norms, but surely two combination murder-suicides perpetrated by despondent heads-of-households in different towns on the same afternoon, constituted an alarming statistic. In the worse of the two a pregnant mother had drugged her children, drenched them and their room with gasoline, and set it afire. Incredibly to us, the Deputy’s attention was not caught by the item; the incessant reports of highway collisions, violent altercations in bars, a riot in the correctional facility, and even of a rampaging, assaultive mad dog, seemed to be something to which he lent only half an ear, unwillingly, alert only for some specific call on his own services.


  But Nugent plainly both heard the item and registered its hideous similarity to our experience. Rather than dispose him to greater acceptance of our alarmism, however, this seemed to crystallize his opposition. I suppose the young man’s cup of horror, a-filling since the bus disaster two days before, had simply run over. I cannot, even now, despite his undeniable instrumentality in the later, unspeakable atrocity, blame him much for the posture of rigid denial (in the psychologist’s sense of that term) that he now adopted. When our depositions were completed and Ernst, having ascertained from the Deputy that the county drew its water from the lake, suggested that the water’s deleterious effects were partly responsible for the calamities we were even then hearing broadcast, Nugent spoke up fiercely:


  “Mr. Carlsberg, I’m going to call my superiors, and I'm going to set up an immediate check on that water and I’m going to personally offer my services to conduct that check, so believe you me sir that everything possible is going to be done about this idea of yours, and you can stop sitting there and accusing the Park Services Department to my face of pollution or contamination or whatever, and you can wait until we have some specific facts before you go spreading a panic when things are bad enough as it is without that.”


  This prodigious sentence was followed by others, and Ernst and I quickly agreed, by a shared glance, to abandon futile insistence— which could produce but scant action from an already overtaxed constabulary—in favor of pursuing whatever new information Sharon Harms might possess about the Enemy that we had just discovered. We cut Nugent off with courteous thanks for his aid, and agreed to convey to Miss Harms the Deputy’s message that her brother’s body might have to be retained for several days before it could be autopsied. We left those two embattled servants of the public weal to their own devices, and came away.


  Now, though we had done no more than look at Miss Harms’ graphics, I felt that new insights—frightening ones—were indeed impending for us. There was about her, underlying the friendly patience with which she bore our perusals, a tautness, as of urgent purpose in abeyance. Moreover her work, apart from the respect its technical mastery inspired, hinted an eerie competence in the super-real that felt, ominously, very much to the point of our visit. The work was, with few exceptions, mythic in theme: symbolic monsters, dream landscapes, mass rituals invested with a cryptic eloquence of gesture and atmosphere, visions of cyclopean cities bizarrely architected, battle-scapes of uncouth soldiery under alien skies. No devoted interpreter of the Human Dream—and such we were, Ernst and I, if nothing else—could have forbore to look, and look again.


  And, when we had so far overcome our distraction as to sit on the couch from which Miss Harms had evicted no less than four cats—why, then one canvas more caught our attention with such force, we rose once more. It was a country scene at night, a house, bam, and well, backgrounded by the denuded trees of an orchard. These trees had a wrenched, unpleasantly sinuous posture, and one understood that they were writhing, with a motion no earthly breeze could ever impart. But horripilatious as this was, the canvas presented a yet more striking and frightening feature, one which trees, house, barn and well all shared—namely, a faint corona, a kind of polychromatic exhalation outlining every one of them.


  Very earthly colors, of course, were used in composing that hellish lambency, but they had been so mingled as to suggest a wholly alien spectrum, a color that was liverish, leaden, and at the same time corruscated with furtive, obscene nuances of ghastly rainbow. The work was a triumph of innuendo and illusion. I turned from it to Miss Harms and said, rather dramatically, I fear:


  “Madam, not only is this canvas a marvel of technique, it is a proof of our own sanity. A terrible proof. The luminescence that you’ve put—implied here, is precisely that which we have seen on the lake where we met your brother.”


  Perhaps my ending with that word added a resurgence of grief to the confusion of urgency and artistic pride she was already clearly feeling, but she looked at me without answering, her lips parted as though she would speak, and at last she said, with a forlorn smile that apologized for the non-sequitur:


  “Will you gentlemen drink something? I’m sorry to say I’ve got beer and I’ve got bourbon, but nothing else.”


  We hastened to applaud the idea of bourbon and water. When she brought us the stoneware mugs from her kitchen, her eyes were more pinkly rimmed than they had been. We drank. The bourbon had been poured with a bold and liberal hand. She spoke after one of those long breaths that follow tears.


  “I thank you for your praise. It is good, isn't it? And my Lord, to think there’s someone I could say that to, someone that knows it's true! It's very close, isn’t it? You see how thick the paint lies in the halo-ing? It took some doing, I promise you. But the memory was strong. I had a friend that lived on that farm back when I was a girl, and that color, whatever it may be, whatever manner of creature or plague—killed him. Consumed him.


  I’ve lived all my life since, remembering that. For almost fifty years I have remembered faithfully, and I have expected that the thing would come back. So it has. And now it’s had my brother Hazzard, in the same way it had Danny Simes.”


  Pain had so far overtaken her composure that Ernst, with an apology for our precipitousness, began to suggest we return the following day. This caused her to shake not just her head, but her entire person. With one decisive shudder her small frame pulled itself into a posture of new energy. "Nossir. Don’t think of it, Doctor Carlsberg. What ease could there be for me now except for revenge? Hazzard’s dead, and it's my fault alone, and that there’s no mending. But revenge is something. It's a damn sight better than nothing, as my father would have said it.”


  "But how is Mr. Harms' death your fault?" I protested, "and how—’’


  "Please, Dr. Stembruck. What we have to have is an agreement. I would be obliged to hear what you know first, because mine will take longer, and there are books I want you to look at. But before we even start we have to agree. I am not to be shut out of any part of anything we do to kill our Enemy. It's my hunt too, gentlemen, whatsoever we might do, every step of the way. I’m too old to be bamboozled out of the chance to do my most important work of all. No chivalrous horse- puckey then, but a straight contract. Are we agreed?”


  Her frank and humorous eye admitted of no grandiloquent posturings, nor did her tart remark on age fail to strike home. But there was more than this behind our prompt and smiling acceptance of her terms. For that direly numinous phosphorescence, ingeniously embodied on her canvas, that inconceivable Enemy of ours so clearly sprang from another segment of the Universe’s infinite spectrum of Entity, that before it there was no point in distinction of sex, or sex’s roles. What we opposed to it was our mere humanity, gravely vulnerable as it is in all of woman born.


  And so Ernst brought out the notes we had made. He read them aloud to Miss Harms, and I followed up with what supplementary recollections occurred to me. Miss Harms asked many questions. How sharply delineated was the campsite and beach zone of minimal “contamination”? Were we sure the vegetation there was inert as well as non-phosphore-scent? What about the psychic effects? Had they not, within the zone, had the same pathological quality, and merely suffered a diminution of stridency, like a radio station that is “turned down”? Judging by the marks we had seen on the wall, how large a thing had made them? How specific had her brother been about the size of the thing that had Arnold?


  The questions probed in a direction our own thoughts had explored. In the depths of fearful speculation, we were beginning to discern a hideous purposiveness and development a-lurking. When we had done speaking, we waited for Miss Harms’ revelations in the gravest silence. She stood up, rubbing her shoulders with her hands, as against chill. She smiled ruefully. "I'll start by refilling our glasses.


  She did so, and with the same laudable sufficiency as before. When she had taken two savoring swallows, she began.


  "If I was to go out on that lake, I could probably steer to a place right smack above a farm that was down in the valley, before they built the dam and filled it. And the fact is I did just that with Hazzard once. He mumbled and grumbled against it every foot of the way, but he owed me for getting him the job of ranger there so he did it. Well there was no being absolutely sure, but finally I judged we were almost directly over it, and Hazzard figured the water there would be about a hundred feet deep. All right then. That farm down there under a hundred foot of water, if we’re right, that’s the Simes farm. Little Danny Simes lived there with his Daddy, his Momma and his brothers. I went to the same school as Danny and his brothers did—that’s down there too I expect, at the other side of the valley. I learned my reading there. I don’t suppose you’d say the teaching was any too good, but then we never needed much in that way, living on our farms.


  "Danny Simes and I were best friends. You know how it can be with boys and girls not twelve years old and with lots of country to play in? Well, the early summer of the year I did turn twelve, Danny's Daddy had a meteor strike on his farm, near their well. And if you want to know what the Simes farm and the Simes well looked like, why, that’s them, in that picture you were admiring.


  “Well Lord knows we didn't know enough to call them by name at that time—in the early thirties it was—but that’s what it was, a meteorite. And I’ll tell you it made a big sensation. Danny wasn't a bragging kind of boy, but we all made the world’s end of it, and had him and his two older brothers always telling about it. The meteorite was there for the touching, half buried in the ground. It was made of a queer soft metal, and people from out at the university made tests on it and could not even get close to knowing what that metal was.


  “But they kept on trying. One reason was that the thing had a color about it, kind of playing across the surface of it in a haze, when you looked at it from certain angles. It was a color that people couldn’t stop talking about, and arguing about what to call it, and the reason was that it wasn’t like any color anyone had ever seen before. And to add to the strangeness, the Simes boys swore that it was shrinking even as it lay there—like ice might melt, you know, but leaving no runoff. Sure enough, the people from the university said their samples were shrinking and disappearing right in the containers they were keeping them in. Then, after several days, a thunderstorm came up, lightning struck the meteorite, and it was entirely vaporized. Nothing left but the hole it had made in the ground.


  “But truly, there was something left, though nobody guessed at it. The thing had put a poison in the land and water. The Simes' truck and their orchard fruit ali ripened huge and glossy, but foul and diseased to the tongue. And as for their stock, the poor beasts swelled up and died, with big, dried-out patches on their bodies that went deep to their vitals, till some of them were rotted half hollow where they stood, still grazing, till suddenly they'd just fall and cave in.


  "We heard everything from the Simes boys, until they stopped showing up at school. Toward the end they looked sick themselves, and afterward the other children would whisper how the Simes boys’ breath was queer, that they were drinking poisoned water, and weakening, but didn’t know it. Everybody’s folks had already told them not to play at the Simes'. My momma told me the same, and for her sake my daddy agreed, though he was sorry for me missing my friend, and having to stay away from him when he needed some company most of all. . ..”


  Miss Harms began to speak more quickly, more coolly now. She set the story forth in simple, uninsistent words which grew, if anything, more colorless as the horrors they conveyed increased. At the last I recognized the austerity of her manner for what it was: vivid rage, and grief still hot, masked with dis- passion, and smoothed in its telling from a lifelong habit of rumination on the dreadful images.


  It was nothing less than the tale of the Simes family's annihilation which she told us. Their soil produced abundantly; all grew twice the norm in size, and luscious to the eye, and every peck and morsel of it was sickish, feculent and pulpy on the tongue. The stock, which decomposed literally on the hoof in the latest stages of the disaster, began to display listlessness and an unmistakable shrinkage of mass almost from the first. But even more dramatic to Sharon and her neighbors was something else that became apparent soon after the meteorite’s dissolution: a vague, yet fantastic luminescence that could be seen, at night, to play about the Simes farm, seemingly exhaled by every tree in its orchard, and every plank in its buildings. Sharon’s father often took his daughter hunting, a sport for which she was I avid, and one night, returning late across the valley, they had passed near the poisoned farm. At this time her friend had been absent from school for weeks, and the mother of the family was rumored to be insane, the rest ill. The eerie fever of light that she then saw crowning each branch and board of the place seemed to be the incarnation of that terrible, rumored sickness, in which she feared her friend lay. And then as they stared, man and child, in equal amaze, a second horror erupted from this first one. For there, in the windless night, some of those lambent, naked trees began to shudder, and to writhe. With mute, tortuous power, and a multitudinous, scaly whispering of limbs, they contorted as if insanely clawing the sky for a purchase by which to wrench their agonized roots from the venomous earth. The father was first to break from the trance; he seized his daughter’s shoulder, and they fled. But though she sought the dark as eagerly as he, the child was carrying away a vision, a glimpse of the more-than-real, an obsession.


  The wretched family's end came scant weeks later with the father’s death. The others had preceded him, all by the same hideous affliction that had destroyed the livestock, though there were strong subsequent indications that one of the boys had been dragged down into the well by which the meteorite had fallen months before. At the last Obediah Harms, Sharon’s father, had joined a small, quasiofficial party of men which went to the farm to investigate, and he witnessed there the enigmatic culmination of the farm’s ruin.


  As the night had drawn on, and the searchers were concluding their catalogue of the Simes' dreadful remains, the bizarre luminosity associated with the place was suddenly and vividly enkindled everywhere about them. The color grew ever more intense until it seemed to constitute a field of energy, or half material radiance which had for its focus of greatest concentration the air above the farm's poisoned well. The power inherent in this dazzling semi-substance, sufficient to drive the posse in terror out of the contaminated precincts, densened and cohered with a climactic, explosive violence, and leapt up into space. So intricate must have been its involvement in the substance of the farm that the latter was all but pulverized by its eruptive disengagement. The spot was barren for years after, a condition that never varied until at last the waters of the lake closed over it.


  By the time Miss Harms had finished, the day had grown very sultry, and she invited us outside for the reading phase of our instruction. Her house occupied a large tract of sloping ground, which she had had the sense to fill with trees and bushes. At the upslope end, flanked by huge old pepper trees, she had a marvelously overgrown arbor, and two wooden lounges for which she brought out cushions. Whisky, ice, and a bowl of fruit she also brought, and, last of all, she went for the books. Our position on the lounges gave us a vista of tract-house flatlands spreading from the hills Miss Harms' house occupied. Over the wide puzzle of identical roofs the sky was turgid gray, pregnant with humidity and pent electrical force. A thundershower was, in all probability, not many hours off.


  The books deeply disconcerted us. They were paperbacks with gruesomely illustrated covers, luridly blurbed. Their author, a Howard Phillips Lovecraft, was repetitiously biographized on the back of each, and identified as a famous contributor to the "pulp” fantasy publications that flourished during the Great Depression.


  In the period that followed I must confess our faith in Miss Harms was severely tried. With my first view of the garish productions she brought us came the swift and dismal conviction that I had, for the last hour, embraced the delusions of a plausible lunatic, and was now being amiably strait-jacketed by her into further hours of futility. Only the dreadfully precise congruence of the sensory experiences she had embodied in her oil painting, with our own of recent days, compelled belief that she knew something, and that her means of imparting it must be patiently borne with. Still, though wordless, we betrayed some of our dismay, for she checked herself as she was turning away, and fixed us with a leveller look.


  “Listen Dr. Carlsberg. Dr. Stembruck. I mean no offense, but I don’t care to be mocked. I make a point to talk as comes naturally to me, but I’ve read enough to know what sounds plausible to educated people, and what sounds ridiculous. I just have to ask you to have faith that I don’t read those stories any more naively than you do. But kindly read them. Read ‘The Colour Out of Space’ first off, and then the others. It's the gist I want you to see and feel, and not necessarily the details he dresses it in. So I'll thank you for your patience and leave you to it. Please just give a shout if there's something you want."


  VIII


  Not long after we had set to our task, my attitude to the work had struck a teasing balance between exasperation and enthrallment. On the exasperating side fell all the author’s obvious artistic strategies. As literary diversion, these were often highly successful. He combined a Ciceronian amplitude of style, a sonorous gentility of phrase, with an almost incantatory use of repetition and adumbration, which endowed the prose with a menacing, echosome quality. But precisely this excellence of artistry and effect disqualified the work as a source of the vital empirical data that we urgently needed for our counter-assault on our vague, unspeakable enemy. And as for the tales’ substantial actions, they involved a pantheon of malign entities which had a similarly "invented” quality, their names clearly chosen for a threatening dissonance, or in an effort to produce a phonetic facsimile of certain names in established mythology.


  But on the side of enthrallment was something both far more vague, and at the same time far more persuasive, than these considerations. For, as a pointillist's technical strategy aims at an unreal idiom which, seen from the right distance, conveys new realities of light, so did Lovecraft's narratives reveal, through an artificial idiom of fantasy, the true quality and meaning of the horror we had encountered. The precise psychological posture of that unique kind of dread, where awareness cringes from the first exploring touch, the first tenderly probing palpation of alien Entity, alien hunger—this was Lovecraft’s special preserve, and he fingered that web of stunning, reverberant horrors with matchless lucidity and resonance.


  We read for hours, while the choked and humid sky grew denser, like tightening muscle, over the vast chessboard of plastic-tiled roofs. And as the long afternoon unwound, various of Miss Harms’ cats leaked out of various fissures in the house, and sauntered over to share the arbor with us, until the point came when I looked up and found us quite surrounded by the sleek, flaccid brutes, not a few of which fixed us with the baleful calm of their yellow eyes. A sardonic comment seemed to flow from their gaze which at last impelled me, irritated as I was by my mind’s long vacillation between the ludicrous and the deeply fearful, to cry aloud, in what I hoped was amiable protest: "Miss Harms! Please! Can we talk?”


  She walked out with the same neat fluidity of movement her cats had shown. She carried a chair she had taken from the kitchen table, and when she was seated on it, she regarded us both for a moment before speaking. “Just throw out most of the particulars you want to,” she said. "I knew him. He was always quick to say that in what he wrote, sometimes more was fanciful than factual, and sometimes not. He wouldn't be bound one way or the other. So leave everything uncertain except a common denominator: enemies from outside. What’s in the valley—I mean, what’s in your lake—is part of something larger, one of many. It’s one form, and there are others. I only ask you to go that far, and no farther. Because I never had any expectation of convincing you—I only wanted to expose you to the reasons behind my one condition about our working together.”


  “I thought that condition was your participation, and that we’d already agreed,” Ernst objected.


  “This is just another side of that same condition, Dr. Carlsberg. When we go against the enemy, you must use my weapon against it. Now you can also use any weapon of your own choosing too. You’ve only got to agree you’ll use mine first—and it’s a simple weapon to use, I promise you. Surely you’ll agree, professors?”


  We did, with what I hope was a courteous promptness and warmth.


  “Very good then,” Miss Harms said, smiling. "Let me talk like a painter a minute—let me put myself in perspective for you. I know you think, or are afraid, that I’m a rustic, a fanatic—you’ll admit at least that fear, won’t you gentlemen? Good. Thank you very kindly.


  “All right then, the first thing you have to see is how I felt after that night, when my father and I passed by Danny’s farm. Plain and simple, I was ashamed. You have to understand that when I stood on that knoll looking at the Simes farm I knew. I knew deeper than words can tell that Danny was lying sick in that farm, and that something not native or natural to this world was... sucking his life out. When I saw those trees move, and saw the pain in that movement, just like that I understood exactly what was happening to Danny Simes, understood it deeper than words can tell. And Danny and me'd sworn blood- brother-and-sister. We would always help each other, and we’d let nothing scare us. And as surely as any full grown woman can know anything, I knew as I stood there by my father and looked down on that farm that Danny Simes was lying helpless down there and something was feeding on his very life, feeding at its own sweet will. I stood there, and I knew this, and I was mortally afraid, and I didn’t dare to move a step to help my friend, to bring him out of that accursed place. My father snatched me away, but I knew then in my heart that if he hadn’t been there, I would have run away of my own free will, as fast as ever I could. And I know it sounds ‘rural’ of me, gentlemen, to say so, but the preacher tells us truly, blessed is he who will lay down his life for his brother. And just as truly, damned is she who will not. Do you understand what I felt?’’


  The most moving thing in her eyes as she asked this was a certain dreary, grim expectation that we would not understand. I am happy to say she did not find in us that complacent prejudice that recognizes a man’s need of honor and self-respect while failing to acknowledge a woman’s. It may have been the warmth of our assurances which caused Miss Harms’ eyes to fill with tears, or it may have been the thought which she, with some initial difficulty, spoke next:


  "Now I’ve given it Hazzard. It was me that landed him that job! He promised me he’d watch for it, but in his heart he refused to believe in it. And I knew that he refused to believe in it, but what could I do?


  "I’m sorry to be so weepy. I started to put myself in perspective, didn’t I? Well, that shame was a starting point for me, my shame about Danny, that and of course the pure impossibility of the thing itself. I never stopped hating the thing. I never stopped fighting to keep my memory of it, to keep my belief in it. And everyone else who’d had anything to do with it did just the opposite.


  "I got contrary and stubborn about it, till people started saying I had turned ‘broody.’ I always brought it up to new people, until being laughed at and contradicted made me stop, and made me hate my ignorance, that always kept me from answering those contradictions. You read about the Outside World intruding into this or that person’s secluded life, and opening their eyes, or such like? Well it surely was something from the Outside that opened mine.


  “When I was sixteen I found The Colour out of Space in a magazine. I spent the whole day with it and my dictionary, reading it through over and over. That same night I wrote Mr. Lovecraft a letter, telling him who I was and what I'd seen.


  "He wrote back immediately, and such a long letter! He was always a man who was very generous with his mind, even to strangers— or, somehow, especially to strangers. But anyway, sure enough, he’d had the story from our valley—had heard about the meteorite from one of the university men that first tested it, and then came himself just a week or so after the Simes farm was destroyed.


  “Well, you’ll notice how he changed some things— set everything several decades earlier, changed the names. My daddy, Obediah Harms, he called Ammi Pierce, and the Simeses he called the Gardners, and there were a lot of other small changes. And what he told me about that, I want to ask you to apply to all his stories, because he often did it himself. He said that he always worked with truth, but that he always had to add an artificial element to it. Sometimes more, sometimes less, but the truths had to seem artificial. Because such truths—that there are Enemies Outside, Enemies that know a different space and time, and yet can feed on men, and lust to feed on men—people just won’t look at such truths except as fantasy.”


  The upshot of Miss Harms’ newborn correspondence was her removal to the city of Lovecraft’s residence, for here she could enjoy at least occasional visits with a mentor willing to alleviate the hard and lonely toil which this young woman had proposed for herself. She "kept counter" at a drugstore, and devoted most of her weekends to cleaning other peoples’ houses, and after two years she enrolled in the city college and embarked on her formal training in art. The author, a genteelly educated man living in dignified poverty with a maiden aunt, guided Miss Harms’ reading, nurtured her budding command of English and of the basic techniques of study and thought, and imparted to her a thorough grounding in that horrible mythology which was, as he continued to insist, partly his invention, but fundamentally his discovery.


  Before she had finished the first term of her studies, Lovecraft had died (of an intestinal ailment), and Miss Harms’ family had been displaced from their farm by the completion of a dam at the mouth of their valley. There was much sadness in her remembrance of this time.


  "Poor Daddy and Momma. They hung on there right to the end, cursing and fuming at ‘that damned Roosevelt!’ and I know how much it hurt Daddy especially to think that I just wanted to get away from where I had been bom. He thought it had been poisoned for me! And he was so wrong. I had to leave to learn enough and grow strong enough to go back to that place. My home had been poisoned, all right, but I damn sure wasn’t driven away from it. Just the opposite! I promised myself that as long as ever I lived, I would be as near that valley as I could get, and I would be watching, and waiting for my revenge.”


  The years that followed seriously tested Miss Harms’ resolution. The reservoir and the surrounding mountains were incorporated into the State Park system, and residence near the lake became possible only for Park employees. Again and again she submitted job applications to the Park Services. How could she watch for the resurgent evil—she, with Lovecraft, deemed it to be still present in the earth beneath the accursed farm—if she could not be present, and exercise a daily vigilance over the lake? Again and again, she was rejected by the Park bureaucracy.


  She took every job-related school course, she learned every phase of the application process, every name in the system’s hierarchy, and she met with unvarying refusal. Why? She was a woman.


  She persisted fruitlessly for six years, and meanwhile juggled out a professional career as an artist and a gallery operator in those cities nearest to the Park, while yet still large enough to support an "art world.” At last, when she learned of a new opening for a Ranger, she engineered the application of her elder brother Hazzard, instead of her own. Though much in need of work at that time, he was very scantly qualified for the post in question. He was promptly hired. She undertook both the added expense of maintaining a car, and the—to her—uncongenial task of learning to drive it. She became an incessant visitor of the lake, and camper on its shore.


  There was a firm if reserved affection between brother and sister, but this allowed for forceful differences of view on many matters. The year of the Simes horror had been Hazzard’s first away from home, working as a hand on the distant farm of an uncle. He had been quick to take his version of events from those who were struggling against believing in them, as Miss Harms put it. Out of affection for her, and no doubt from a sense of indebtedness as well, Hazzard accepted the task of “keeping an eye out for the color, especially in the water.” And he had forborne to speak at any length about his disbelief in the whole project. Nonetheless, she knew that his skepticism persisted. More than this, it had perhaps grown, under the stimulus of her own constant concern, until it had become in him a kind of counter-obsession.


  Here I was moved to agree with her: “Yes, Miss Harms. When we met him, after his friend had become gravely and obviously ill, even then he showed a very strong resistance to the suggestion of tainted water. It’s hard to see how any blame in the matter could fall on you.”


  “Thank you, Dr. Stembruck. But now I’m done, and I hope you have both me and Mr. Lovecraft fairly centered in this picture, and can fairly judge how much of a crackpot I am, if such I be. So let me finish by showing you the weapons I talked about—my weapons, that you have agreed to use first of all. Let’s go into the porch—I’ll join you there.”


  The sky looked denser, with menacing smudges of black in it. At the horizon a tiny, wire-thin stroke of lightning tickled the far- flung suburbs and, long moments later, the thunder reached us, one faint thud. We crossed the yard while Miss Harms headed for an out-building that appeared to extend underground. We entered the enclosed rear porch of the house and took chairs, comfortable rattans. The place was a hanging garden of potted plants, and into this humid jungle, one by one, here and there, cats began to leak. Miss Harms followed presently with the books, the whisky, and a leather pouch.


  When we were all comfortably seated with a new round of drinks poured, Miss Harms opened the pouch and drew out four smooth, flat stones shaped like five-pointed stars with the points broken off. Though I am not unversed in geology, I could not identify the heavy, blackish green stone—evidently metamorphic—of which these talismans were composed. All four had been incised with dense, elaborate cursive runes. Both in motif and style, their art apparently pertained to a culture utterly unknown to me or to Ernst, though their lush, serpentine symmetry, and uncanny, expressive finesse put us both strongly in mind of Celtic tradition. The vivid suggestiveness of the work was the more impressive because it was incredibly worn, all but obliterated. Inexplicably, apart from any learned judgment I might make, a palpable sensation of antiquity, of hideous age, powerfully invested all four of those stones. We handled them with an odd solemnity, and reaffirmed our commitment to using them at the critical moment, and Miss Harms set them aside, on a low shelf behind her on the wall. The three of us looked at one another, feeling the dense oppression of the air as the very embodiment of our state of mind. Ugly things impended to be said, inferences demanded to be drawn from what we had discussed, and read. At last Ernst said:


  “Well then, let’s size it up. It infects through water. It feeds on what drinks it. But also, it has a more ‘material,’ animal-like form, and this too attacks, and feeds. Forty years ago it gave much less definite indications of such a concatenated form. Someone saw a detached piece of the farm’s overall luminescence moving about near the bam, and by all indications there was some manifestation solid enough to drag a boy down into a well. As for now, well, we all remember Hazzard Harms’ report well enough, I suppose..."


  “All right then, a development.” As Ernst flagged I picked up the topic quickly, with the feeling of one who paints furiously a canvas whose image he dreads to see, but must complete, and be delivered of. “There’s a change in prey, a change in mode of feeding, and a change in—a complexifying of—appetite.” Miss Harms nodded vigorously. I hurried on. "It feeds by diffusion through the water table, and gains strength from vegetation and lower forms of animal life. Man too it taints through water, but seems to work up to feeding on him as a physical shape. It seeks to feed on men as a full-scale predator. And I think its reason is that only thus can it satisfy its evolving appetite. Because from men it craves body and soul. Only as a palpable monstrosity can it reap full horror along with its meal of flesh.”


  We all drew deep breaths and drank, feeling, with a curious unison of mood, a partial lightening of the tacit horror we shared. We traded wry smiles. Just then a big, swaggering orange tomcat, seeking nearness to Miss Harms, surged up from the floor to the shelf behind her. The beast flowed along the shelf, its purr of anticipated pleasure clearly audible. It was so much the picture of feline hedonistic aplomb, that its fiercely abrupt check, crouch, and hiss made me start. In the rigid pause of terror, the animal fixed its alien, slotted eyes upon the ancient, stellate talismans, and an alien comprehension, instant and total, seemed visible in its face. Then it bolted from the shelf and, a second later, the porch itself.


  Miss Harms looked at us gravely. “Let’s go on a bit,” she said. "Let’s say Mr. Lovecraft assumed rightly. It lit, and fed as far as it could—through the water-table as you say. It grew to a certain point and left the earth, like a grown wasp does from an oak gall. But it also left behind some kind of seed of itself.”


  Out on the plain of roofs the horizon had neared, and lost its sharpness of line. Scant miles off, the charged and bloated sky was being bled by quick scalpels of lightning. The humidity and atmospheric tension that enveloped us were almost unbearable.


  “But then,” Miss Harms was saying, "just look at the differences this offspring is showing. First, the speed of it. From what you two saw, my brother was just taking sick about when you arrived at the lake. Call it seven days at the most. In that time, those two men went from the infected stage, through the seriously weakened stage, and one of them was completely destroyed by the bodily form of the thing. With the Simeses all that took months and months. Here, even allowing the trees and such were suffering it weeks before my brother did, it’s ten times faster. I was up there not a month ago, walked in the woods several miles as I always do. If anything had been showing, I wouldn't have missed it—not this fanatic, oh no!


  "And then, worse than that, is the way that when it does reach form, the form is so much clearer. Not any vague shape, but a thing like a huge spider-”


  "Yes!” Ernst cried, eager for some moments to take up her line of thought. “Just look at the food-base it’s had this time around. A whole forest! All flora and fauna within and around the water! What you’re talking about is precisely what frightens me. Increased nourishment doesn't just accelerate this thing’s growth to form —it refines that form, endows it with a more delicately adjusted adaptation as a predator in this world.


  "For instance, might it not be foraging already in the towns its poisoned water has contaminated and disorganized? And if human food, blood and mind, is what feeds it best, why, think how swiftly it might..


  He stopped, because Miss Harms was shaking her head gently. Before she spoke, however, the storm reached us. A scattered tap on the fpof first hastened, then collapsed in a dense racket of water, and we could barely see the outline of the yard’s trees in the silvered, roaring gloom.


  We all relaxed a moment, grateful for the obliterating din. I felt that the rain's blind abundance cleansed my mind of an image whose foulness incessantly resurged there: Mr. Gregorius, eyeless, groveling on knees that splintered under him, groping with mummied, gangrenous hands, with fingers that snapped in half like sticks of charcoal.


  Miss Harms poured new drinks around, and I took mine willingly enough. She downed half of hers with a frank brusqueness that yet had about it an odd grace, a thoughtful quality. She looked at Ernst and shook her head again.


  “Of course we can’t any of us know, Dr. Carlsberg. But I don’t believe that will be the order of it. I’m starting from the idea that the enemy is rooted, that no matter how powerful it grows, its center is bound to that spot where its seed first lit. The fact is, that’s exactly why I believe our Elder Signs can kill it. Because, be it ever so swift and light and secret, we can go down to that well, down to the Simeses’ farm where it lies drowned, and we can tear the damned thing’s life-root from the earth!


  “But I also believe that the more power it gains, the farther it can range bodily from its center. I agree that it aims to feed down in the towns where its poison has already spread. But I think before it's able to, it’ll have to take every human being it can at the lake.


  Right now it can kill four at a sudden throw—, though we don’t know how much time it needed to finish them. It had all afternoon at its disposal, by what you say. I think it's still far off from taking big numbers by storm.”


  “And that’s what it wants,” I put in quickly, feeling the labor of defining our danger was nearly done, and wishing it over. "You’re completely right. It wants to snare the lakeful. That's precisely what's behind the way it mutes itself in the camping area. I'll offer a prediction: the Sheriff's Department won’t find Arnold's body, and they won’t find any trace of the Venturesome Gal either. And if any of the public remain at the lake, then the enemy will play the careful angler with them and, as you say, feed up stealthily for the big catch.’ It was done—all said. We sat dulled, drained, ready for sleep, and yet for a moment did not move. Lightning flared quite near; the trees stood drenched in their own colors for an instant, blacked out again, and the quick, tumbling thunder annihilated itself against the house.


  "I hope to the Lord that everyone left,” Miss Harms said. "Why couldn’t the idiot take more trouble to warn them? I'm very much afraid. Hazzard would always joke about that Nugent. Called him a jackass and a rulebook fool. I just pray he doesn’t get in the way. The enemy can twist a mind to its will, and use a man's natural stubbornness to turn him into its tool.”


  IX


  Five days later, near noon, Sharon Harms’ stout old Buick followed our Dodge up the last miles of mountain highway to the lake. She towed, on a rented trailer-bed, a powerful generator, coils of heavy electric cable, and air tanks. In the trunks of both vehicles we had distributed other gear: wetsuits, aqualungs, explosives, two large underwater lights, a specially modified "bangstick” (a weapon one might describe as a diver’s rifle), ammunition, an inflatable life-raft, provisions, and whisky, not to mention a number of smaller items.


  Although our mustering of this gear had so exasperatingly absorbed us, involving us in drives to more than one distant metropolis, we had remained informed, by telephone, of the progress of affairs at the lake. Thus we were prepared for what we found, though preparedness did not prevent the situation’s eerie impact on us. The camp was open—a stolid, shirtless teen-ager manned the tollbooth. He took our money and tucked the registration tickets under our wiper blades with a practiced air. We drove in on the access road and heard, long before we could see the water, the busy, rejoicing clamor of children. We found the parking lot full of glossy, bright-colored vehicles—fuller than we had seen it at any time during our previous stay. We parked and walked to the beach, pausing while still among the huge, old trees that bordered it. We saw just such a sunny, sportive vista as menthol- cigarette advertisements are made of: the great amphitheater of green, and golden blue; the vivid, careening little boats with their exuberant, insect noise of distant motors; the children, thick as locusts on the water's fringe, their racket as steady and shrill as crickets’ din.


  It will not seem strange that this specious panorama possessed, for us, a mute, deep horror, and sense of falseness. Though our sun-struck, breeze-washed senses swore the opposite, we knew that what we beheld was a miasmic cauldron, a sink of putrescence and remorseless murder. And the spectacle’s very energy and populousness added an extra degree of terror to that which our personal experiences generated. For all this happy, oblivious traffic was the fruit—and fruit indeed it was to the lurking hunger here—of a bizarre sequence of circumstances seemingly designed for the ultimate benefit of our Enemy. To see things so propitious for this unspeakable entity, this furtive psychivore, gave me that feeling that comes in nightmares, when the Evil, nearing fulfillment, begins its inexorable acceleration.


  As we had half foreseen, Nugent had proved an efficient, if inadvertent, promoter of the Enemy’s aims. It was as if he had been used, and then destroyed, for, indeed, we might have returned in four days rather than five, had we not, the previous morning, detoured to visit Nugent’s widow. But though the harm that wretched man had done was great, it was less deeply disturbing than the Enemy's “luck" in another regard. The thing had a second unknowing aid, and while Nugent had been hypnotized by horrors, exhaustion and—ultimately—contamination, this other man was simply a vacationer who had appeared at precisely the wrong moment, and whose action was one of spontaneous helpfulness.


  We traded looks, our eyes confessing discouragement and dread. A burst of amplified speech reached us: “Back inside there, Buddy!”


  It seemed to come from a raft several hundred yards offshore, on which a group of men sat round a table, and to have as its object a child who had swum outside the line of colored floats. The bullhorn blared again, this time with a different voice:


  “Is that you, Bobby? You mind your bottom now, boy!” Laughter and cheers greeted this from the other young bathers, and a woman with an infant on her hip waved to the raft from the shore.


  Ernst said bitterly: “All so congenial! So pleasant! What more could that damned thing ask for?”


  “Where is the feeling of the place?” I put the question in sudden confusion. “Is the aura still here, very very dim? Or is it gone and am I only remembering it?”


  It struck Ernst too then. We had previously found the aura muted here, but now it hovered at the very threshold between perception and recollection. Miss Harms answered before Ernst: “No. There is a different feeling from last time I was here. Just oh, so faint. Wait a minute.”


  She approached the nearest tree, and gingerly applied her ear to its trunk. She went rigid, and, almost at once, recoiled violently, and then stood looking with a kind of agonized enthrallment at the tree. Her eyes filled with tears, and she turned away.


  Ernst and I did as she had done. As soon as my flesh touched the bark, it was as if I had just inclined my ear to a tiny, leprous mouth that spewed loathing and obscenity into my inmost brain. No simple obscenity of word, but a foul, murmurous energy, a festering busyness deep in the gnarled giant’s substance. It was neither thought, vibration, nor odor, and yet was endlessly suggestive of all three, and with this came that black despondency, that decaying of the will, that we knew to be the withering breath of our Enemy's nearness. We too recoiled.


  Miss Harms turned back to us, wiping her eyes with her fingers. "I'm sorry,” she said. "To know that feel again. Danny's farm was alive with it that night. It was what turned me coward on my friend. It’s what all my life I’ve prayed to meet again, so that I could do better. We're going to kill this thing—” She interrupted herself with a sudden thought, went back to the tree and pressed her hand against it. Her revulsion clenched her jaw, but she kept the contact, and spoke on as one who takes an oath 'upon' something: “We are going to kill it. Not let it ripen and flee of its own power, for then it's won. But rip it out of the earth. Tear it up root and branch, and send it screaming, send it mortally wounded, back where it came from.”


  Oddly, this little rite encouraged us. We all smiled.


  “Let’s go to the rangers’ house for a look around,” Ernst said. “Then perhaps we can bring the boat back here and borrow those men’s bullhorn to make an announcement to the beach."


  We moved the cord and the airtanks from the trailer-bed, locked them inside the cars, and set out on foot. Our talk revolved mostly around Nugent, of whose brutal end we had so lately learned. The danger in which he had helped to place well over two hundred souls (for so we reckoned the number of campers to be) could not move us to hate so wretched a victim of circumstances and of his own rigidity of character, an all-too-human failing, to be sure.


  Nevertheless, I have seldom witnessed such vindictive stubbornness as Nugent's in this entire matter. He had seen both Harms and Arnold. Yet I think precisely that ghastly vividness which should have conveyed conviction, overtaxed his nerves and swung him round to what was, at bottom, hysterical denial. It was reasonable to object that the lake could not be the disease-vector, because we had admitted that nothing like this disease had appeared among the campers, who swam in it. But since only the rangers drank the water, however wet others got in it, it could not absolutely be ruled out, and this Nugent did until “proper tests” should be run. He claimed to have been "goaded” into exceeding his authority in warning off the campers, and toward the end of the interview was even denying that he had warned them to leave, and insisted that he had only issued an "advisory statement” to them.


  As soon as we had left the station, Nugent had called his superiors, and forcefully presented his views along with his report. He volunteered to check on the camp and see to securing the rangers’ house. If all seemed well he would collect fees from any new arrivals, otherwise leaving the campers as he found them, and then hasten back down to the nearest county hospital with a sample of lake water for testing. The harassed official, grateful for Nugent’s initiative, shared his view about the water. It was, after all, but lightly treated before being drunk in a dozen cities and towns, and he was unaware that any ill effects had appeared in those quarters. He gave his employee ready assent.


  Nugent, spent though he was, would have started back that same afternoon, but the deputy insisted on his guidance in the investigation he was obliged to make of our report, and his superior had ordered him by radio to man his post until relieved, and postpone the journey until the next morning.


  Deputy Furness, especially on the day of Nugent’s death, showed a generous willingness to respond to Miss Harms’ daily telephone inquiries, once she had presented him with her urgent concern to know all that bore on her brother's death. The picture of Nugent’s state emerging from these reports was filled with pathetic irony for us, though the deputy, not unperceptively, saw only a kind of "battle fatigue” in his associate.


  Nugent was hvpervocal during the drive up, appearing to have slept little. They went first to the rangers’ house. Here one glimpsed the man’s controlled hysteria in his petulant insistence that, first of all, they raise Harms’ truck—" ...restore Park Property, which is State Property, which is your duty to protect as well as mine, Officer.” When Furness had restored the young man's sense of proportion, and pointed out the inadequacy of their own vehicle for the task, they went to inspect Arnold’s body. They found only ashes, teeth and charred bone! This was no more than we had foreseen, but to add to the anguish of it, Nugent—who had seen the body extinguished— expressed no surprise, and blithely opined that it had been imperfectly smothered, then, after we left, re-ignited by the breeze off the lake. All too evidently, his relief at being spared a second view of that atrocious corpse obliterated his critical judgment. Only a painstaking re-drenching in gasolene and re-firing, could have so reduced the bulky cadaver we had blanketed and left that hideous night.


  The ashes were collected. The house yielded only the evidence of two occupants gravely ill, and powerless to maintain domestic order and hygiene. The pair set out on the lake in the Park launch to collect water samples and look for the Venturesome Gal.


  They toured the whole perimeter and found no disabled craft, though they met many an able one piloted by campers who looked healthy enough. Nugent insisted on taking a series of samples from various points, and each time he drew up a sample, he drew up a cupful for himself and drank it down, with the pretext of determining oddities of flavor. It was the most transparent kind of aggressive bravado, a pointed ridiculing of our fears. He filled his canteen from the lake, and later, when they had returned to the house, made a pot of coffee with water from the same source.


  Near the end of the day the pair had gone to check on the campers. Nugent throughout adopted an "objective” attitude that, in our view, amounted to a criminal dereliction of responsibility. Americans, when in large leisure congregations, have the odd capacity of being very congenial without being very communicative. It appeared that the abortive nocturnal announcement (and Nugent never identified himself as its perpetrator) had caused some people to leave straightaway, and some to remain fearing a prank, but in doubt, while others, whom the announcement hadn’t reached, were unaware of the incident altogether. To those who asked, Nugent replied that there was a rumor of contamination, that this was precisely why he had come up, but that until there had been an official test, the Park saw no reason to think that the lakewater had hurt the health of the two rangers, who had, admittedly, been taken "ill." In all this his manner conveyed that slightly supercilious assurance which "technos" find most effective in subduing the vague doubts and fears of "lay” persons.


  Furness, as was no doubt proper to his position, left these matters to Nugent’s jurisdiction. He had to concur that everyone looked healthy, and all was orderly. There had been no fewer than a dozen newcomers that day, balancing the nocturnal departures of two nights before. Nugent collected the fees, and the pair drove back down from the mountains.


  By the following day, the third since Harms’ death, Nugent was on his way back to the lake, alone, and fiercely triumphant about the hospital lab's completely negative finding with regard to contaminants in the water, an eventuality that disappointed, though it did not surprise us. He had stopped in on Furness on his way up, presenting a feverish and gaunt aspect. He meant to check again on the campers, and try to create some kind of volunteer organization for fee collection and other matters. This was the last time Furness saw Nugent alive. The rest of his information came from phone conversations with his widow, and his superior.


  Nugent had found that, "by a great stroke of luck,” precisely the volunteer self-policing he had envisioned for the campers had occurred spontaneously. A family named Hargis had arrived the previous evening. Mr. Jeffry Hargis, a large, personable and outgoing man, had, upon learning the situation, gone round and brought together a sort of quorum of heads-of-families. An impromptu fees-collection committee was formed on the spot. When Nugent had arrived he found (as we did two days later) one of Hargis’ five teenage sons in the toll booth. The lad solemnly handed him the registration stubs of seven new entrants, along with the corresponding sum in cash.


  Late that day Nugent called his superior and reported confidently—not to say euphorically—that the "tragic and confusing situation” at the lake had been “resolved.” With Mr. Hargis’ mediation, litter-patrol and boating- safety committees had been established, and lesser responsibilities allocated on a round- robin basis. In sum, because of this "outstanding degree of citizen involvement,” the Department could look for a stable situation at the lake until replacements could be managed for Harms and Arnold. Nugent himself would stay the night at the rangers' facility and see to a thorough housecleaning, and then would return to the Park Headquarters the next day with the lab report on the lakewater.


  The manic exhilaration of that frightened and—by now—severely exhausted man was all too evident to us. Even his employer told Furness he had been worried by Nugent's "excited manner.” This no doubt encouraged the Deputy in his judgment of succeeding events as being the product of accumulating emotional stress. He had no suspicion of a different and more dreadful explanation—one which did not fail to occur to us.


  Nugent did not spend the night at the rangers' facility. He appeared on the doorstep of his own home shortly before dawn, to his wife’s great amazement. He had telephoned her just after nightfall from the lake, all ebullience, to report his plans and ask after the children. The time factor alone was startling, for even had her husband set out as soon as he hung up, he would have to have driven at remarkable speeds to have managed the trip before morning.


  But his condition was her overwhelming concern. He was, quite plainly, in a state of severe shock—ambulatory, even hyperactive, but glassy-eyed, and uttering delirious gibberish. Almost at once he began to insist that they and both their small children must be bathed, that it was a measure of the extremest urgency.


  When the poor woman had wrestled with this obsession for a while, she learned, to her horror, that he meant bathed in boiling water, for their water, he said, was poisoned, and must be boiling to be "pure and safe for the children.” Her anguish and alarm may be imagined. She was compelled at one point literally to struggle with her husband, but she succeeded finally in forcing a tranquilizer on him and getting him into bed. He slept, an emaciated fanatic who trembled in his doze. She was convinced he needed a doctor.


  Hers was unable to come, but he telephoned a prescription for one of the new, potent hypnotics into the Nugents' pharmacy. She took her husband’s pick-up and plunged into the morning traffic. There was a wait for the drugs, and that plus the driving time kept her away from home for more than an hour. When she returned she found the family van gone, the house deserted, and a note for herself:


  Dear Connie-bear:


  I have cleansed the children. They are cured now, they are saved! The secret is to innoculate them with the poison but after it has been cleansed and purified. But now they are safe. Thank God. Oh thank God! It won’t have them now. It won’t get them. But I’ve got to hurry and take them to the hospital now. I will see you soon.


  Kisses


  Daddy-bear


  (Don’t be afraid. I’m going to protect us.)


  After staring with sick surmise at this pathetic document, Mrs. Nugent called the police and the highway patrol. The officers had scarcely received her call when they received that which reported Nugent’s death. His van had tail-ended a truck on the freeway. A huge faggot of reinforcing-steel protruded from the truck’s trailer-bed and this, punching through the van’s windshield on the driver's side, had all but obliterated the head and shoulders of Andrew Farley Nugent. His son and daughter, aged two and four respectively, were not harmed by the impact, for both were snugly strapped into the toddler-hamesses attached to the seat-back. Dressed in their “going out” clothes they were, in any case, past harm. For, prior to being dressed, both had been subjected to a scalding baptism that had spread its hideous 'purifying' effects over most of their bodies. Mercifully, the autopsy established that both had been throttled before their subjection to this rite.


  X


  "All right,” I said at length—we had almost reached the rangers’ house—“he saw something. Saw it, snapped, and bolted, and drove like a demon out of here. So what would support this, if we’re right?”


  “The lights would be on,” Miss Harms said. "It was dark already when he talked to his wife, and he would have seen the thing after that.”


  And indeed, the porch and inner lights were on, but as it happened, such indirect evidence was not needed to confirm our theory. The living-room furniture had been pushed to the walls, and a trash can brought in and half filled with garbage, but a pile of sweepings lay uncollected on the center of the floor. And in the upstairs bedroom that Arnold had occupied, we found a pail of dirty water and a mop lying in the stain of a dried puddle on the floor. The window was open.


  "Out that window is where he saw it,” Miss Harms murmured. "Listen. If I watch here and you search out there, I can guide you so you stay in the area that the window would have framed off for him.”


  This proved an excellent stratagem, because once we had checked the open, obvious ground near the waterside for clues, and found none, we had to enter the trees and underbrush surrounding the yard. Miss Harms’ shouts kept our search focused exclusively on the probable spots, and after a quarter of an hour, Ernst found a grimly suggestive object.


  It was a steel key-ring, the large kind that plant maintenance men often carry, and it had a number of attachments. There were several aluminum end-wrenches in metric calibrations, and a small tube-patch kit in an aluminum box. But most disturbing was a bizarrely damaged knife appended to the ring by a steel eyelet. It was a Buck knife with a six-inch locking blade. The blade was unfolded, and the whole implement was partially melted, while the horn of the handle was charred and blistered.


  We signaled to Miss Harms, and she joined us. When we had passed the find back and forth, she looked from one to the other of us. "They found a melted-down lantern by the well where Randy Simes was dragged down, Danny’s older brother. Was this lying near this tree here? Someone—someone who was in danger, could get right up into the branches by grabbing hold of that one there.”


  It was a lucky thought, though we could not glad of the insights it yielded. For up in the juncture of the trunk with a major bough, we found two other things, more hideously eloquent than the first. The most pathetic was a large, dried puddle of the ejected contents of a human stomach. That it was human, and not the product of some afflicted animal, was proven by the second item, a smashed and twisted pair of wire-rimmed glasses snagged in the crotch of the bough.


  We went down to the pier, boarded our boat, and had a drink. It did not cheer us much, but it helped. We poured another. I looked questioningly at my friends, and their looks assented I should speak it for us.


  “He, or she, had probably made camp before coming over. Even if he had just got in that evening, the stomach contents argue that he settled down and had dinner before coming here. No cyclist would load his belly up that way while he still had strenuous mountain-pedaling to do. Why he came here I can’t guess, nor whether he left or brought his bike. If he brought it, it’s under the lake now. But if he left it, it might be enough to get the campers alarmed.


  "Anyway, we can infer that the victim saw his attacker when he was almost at the door of the house, and that the thing probably came from around this side of the house, boxing him into the yard. Why else would he flee across it, and into the trees, instead of back up the road, where he could escape so much faster? So the thing probably emerged here, which is also where it devoured Arnold.


  "So Nugent was upstairs, beginning to mop the bedroom. I would guess his eye was drawn by a cry. First he would have seen a person sprinting in panic across the yard and into the trees. Then he would have seen the pursuer. It must have been swift. We can assume our cyclist to have been a vigorous person, but he didn’t get very high into that tree before it pinned him down. That pathetic knife! How big was the enemy? Six days ago, your brother said it was bigger than Arnold, a fairly large man, and I am terribly certain that it has fed since then. In fact, the one thing I find I can’t imagine in this, is how Nugent got away himself!”


  Miss Harms shook her head. She had crossed her arms, and was chafing them with her hands. “No, Dr. Stembruck. The thing’s mind comes with its poison. If a man or a woman has taken the taint of it, that's as much as to say the enemy has opened an eye within them. I think it understood Nugent, knew it could send him off with his tongue too scrambled by lunacy to be a danger. It didn’t mind letting him die far off and out of the way. Because it feeds at a distance. Remember what Mrs. Nugent said about the 'sucking poison’?” It had been a harrowing moment in our interview with that brave and honest-natured woman. Her grief had periodically shaken her, against her will to aid us with calm, and clarity of information. Only her understanding that we sought a physical cause of her husband’s acts—a chemical or contaminant whose agency might bring his atrocities back within the bounds of comprehensibility—had steeled her against a pain that so plainly seared and Pierced her. But this particular act of recollection seemed most agonizing of all for her. It was one of Nugent's most incessant ravings. Its feverish repetition had clearly become for the poor woman a kind of epitome of the whole nightmarish struggle with her husband. "It’s a sucking poison,” he kept saying. "It dissolves you inside. It dissolves your intestines, and dissolves your ideas, and it sucks them and sucks away. But I know what to do! Yes, I know, I know what to do.”


  Mrs. Nugent had said that these last words-— "I know what to do”—had a curious emphasis: "He sounded like he was being told what to do, and was saying, ‘All right! All right, I'll do it!'"


  Now our eyes acknowledged to Miss Harms that we understood her reference. She went on. "These murders and suicides, these freeway smash-up deaths, they’re food to it just as flesh is. Any horror and pain, any violation and destruction of life, that it can be the cause of, that's food and fulfillment to it. I don’t believe it fattens on those deaths, I think it needs the flesh as well for that. They’re more like entertainment, or a delicacy....”


  We fell silent. I reflected that the hideous whimsy of her comparison was borne out by the flamboyant nature of the “tragedies” whose rate had continued high throughout the county for the last week, and which typically involved —it had begun to appear—people who were unstable and marginally adjusted to begin with. From the trees crowding the shore there came a deep susurration. It was a long moment before I realized that there was no breeze blowing, not the slightest.


  Suddenly we were all on our feet, listening tautly. That the trees were stirring with their own power, with an almost pitiful palpitation like fear, or pain, was now undeniable. But this was not all. We felt what I can only describe as a menacing tension in the water under our craft. The lake was in no way agitated, yet my footsoles prickled, as if they were nerve-linked to our keel and I felt through them the silken scramble of something hastening toward us through the deep. "Look out there!” Miss Harms shouted. “Quick and take hold of my hands!”


  A short distance beyond the pier's end, perhaps twenty yards from us, the water had taken on a smoldering glow. This intensified steadily, and we realized that the submerged luminescence was slowly drawing nearer both to the surface, and to our craft. Its color was that same diseased radiance that had begun our involvement in the madness of recent days. Its form? It seemed to be a jumbled skein of cables, a chaotic net woven of a viscous, gelatinous matter that was, while imbued with that hellish color, semi-transparent as well. I found that I had taken Miss Harms’ hand even as I was telling myself to dive into the cabin for the Enfield. She did not grasp my hand, but pressed into it one of the “elder signs,” while Ernst received the same from her. She wore her own by a leather strap round her neck, out I had not known she had ours on her Person. Clasping the stone, I stood in mortal fear, as rapt as a fleeing animal paralyzed by headlights. I watched Miss Harms’ movements dazedly, as if a strange inevitability lay in them—as if the making of our fate lay completely with her, and not in any effort of my own.


  She pressed both hands against the talisman at her throat, and cried out with harsh, shocking power several phrases in a language utterly strange to me. It was a grunting, booming tongue that seemed it would tear her throat in the utterance. As she spoke, I felt a sensation of power, a silvery current of strength, flow into my right hand from the stone I held.


  The sunken web ceased its advance. Something like a shudder of languid recoil went through it. As eerie as the object itself was this responsiveness in it. To see such a thing touched and turned by mere language was to see a terrifying bridge of thought connect us with it—or with what lay beneath it if, as appeared, it was more a contrivance than an animate being. I paused, I say, and a slow, liquid torsion stirred it. Never have I felt so strongly the sensation of being scrutinized, without the least conception of what it was that watched me.


  And then the luminous jumble recommenced its rise, though it no longer advanced toward our boat. Just as its glowing loops broke the surface, the whole web underwent a complex convulsion, an eversion, which brought deeper cords of the uncanny reticulum boiling up to the surface. And snared within these upwelling toils was the sprawled and naked form of a man.


  Nightmares seldom borrow the precise image of our waking horrors, but that soul-wrenching vision, in every detail, has foamed up into my dreaming view a hundred times since that afternoon. Sunlight ought not to fall on such a shape! And yet it did, in a heartbreaking, golden abundance! Did his waxen, coagulated eyes register any of that sweet light? For indeed, the face moved as if it scanned the sky. Did he wish perhaps to call out to the splendid sun—as pitiless in its way as the thing that tortured him? For indeed, the jaw, from which lakewater ran, worked, as if to scream, or speak. Did his brain beneath the tattered scalp (a cheesy turf from which large clumps were torn)—did the brain know the damage of the body, experience its fractured, mummied limbs, its gangrenous and fissured loins, its muddy, sodden lungs? For indeed his body, throughout its length, fought and twisted with feeble desperation.


  But then we saw a worse thing. For then we saw the webbing shift its hold on him, the ropes of luminous slime taking him here and there, complexly, puppet-wise, until, after a moment, that unspeakable remnant of a human being began a helpless, comic little jig, and seemed to dance within the snare of its unearthly agony!


  Rage, beyond anything I have ever known, unshackled me of fear. I turned for the cabin, hut Miss Harms was already emerging from it with the Enfield. But swift and expert though her movements were, she had not yet taken aim when the hellish net was pulled beneath, and that wretched dancer plucked from the reach of our deliverance.


  I do not clearly remember the following moments. I believe I shrieked curses over the water, as did Ernst and Miss Harms. Tears followed for her, and for me a kind of stupor, which lasted till Ernst put a glass of whisky in my hand.


  We drank, and gaped at one another and, gradually, began to talk again. We found that something had changed between us, felt a new bondedness, as if those instants of shared fury had fused our lives.


  "It taunted each and all of us,” Miss Harms said. "Taunted, but didn’t attack—because it felt a power in us. We're the enemy to it now, too. I don’t think it felt the signs until I called on mine, and maybe some of its mockery came from fear or surprise, if it knows such things. But there's a likelier reason: it's gotten very strong, it’s fed itself up to readiness. Thank God we’re ready too. You call me Sharon now. Ernst? Gerald? Good. Strap on the elder signs please. From now on you mustn’t have them off your arms.”


  Her first act in our days of preparations was to fit one talisman for her throat, two others in stout wrist straps for us, and the fourth in a little leather grip for the hand. It was this last that we were pledged to cast into the well of the drowned Simes farm. Our feelings toward these stones as we put them on now were far less ambivalent than they had been.


  We had another drink, a more cheerful one, and Ernst said, after savoring it: "You know, my heart was ice, a dead thing, when I saw that... spectacle. The whisky warms me somewhat. The fellowship of both of you—you, my honored friend, and you, dear Sharon, so much braver than we were!—this warms me too, far more deeply. But I think that what warms me most of all, what will give me the strength to dive down to that thing's lair, is hate. Absolute, consuming hate.”


  He looked at us, and our eyes did not dissent.


  XI


  A short while later, we cast off and swung out onto the lake, under an afternoon still blue and glorious. We had resolved to make an appeal to the beach at large after borrowing the card players’ bullhorn. We would stress an undetermined degree of danger, and announce that the assault of some "animal” of unknown type might have been involved in the recent illness of the rangers, above and beyond the contamination factor.


  We went without real hope. Nugent had told everyone who asked that "the lab” had given the lake a “clean bill of health,” and he was a neat, official-looking young person in a Park uniform. We were unconventional oldsters, two of us bearded, and all lacking Park uniforms. We were officially contradicted on the point of contamination, then. And what tokens of 'animal attack’ could we offer? We seemed to remember leaving the big storage can Harms had used on Arnold still half full of gas, and now we found it empty, and queerly dented, as if pinched by some powerful, awkward implement. A dented gas can and a melted knife. Not persuasive. We had entertained hope of an abandoned cyclist’s camp as well, but since our vision of the enemy's sardonic knowingness, we had begun to think differently. The victim, possessed and invaded with such hideous completeness by the alien, could surely yield it explicit guidance in the 1 task of erasing any traces that victim had left of himself.


  But it was precisely our growing sense of the Enemy’s finesse of manipulation that moved us to play Cassandra to these heedless sojourners, despite the sure unpopularity of that role. We must at least make an effort, if only to make peace with our own painful apprehensions on behalf of these aquatic frolickers, for we knew them to be like trout in a stocked pond, just as surely fished-for, just as helpless and doomed if hooked. We rounded the last jut of shore separating us from the beach, and swung in toward that far crescent of bright sand containing in its broad parenthesis the busyness of the vivid boats, floats, and bathing suits. The card game appeared still to be in progress on the raft, and so we made for this.


  "Think of that night after you left," Sharon said abruptly. "A certain amount of confusion from the people who pulled out—packing-up noise, motors, headlights. Anyone who woke up next morning and found their neighbors gone wouldn’t wonder much. People who were tent-camping and left their cars in the lot— their whole kit and kaboodle could be dragged into the water by something big enough to drag a man down from a tree, and probably getting bigger each time it fed. And anybody that took their boat out early that same morning—if they didn’t come back, most of the people they docked near would just assume they’d trailered their boat and pulled out and they just hadn’t happened to see them go.”


  Her thoughts were only too plausible. The inclined ramp down which boat trailers were backed to be loaded was at the opposite end of the beach from the docking floats and, though visible from the latter, still removed enough to lie on the periphery of attention for the people docked there. As for the campsites amid the shoreline forest, there were perhaps thirty off either tip of the beach. The sites nearest the beach—broader berths amid the ancient, crowding trees—were designed to accommodate vans, motor homes, and the like. But the sites at the two extremities of the developed area were "walk-ins” without vehicle access, and were rather more densely screened by vegetation from the adjoining plots, offering fairly private spots for dying.


  But even as these reflections fed our urgency to warn the campers, we were drawing near the raft, and I was feeling ever stronger premonitions of failure. For the gathering round the card table presented, to one with an anthropological perspective, certain classic features that all but promised a negative reaction to our effort.


  Briefly stated, a poker game involving some twenty men was in progress on the raft. Here were what must have been all the camp’s vigorous male adults—no youths, no older men—sitting around the altar of a particularly American masculine ritual. And though these men presented a variety of postures, all conformed to the “macho” gestalt. Amid several ice-chests, containing many beers, they pursued a self-exhibitingly energetic involvement in the game, and sent many boisterous messages ashore with the bull-horn or in shouts to their audience of women and children ashore.


  I confess I have no love for these solidarity rituals of the tribal "male club.” Where more enlightened laws do not forcefully supervene, these vestiges of the tribal nucleus become sources of power and potential harm, inasmuch as they are the political base of the simplest kind of warlord, competent to police a village, stage a raid, conduct a gang-rape, or lead a lynching.


  If these reactions seem remote from the situation, they were not entirely so. There was a distinct accent of menace about this spontaneous ritual communion among a group of chance neighbors in a wild place. The energy of fellowship ran raw and high. The group’s self-approval was strong, and all were exhilarated by the whole triumphant improvisation they were starring in. The intoxication of exceeding the law in dramatic, colorful unison (gambling remains illegal throughout the state) lent a feverish air to their hilarity.


  No sooner had I decided that this group must have a leader, than I picked him out: a large black-haired man, the one from whom the others solicited the bullhorn, and to whom it was always returned. He called it to himself now as we drew in, and hailed us for the beach’s amusement:


  “Ahoy, campers! You are violating the territorial waters of the official game! Gambling at your age! I'm ashamed!”


  The man’s voice had a radio-announcer’s authority, mellow and supple, and in his use of it, deftly blending taunt with geniality, he showed an expert public manner. In a few words he had reaffirmed the tabu status of the rite we impinged on, entertained the beach, warned us off, and at the same time kept himself in character as a jovial fellow. The very unison of the twenty flushed and humorous faces aimed at us from around the table testified to the man’s power to direct the flow of group mood. Certainly there was nothing unique about our age in the camper population. We were a bit more unkempt than the norm, probably more “forward” in posture and manner, and we were unaccompanied by younger persons, whose association confers the legitimizing role of grandparent on the “senior citizen.” But this man—and surely it was Mr. Jeffry Hargis?—had, with his magically amplified voice, defined us for the whole camp. We were oldsters, odd oldsters. It showed in the gamblers' faces, and I even heard from the beach, in the inimitably distinct tones of a six-year-old:


  “Eeee-yew, Mommy! They’re old!”


  I smiled and waved to the man as Ernst expertly hove us to alongside the raft. "We're sorry to disturb you,” I said. "I have the unpleasant task of warning you of a potentially dangerous contamination in this lake. In fact the ranger who spoke with you, Mr. Nugent, was—”


  From my first words the black-haired man looked at me with a new, guarded alertness, and now he cut across my words with the lash of his electronic voice: "Uh-oh, another one! It’s plague time again folks! Whoops! The lake is killing us all and we just don't notice it! I don't know about you, but I'm getting out just as soon as I see Bob’s raise here!”


  This seemed to spark amused conversation among the adults ashore, and the children’s laughter was of the boisterous kind given to established jokes. This then was the meaning of the man's alertness. The topic of infection had remained sufficiently alive among the campers to necessitate his becoming its official debunker. With Nugent’s support he had clearly been able to establish a definite "antialarmist” climate of opinion on the matter.


  "Excuse me,” I insisted. "This is urgently important. We think that besides potential sickness, some kind of animal is involved that is... not native, that has penetrated into the lake environment—”


  Again the bullhorn: "Environment! The magic word! Environment! Campers, attention. Attention, please! These fine gentlemen and this fine lady would like to talk to you about the environment.”


  There was more glee from the beach, smiles from onlooking mothers. Environmentalism had seemingly been linked with "alarmism” about disease. Sharon came forward: "Mr. Hargis, will you please lend us your bull-horn? We'll just make our brief announcement and go away again.”


  His only acknowledgment of the name was not to dispute it. It was a tactical error at this point to petition him for his electric power- fetish. When Sharon put out her hand and offered to step aboard the raft to get it, Hargis made an extravagant pantomime of refusing us the instrument, hugging it to himself and waving us away, to the entertainment of his table-mates.


  There was no mistaking in Hargis a very gifted—one almost felt professional—manipulator of people. While his heavy musculature, his deft and battered-looking hands, exerted a kind of tacit domination within the little “warriors’ clique,” he was in manner an expert "good buddy,” peppering the others with friendly witticisms that each was clearly flattered to receive. From this club, this fine- tuned instrument of emulative subordinate personalities, Hargis could elicit whatever note of ridicule he wished to direct at us or our message. I had the sense to stop playing in his court, and signaled to Ernst, who backed us off and turned us in toward the beach.


  But when we had drawn near, and I had begun to shout our announcement, the bullhorn woke to life behind us. Hargis was letting the instrument move freely, having got up the kind of spirit that would serve him, and his friends began strafing the beach with humorous variations on the themes of plague, environmentalism, our age and even, surprisingly, monsters in the water.


  The children naturally imitated this interference, and though we had some attentive listeners—mostly older women—they seemed more engaged by the curiosity of our appearance and position than by our words, which they could not have heard very well in any case. After a bit Sharon put her hand on my shoulder and shook her head.


  "It’s in his pocket,” she said. "It may be all we can manage just to stay clear of him. We sure aren’t going to change any minds here.”


  I nodded. "We tried. There's no more time to spend on it, we have too much to do.”


  And so we returned as we had come. The bull-horn sent pleasantries wafting over the lake to us as we retreated. After a long silence Ernst growled:


  “If he’s not an outright servant of the enemy, then he’s trying out for the job.”


  Sharon gave a bitter laugh of assent. "And even so, I think he is just a bull goose—smarter than average, but just a bull goose who’s only pleasing himself. I think he makes money on those cards, and that he likes running things, and he sees no further than that. But damn his jackass soul! He’s holding those people here just like a... basket of food for that thing.”


  XII


  We docked at the rangers' pier, and remained in our boat to lunch on sandwiches and fortified coffee. We refilled our hip flasks as well as our cups with the Wild Turkey that Sharon had had the congenial foresight to stock at our last provisioning stop before arriving at the lake. Before she joined us in the third round of the latter which Ernst prepared, she drew out the fourth of the Elder Signs she had brought and hung it from a hook over the cabin’s door. We drank together, and then set out up the path toward the toll-house.


  We were agreed that Hargis, having identified us as disruptors of his order, was capable of interfering with us, and that we should move our cars to the rangers' house only after dark, when the toll-house was closed. Similarly, our observations in the parking area must be swift and unobtrusive.


  It was easy to make them so. We merely counted the number of empty boat-trailers stationed there. We planned an afternoon circuit of the lake’s shores to count the boats present on excursion from the public docks. We expected, by adding the count we made on our cruise to the count we would presently make of the craft moored in the docks, to arrive at a figure lower than the trailer-count, which we accomplished in less than six minutes. There were fifty-two empty trailers parked in the lot.


  We then divided for our next task. Sharon and Ernst approached the left wing of public campsites, and I the right. The game on the raft was still in progress, and while we could mingle with the campers unmonitored by Hargis we wished to do so. Meanwhile, as we worked toward the smaller peripheral sites we could look for an abandoned cyclist's camp or, in any vacant plots we found, the traces of such. Ernst’s resourcefulness had provided us with a plausible “cover” activity. He had several collecting jars and nets and other paraphernalia of entomology, a hobby of his.


  And so, as I made my way along the gravel road that connected the campsites, I could go slowly and scrutinize the ground, occasionally turning over a rock and tweezering bits of debris (I found no insects here) into a jar for credibility’s sake, or applying a magnifying lens to the trunk of a tree. People watched me, returned vague, uncomfortable smiles to my convivial salutations. Most seemed satisfied that my recent identification as an aged "environmentalist type” accounted sufficiently for my eccentric activity—and also seemed content to keep their distance, uneasy at the thought of interaction with so freshly and officially certified an oddball. I beamed congeniality, while avoiding any appearance of eagerness to converse—sure to be off-putting. I exchanged little more than conventional salutations with all but two persons, both middle- aged women, and these two ladies were reticent enough. Both had arrived since the beginning of Hargis’s present prestige. While both made very emphatic acknowledgments of all that this enterprising man had done to "organize things,” their most—and indeed, only—striking similarity was their half-conscious urge to air doubt about his character. In both cases it was almost immediately clear that while the wife was dubious, her husband was a firm partisan of Hargis’s social faction.


  In the end, the mute testimonials I found proved more telling than the verbal witnessings. I came after about half an hour to the "walk-ins,” to which the access road narrowed, and which were not scaled to admit campers or the like. The vegetation-barriers separating these plots were much thicker than those permitted to survive the more incessant erosion in the vehicle sites. I found the first two of these plots vacant, and at once initiated that close search for clues that my "cover” could so aptly legitimize.


  I spent more than a quarter of an hour in the first, and experienced a growing sense of futility as I peered and probed. After all, the cyclist might have grabbed a quick bite by the lake without unpacking, then pedaled to the rangers’ residence on some quest, to be taken with all his gear, before he had made any camp.


  After some moments, however, I recognized in this defeatism the symptom of some covert cause, which was in fact the resurgence of that hated, soul-sapping aura, whose menacing abeyance we had noted on arriving that morning. And as I identified that circumambient poison, I all but knew that in the second site, I would find something.


  The indications which leapt with such quick clarity to my eyes were surely slight things to the casual witness. The foliage at the lakeward end of the site had the dishevelment and torsion of limb and branch that would result from being shouldered through by a bulky form, but the vigor of children and young adults on vacation surely imparted such effects to a lot of the camp vegetation. Moreover, the simple carelessness of a materially abundant and somewhat sloppy culture made the second thing I found a thing of scant inherent significance: a firmly driven aluminum tent- stake, with a half-foot of yellow, nylon guy- line still attached.


  For my third find, however, I saw no blithe dismissal possible. It lay on the ground below a scorched place on one of the trees. It was a seven-link fragment of steel chain snugly jacketed with a thick polyethylene sleeve to retard the action of hack-saws. In plainer terms, it was a piece of an expensive bicycle-chain. The fragment of guy-line had been sundered by melting, but this was a common, even recommended way to cut nylon line. That thechain had been sundered by the same means was disturbing by anyone’s standards.


  At that moment, crouching in that grove which so effectively muffled the bright noise of the vacationers nearby, I was possessed by an excruciating sense of aloneness. What would it be, I asked, to lie in scorching bonds beneath the water just offshore there—to lie like a living mummy, a soul encoffined in its paralyzed, tormented flesh, with its most detailed memories splayed like a map before an alien eye? To lie blind in the lake’s midnight cold and yet see one’s recent campsite—see for the tormentor one’s possessions so that these could be dragged down to the same cold darkness?


  I literally jumped to my feet, and shuddered through the length of my frame. Were these thoughts my own meditations, or poisonous implantations of despair direct from the Enemy’s unclean presence? And was this unimaginable entity, in fact, sardonically whispering to my unconscious ear, and taunting my pursuit?


  An hour had elapsed since our parting when I rejoined my friends. I found them seated on a blanket in the fringe of trees that divided the beach from the parking area. They had a good view of the beach, while not being particularly visible therefrom. They had a companion—doubtless the owner of both blanket and the picnic basket centered on it. This was a thin-faced woman of about forty. I saw from her posture and movements that she was in the throes of earnest disclosures while, simultaneously, eating a large and varied meal. Sharon too ate from the basket, more, it seemed, as a gesture to generate rapport than from hunger. I joined them.


  Mrs. Farber was not greatly interrupted by my arrival. When her provisions were exhausted, her account grew more continuous, but no less repetitive, so that I was soon oriented in the tale. There was a palpable misery about the woman, both in her speech and in the almost desperate way in which she comforted herself with food, which largely neutralized a certain comic impact some of her mannerisms had. She was an anxious and, I fear, rather dim person.


  Mrs. Wingate Farber, from far off Needles, California, had been sympathetic to our afternoon's embarrassment because, though timidly and unavowedly, she disliked Jeffry Hargis. She was an unimpressive woman, was what is called hatchet-faced, but was the opposite of sharp and forceful. One sensed that her conversation always took the form of a mild but insistent enumeration of grievances. But, as Sharon's easy and efficacious sympathy brought Mrs. Farber's natural vagueness into greater clarity, it grew clear to me that this woman and her husband were, as one says in parapsychology, "sensitives.” Introverted, intensely interdependent, fussily attentive to one another’s health, both were more than normally observant of environment, and at some point, early on in their stay at the lake, they had become subliminally aware of the Enemy.


  She insisted that they were very "impressed” with the lake’s beauty. From the viewpoint of Needles, California, it did present the eye with a rare lushness. But despite their stubborn determination to enjoy every day of their projected vacation here, they felt 'real depressed', and 'never quite right' most of the time.


  “Do you know," she asked us, "that if you go out for a little hike, you’ll see bugs and ants that are this big? I mean we have some big ones out in the desert, but this big. One morning Wingate woke up with such a nagging headache we thought maybe something’d bitten him.”


  Such withdrawn, strongly symbiotic couples, meticulously aware of one another’s views, tend to be isolationist in their reaction to clubs and other such boisterous aggregations with their inevitable imposition of group authority on individual behavior. Hargis's busy initiative, his readiness to penetrate their—or anyone’s— shell of privacy to recruit them to his social hierarchy, aggravated the couple’s initial indisposition toward him. It appeared further that Wingate felt some disgruntlement with Hargis's local eminence due to a sense of prior territorial establishment, since the Farbers' arrival had preceded Hargis’s by a day.


  But precisely for these reasons, Wingate Farber offered an impressive example of Hargis’s domination techniques. Mrs. Farber, while understanding far less than she conveyed, presented a very circumstantial picture of the Hargis family’s quite striking presence. They had arrived, a couple and five children, in two motor-homes, one of which towed a boat.


  They had come on the day after our departure, while the question of a contamination was reverberating among the campers who had heard Nugent’s “broadcast” and yet lingered in doubt. I think it likely that some common issue of concern was precisely what Hargis stayed alert for in any new camp. That he went to many—probably spent the summer going from one to another—seemed past doubt. He was expert in generating and centralizing sociability which created a milieu for the casual and lucrative poker games that I guessed were his primary object wherever he went, though I think too that the disinterested love of controlling and manipulating others stood high among his motives.


  Hargis possessed an impressive arsenal of macho fetishes and totemic objects essential for the Male Club in its modern North American form. He had a gun collection, a full-size, collapsible card table, a video-and-cassette player with twenty-inch screen and thirty-inch speakers, a library of expensive pornographic magazines, a portable pool table, a well-stocked bar, and a generator only a bit less powerful than the one we had just brought up. To invite "key” men among the other campers—subdominants, so to speak—over to this private valhalla of hardware for a drink and a talk about "this contamination thing,” was an easy matter, as was the bringing-around of these men to an accord, once in the jovial, conspiratorial atmosphere of his well-furnished “clubhouse.” Hargis's greatest advantage would lie in seeing the question of contamination as a "scare,” and the necessary interpretation could be laid quite easily upon the actual events. People had been startled awake by a bullhorn, and dazzled by a searchlight, and an "announcement” had been made. Had anyone actually seen that it was a ranger who made it? Surely, if there was really some kind of official evacuation contemplated, there would also be official directions issued by Park personnel who would be on the spot to direct the operation. Matters wouldn’t be entrusted to a brief, cryptic shout in the night.


  People’s inertia disposed them to staying, at least until some official notification and direction was given them by the responsible individuals whose salaries, after all, their taxes paid. As might be expected a good deal of hostility was generated by the diffuse anxiety which Nugent’s panicky abruptness had enkindled, and embracing a defiant attitude established a pleasant sense of unanimity, of group authority, among the campers. The men joked, brought out beers. A congenial mood of self-approval prevailed, which Hargis quickly improved on. He proposed a committee to man the toll-booth, another to keep "lifeguards” on duty. When Americans meet a little inconvenience they don’t just fold up and sit on their hands, do they? The whole venture was felt to be exciting, enterprising. It might get written up in a national news magazine.


  From these beginnings it was inevitable that a status group should develop, composed of the most assertive of the vigorous males. The group would be defined by Hargis's distribution of access to his fetishes and talismans of male prestige. The men he flattered by inviting to his pool or poker games, or to see the allegedly pornographic video-cassettes he sometimes ran in one of his motor-homes—all these naturally came to court his approval. They competed for his attention, copied his mannerisms, grew eager to bask in his aura of potency and fearless, insolent ease. The "lifeguards,” by the fourth day, had become the floating poker-game—that is, the card-players formally adopted the duties of watching the camp's young swimmers and sailors. Simultaneously, of course, they and their enviable club sacrament were being displayed to the rest of the community.


  It was a beautiful stroke of management. Hargis was certainly a man of great native intelligence. Personally, for what it may be worth, I felt then, and continue to feel, that he was a sociopathic type with strong homosexual/ sadistic impulses, but I must stress that I disliked him from the first, and am far from being an unbiased judge of his character. What seems certain is that Hargis derived from his prestige both a considerable cash income, and an essential satisfaction in the pure prestige of club-dominance. And his fetish-arsenal, his practiced manner in generating instant bud- dyism, his incessant and subtle use of physical intimidation and covert coercion—all these pointed to highly developed strategies for satisfying his status-drives. His wife was a very outspoken, folksy-friendly woman with highly developed secondary sexual characteristics. She had the southern habit of using constant endearments in speaking to other women. She was quick and deft with an arm around the shoulder, and an uninhibited cheek-kisser. She presented, in fact, the female version of the same mode of aggressive seduction of her peers that her husband did. Their two daughters were loud and cute. Their three sons, all very strongly built, had in common an almost perfect taciturnity, and three different degrees of acne, inversely proportional to age.


  It must be understood that Hargis exercised an entirely psychological coercion, and was never guilty of overt intimidations that could create strong adversary sentiments among the community. When the disgruntled Farbers, after three days of the Hargis regime, had started packing, Hargis himself heard of it and came over. In the most natural manner in the world he declared his regret that they were leaving because the "gang” had just been planning to invite Mr. Farber to try out the pool table.


  Wingate came home four hours later and the Farbers decided to stay on at the lake. "I think they saw one of those porno movies of his,” Mrs. Farber told Sharon, "after they played pool. But I think it was the pool Wingate liked. You see he’s proud of his game, he's really very good at it...


  At length we left Mrs. Farber, assuring her that if she stayed out of the water, the greatest danger of contamination could be avoided, though of course we urged her to leave as soon as Wingate sailed in. He had gone out earlier for a cruise, miffed, she thought, because he hadn't been invited to join the afternoon poker game. She would tell him what we had said, and surely they would leave this time.


  We found another out-of-the-way part of the beach for ourselves and discussed our findings as the day lengthened and rich, barbaric red and gold seeped into the lake's surface. We found we had little to say about my discoveries. Their implications were only too gruesomely clear. Hargis was our main topic.


  "It’s quite remarkable,’’ Ernst said at last. “Sharon was right—Hargis's presence is pure chance, I'm sure of it, and he’s simply pursuing his own personal patterns of exploitation. But at the same time, he serves the Enemy’s purpose so perfectly! He keeps the food in the net, as you said, while the Enemy feeds up to strength enough to take it all. What are we to think?”


  "I think the Enemy did some balance-tipping,” Sharon said. "On his way here, he must have passed through one of the southern cities, and drunk some of this water before he ever arrived. Maybe only a taste of the Enemy is enough to work on a man like Hargis. So let’s say the Enemy nudged him up this way, and now that he’s got Hargis so near, maybe he moves his mind a bit directly, who knows? It’s possible.”


  Whatever the exact truth might be about Hargis, we agreed that he was very likely to interfere with any conspicuous measures we undertook in pursuit of our, to him, inadmissible aim. Even if it were clear to him that we could do our work and be gone without the beach greatly noticing, we felt he would oppose us instinctively, perhaps without fully understanding his motives for doing so.


  We decided to wait till sunset to count the boats in the dock, which should allow time for most of the stragglers-in to arrive. When we made our count, we discovered that we were probably in for a crushing confirmation of our worst fears. Forty-five boats were safely berthed by the time the purple gloom was ripening upon the forested slopes. We knew from our own experience that the number of convenient shoreline anchorages outside the public beach was small, and from Mrs. Farber we had learned that lying out overnight at anchor on the lake was not a popular practice, since Hargis's activities had created an atmosphere of "nightlife” in the camp that kept people around, even if only on the fringes. We might reasonably expect two or three boats to be still out on the lake, and that meant four or five cars and boat-trailers in the lot whose craft were likely to prove unaccounted for.


  “That could add up to more than twenty victims,” Sharon said.


  "Let’s make our tour and be certain,” I answered.


  It was a ghostly cruise. Before we were half through it, night had fallen. We had a searchlight, but a big, lopsided moon came up soon after dark, so we switched it on as seldom as possible. The lake was normal in its aspect— the Enemy still kept his colors dimmed—but it was, to us, unreal, seemed a huge, silver- surfaced tarn of blackest poison.


  Yet at the same time our boat itself had a corresponding—a compensating irreality of its own. It seemed to have an added buoyancy, a secret new capacity for flight or maneuver. With some diffidence I expressed this conviction.


  “Yes,” Sharon said. "It’s the elder signs, I think. They’re like windows to the Enemy’s presence—even though he’s hiding himself, the signs let through to us the feeling of his presence. And at the same time they give us an added strength to withstand him, and that strength we can also feel.”


  XIII


  In that tour of the darkling lake Sharon—more than circling her own drowned birthplace—was in a sense completing the orbit of her personal destiny, homing in on the struggle for which the whole of her adult life had been a vigil and a preparation. It led her to speak of her friendship with that author whose tales she had lately had us read. The quiet intensity of her affection for Lovecraft forms, to my mind, one of the most telling eulogies he can have received, though today he does not lack enthusiastic partisans from every conceivable class of reader.


  "I say it without boasting wisdom,” she told us, “but he made a literate woman of me. He was a very private kind of man, yet he was unbelievably generous, with his time and his understanding, to his younger admirers.”


  Sharon rapidly progressed from rustic precocity to sufficient sophistication to understand her friend when he told her that his stories conveyed primarily truths of spirit, while in them he had subjected the facts they dealt with to a hundred distortions and transpositions of detail, for purposes of clarity and impact. He taught her the healthy discretion that people like themselves—people who had seen— must always adopt with their fellows, all far less tolerant of the unusual than they.


  Listening to Sharon, one saw the young woman she had been, her infatuation with the kindly recluse’s refinement and knowledge, and one saw too this man—of not inconsiderable talent and education—gently encouraging the girl’s affections to her own advantage, recommending books, discussing them with her, tactfully correcting youthful fallacies. By the time he died, a little over a year after their meeting, he had come to trust her sufficiently to leave her some very ancient relics that he had in his obscure but always diligent life amassed. Chief among these were the elder signs we wore.


  “He said more than once,” Sharon told us, "that fiction could reach hundreds of thousands of people, and plant a lasting feeling for certain kinds of experience in their minds. But something told as fact, if it wasn’t the kind of fact people were used to, would be laughed off and go unheard by anyone.”


  We used our spotlight on a dark cove overhung by trees. The beam showed us rocks and empty water.


  “I knew so little when I met him,” Sharon said sighing and smiling. "He opened the world of books to me, and through them, the world, and I never lived in the country after that. I often get sad about it, but I’ve never regretted it. My father at first would write me every year or so to tell me to stop being a damn-fool typist—or whatever job it was I had at the time—and come back home—in the years before this lake, I mean. I would always answer him 'Dear Poppa, I miss you all terribly, but it just feels too dark at home for me to live there.' They thought I meant what happened to the Simeses, remembering how hard I took it, and they didn't pressure me too hard. And of course I did mean that too. Maybe you’d say, if you felt psychological about it, that I took another father in Mr. Lovecraft. He was so generous. A man who loved to help you understand, with no interest at all in standing on his knowledge to make himself bigger than you.”


  I had to laugh. "The way you say ‘psychological’! I see you think we are psychological, and stand pompously and professorially on our knowledge.”


  "Dear Gerald—and Ernst!” she laughed. "Not at all! Or at the very worst maybe just the tiniest bit professorial.”


  But it was only rarely during that eerie cruise that our laughter sounded over the waters. And when it was done, and we neared the docks again, it was indeed a sobering statistic at which we had arrived. We had seen two boats riding at anchor on the lake. There were five trailers too many out on the parking lot, five cars whose owners would probably never drive them away. With futile repetition we demanded of each other—how could people go on for days, noticing nothing at all? Five boats!


  Reminding ourselves of the tendency of our countrymen to notice as little as possible about one another, of their dread of the mutual human responsibility that flows naturally from an atmosphere of mutual awareness, did little to assuage the anguish and rage we felt at the perfect privacy with which the Enemy had been able to feast practically in their midst. The heedlessness to the shades and nuances of their environment which many people show is perhaps only another aspect of the heedlessness they show to one another—perhaps the two should be seen varieties of a single cardinal sin—inattention. In any case, the Enemy had here profitted by both types of disregard.


  As we passed the dock on our way back to the rangers' pier, we observed that it was a "big night" in camp. At the Hargis site there was a movie going on in one motor home, the stereo in the other, and a pool game under a floodlight out on the ground between the campers. Much of the camp, apparently, had been invited to one or the other of these. From the picture we’d gained through Mrs. Farber's account, this was an unusually "open” party. Now even the older people, along with many of the children, mingled in the little wonderland of Hargis’s adult toys.


  "He is consolidating full tribal support now," I said, "admitting even lower status individuals to the ritual center of his power-fetishes. I conclude that he feels a threat from us. He probably senses that there is something here that menaces group allegiance to him, something that might frighten and convince, and now he is working to generate increased group solidarity.”


  Sharon shook her head slowly, musing on the starkly lighted revelers, whose noisy islet of activity we from our vantage saw environed, engulfed by the darkness of the lake. "Whatever we say about people’s not noticing each other, there's something else, so plain it’s staring us in the face. The Enemy’s awareness—it's among these people, it branches through them, sees, hears and understands who they are and who they are to each other. The Enemy knew the right boats to take, knew whose neighbors wouldn't see or didn’t notice much.”


  "Yes,” Ernst murmured. "The Enemy’s surveillance must be both incessant and... intimate with its victims. And consider, then, the fineness of control, even if subliminal, that it might be exercising on Hargis, its shepherd.’ We sailed past, and in a short while were back at the rangers' pier mooring the boat. We walked back to the public beach without speaking, and reached it a little after ten p.m. Hargis’s party was in full swing. We skirted it and found Mrs. Farber’s camp.


  We found the woman obviously distraught, sitting at the campsite bench trying to pump a Coleman lantern up to pressure, and weeping quietly as she did so. Sharon took her in hand and got her a glass so that we could pour her some brandy from my flask. Ernst started the lamp for her.


  For a woman of her narrow and simplified emotional environment, she had received a serious shock. Wingate had snarled, and then shouted at and cursed her in public. The brandy helped, and we gave her more.


  Wingate had apparently returned shortly after we left her in the afternoon. He had been, in his self-contained way, morose at his exclusion from the poker game. He had returned vindictive, quick to take up his wife’s suggestion that they leave, once he had learned of our announcement and subsequent personal urgings.


  But before they had gotten very far along in their packing, Hargis’s party had begun warming up, and everyone was out and mingling. The Farbers could have packed everything in their boat and sailed it round the center of activity to the loading-slip, but Wingate peevishly chose some pieces of gear to carry in his arms to the car, passing through the milling campers as he did so, and passing near the Hargis site. It seemed he had to make a statement to Hargis, who had wooed and then abandoned him. And on his way back from the car Hargis had snared him. Wingate was appeased and converted with pathetic swiftness. “You’re leaving at the start of the party?... But how could I invite you, you’ve been out on the lake all day! We were waiting for you to shoot a rack of cutthroat with us.”


  Wingate literally joined the party on the spot, following Hargis straight back to the pool table, and leaving his wife perplexed at his not returning. After half an hour she came looking for him. Wingate was at the table and had been drinking. One could picture how her timid questions drove the poor, foolish maninto an embarrassed rage, helped by appropriate sound-effects from the “boys" who, by making furtive clucking sounds, had slyly accused him of being henpecked. The unfortunate woman, far from resilient, easily hurt and frightened, had burst into tears and walked dazedly back to the Farbers’ camp.


  We sighed, gave her more brandy. The three of us discussed our options after Mrs. Farber had grown drowsy and Sharon had got her bedded down in her tent.


  “The Enemy doesn’t want a single morsel to get away,” Sharon said. "Whether Hargis knows what he's doing or doesn’t, I think we should expect him to interfere with us any way he can.”


  Ernst and I agreed. "We should make up some kind of raft,” I suggested, "and sail out at midmorning. No more warning the people. Any disclosures of what we mean to do would only inform him better on how to frustrate us.”


  When we walked back we chose a route that gave us a look at Hargis’s party without making us conspicuous to the central group. The affair was well-engineered. The stereo in one of the motor-homes, blaring from its open door, provided a nucleus for a large group of both sexes, many of whom danced in the open space around the vehicle that had been smoothed and prepared for that purpose. The other motor-home was closed and lit from within, and judging from certain humorous sallies directed toward it by those outside, it appeared that Hargis’s inner circle were being


  regaled to pornographic video-tapes there. Meanwhile, the pool table and the Ping-Pong table that had been set up between the two vehicles attracted a mix of campers as spectators or turn-waiters. A completely unanimous atmosphere was established while differing centers of interest maintained the general fascination. There were tubs of popcorn and ice chests of beer, and the combined light and noise of the whole ensemble must have sealed up the celebrants' senses entirely from any perception of the lake and the surrounding forest—from any hint of what lived there that the waters or the trees might have whispered to them had they sat long enough in silence, and listened.


  We slept in the rangers’ house, laying our own bedding on the floor. We kept watches and had all doors and windows locked. Wakefulness was an easy thing in that place. I commit no facile overstatement, but speak in strict faithfulness to the facts when I say that this building—every plank of it—was saturated with hatefulness. The Enemy had feasted here. Here he had waxed in his obscene prosperity. Those walls, if they did not actually observe us, seemed literally to breathe with the power to do so. There was a palpable something in that house which I must, for lack of more precise analogue, liken to cold, but an actively malign cold, a sly, probing chill. After my turn on watch I woke Ernst in time to take two hours’ sleep. I managed to sleep less than an hour and a half and then, to occupy myself, I prepared our breakfast.


  We had fried bread with bacon, and strong coffee laced with bourbon. Though we were silent, we ate with great appetite, and felt fortified. Then we stepped out into the gray light, and went down to make our raft.


  In the maintenance garage were three canoes, old wooden ones. Though the hull of one was cracked near the bow, we saw it could be made watertight without straightening, and we needed mere buoyancy, not navigability. There were also lumber and tools, and we carried all these things down to the water’s edge on the level side of the pier, where Simes had seen Arnold—lying half in the water and half out of it—all but consumed. We set the canoes parallel and nailed three two-by-fours crosswise to their gunwales, and by sheeting this frame with planks we soon had a stout platform floating on three evenly spaced pontoons. We rigged a rope-tow to one end of it, and then it was time to bring the cars in from the lot, and unload our gear.


  The booth was not manned, and when we entered the lot we heard only a sodden silence beyond the huge old trees. On the docks we found no one stirring. The party had run late.


  We drove onto the rangers' road, Sharon towing the generator in a trailer with her Buick, and ourselves driving behind. When, after considerable trouble, we got the generator up on our rather high-riding raft, we had blocks waiting, and nailed the machine firmly over the center of gravity. It would be essentially a buoy, and should be perfectly stable on the lake’s calm waters. We topped off the generator's tanks and strapped two emergency five-gallon cans to two of its legs. The generator’s cable we ran along the towing-yoke; the outlets for our underwater lights we would carry in the stern of the boat where Sharon would be, piloting and anchoring our dive from above. We hitched the raft to the stem of our boat, and towed it out a little way for last adjustments. We checked our wet suits, tanks, floodlights, and explosives. We had an underwater rifle, a "bang-stick” which actually amounted to a short-range twelve-gauge shotgun. Ernst had a casual proficiency with firearms but I was enough of a hobbyist in this childish sport to be, of the two of us, the acknowledged “shot." Thus I was to handle only one of the floodlights and the gun, which possessed a powerful kick. Ernst was to manage the other light and the explosive packet, which we apologetically insisted to Sharon that we take down "just in case,” despite her assurance that the fourth Elder Sign, which Ernst was also responsible for carrying down and casting into the old Simes well, was the only weapon we needed.


  Though the Enemy’s increasing materiality seemed to promise a capacity for harm by shells and explosives, we had no assurance whatever of this. I will confess that even the powerful lights we bore seemed to us a possible weapon, seeing that the Enemy seemed to favor the dark. But we simply did not know, that was the essence of it. Of our explosives Sharon, for her part, said nothing. Of the guns, she tersely approved, saying only, "Some other poor soul like Mr. Gregorius might need us to have them.”


  And it was now clear she would need to be armed against any possible interference by Hargis while she was monitoring our dive. While we were readying our gear, Sharon practiced aiming and dry-firing the Enfield, and working the action. Large, hungry stray dogs had been an occasional threat during her childhood, and she had become so proficient with her father’s rifle as to kill more than a few of them, once she had grown big enough to handle the weapon.


  When we were ready, noon—the time we had chosen for our dive, for maximum light- penetration of the waters—was less than two hours off. The sounds of awakening in the camp had begun to drift to us from a mile upshore, and among them, smudged by distance, came the unmistakable sound of Hargis’s bullhorn.


  "Listen Sharon,” Ernst said, "perhaps you'd like to try a few shots of live ammo, to feel confident with it. You might... be standing guard for some time. .. Sharon laughed.


  "You mean take a few shots to give you confidence in me. I don't mind if I do.”


  Her late brother’s truck had been righted by the sheriff’s deputies and stood now at the edge of the yard. She pointed to it.


  "Take us out a bit and I’ll try for the tires,’ she said. “I know these heavy-duty shopwin- dows on my face don’t inspire faith.”


  "We're already pretty far out for the tires.’


  "Just a bit more—I don’t want that Hargis to even get this close.”


  We got about seventy yards offshore. Oddly, the wantonness of the act didn’t bother us. We were involved in urgencies of a far different order of magnitude. I focused my binoculars on the truck and I had no sooner got a clear image than the gun roared. A long dust- cloud streaked under the truck near the rear tire, and almost instantly, after another roar, I saw the tire flinch and wobble, and a big, tom-out tuft of rubber sprout from its rim. The truck was not even squarely broadside to us. I was about to voice my admiration when the firearm spoke again and the front tire burst. I pulled down the binoculars and saw the suddenly-small truck still rocking in the yard from the collapse of its supports.


  Sharon racked the gun and Ernst simply stared at her with a smile, as I did, for that matter. Sharon said, with a pleased flush, “It’s just something I always had the knack for. It would make my poppa laugh and laugh—he took me out a lot when he saw I had a talent.”


  XIV


  We spoke little as we sailed out. I was experiencing—and my friends as well—a queasy and disturbing emotional change. Our spirits, I must point out, were high. When one has prepared carefully and at length, there is a fierce pleasure in the moment of fulfillment. For all our consciousness of danger, I think we felt a measure of exuberant immunity from harm. But then began the change. It was a sensation one might have if, walking in a public aquarium between bright tanks on a sunny Sunday, he suddenly found the light growing less, the tanks vaster, dimmer, with ever more gigantic submarine brutes swooping near the glass. The way steepens, and narrows, and the gay crowd grows haggard, dark, becomes a throng of mad-eyed, infernal victims, while immense multibrachiate shapes—shell-encrusted, big as ships—boil and writhe against the puny glass.


  As the public beach hove in sight, I felt I must acknowledge these feelings. Out of the silence I said, "I feel afraid... overtowered. By evil. An immense evil.”


  "Yes,” said Erast. "A crushing against the spirit. Something mocks and terrifies, crowds up against me and makes my heart race. It's the aura. It has returned.”


  And suddenly the sensation, so provocative of lurid images, was brought into focus. It was the Enemy's presence just as we had formerly come to know it, but with the addition of ... what? Sharon’s ancient stone burned against my wrist with a coolness it never lost, impervious to my body’s heat. In some indescribable way, the presence of this stone made possible a much greater sensitivity to the Enemy, and at the same time it created that curious sense of insulation from the Enemy expressed in my imaginings by the glass in the aquarium tanks. Somehow, because of this stone, the Enemy was nearer, and I was at the same time—somehow—more defended against it. But after we had talked and agreed that we shared these sensations, one thing remained to chill and perplex us: the fact that the Enemy, after having assumed what seemed so plainly to be a state of concealment, had, abruptly, cast off its disguise. Was it that detection by such people as might now prove sensitive to its aura posed no danger to the Enemy now?


  ''We've got to warn them again,” Sharon said, and we could not but agree. We put in toward shore, and I readied our futile little plastic megaphone.


  The afternoon was particularly brilliant. The lake surface, finely tooled with dazzles of sunlight, seemed some supple metal, both molten and cold. The sky was infinitely pure and deep, a wholly different blue, yet as rich and unearthly as the lake’s. The vacationers were up and milling—though few craft were out on the lake—and their garish gear and clothing had a clean, carnival look. As for the trees surrounding all—though here some psychological factor might have distorted my perception—their greenness was rich, lush and glossy to a point that bordered on the hallucinatory.


  We did not put in too close. Hargis was a dangerous man, and the Enemy’s vigilance would aggravate what was worst in his own natural predispositions. As we hove to a short distance outside the float-line, a number of heads turned. The camp, apparently, remembered the three odd oldsters, and now we had this curious raft atop three canoes. There was some laughter at us, I thought, but without Hargis's management, ridicule was not the crowd’s primary reaction. There seemed on the contrary to be some curiosity. And surely there was among them some dormant sense of that uneasy, unearthly thing in those waters that served them as a kind of playground and parking-lot for their large, bright toys. I spoke quickly, foreseeing Hargis’s quick reaction once my voice should reach him.


  "Fellow campers. Ladies and gentlemen!" (How I wished for some of that natural demagoguery Hargis had!) "Please listen to our last warning. There is danger here! This lake is dangerously infested. It is not a contamination. It is an infestation. There is a dangerous... organism in these waters!”


  As my words came out I almost ground my teeth at my own ineffectiveness. I could feel the feebleness of such words—infestation, organism. These were middle-American vacationers I was trying to rouse, and I was a white-haired kook shouting flaccid abstractions at them.


  "Oh my God! Oh Lordy me! There's KOOTIES in the water!” It was the bullhorn that lashed these words across the docks and beach. Hargis’s big shape, barefoot and wearing only trunks, leapt out onto the sand, did a wobbly walk of quailing dread to the water, stuck one foot in it and did a prodigious back-leap, blaring out:


  "Kooties! The water's full of em! Run for your lives!” He had a large laugh going, all eyes on him. The children who were in the water immediately took up the game of writhing and shrieking and pushing one another into it. The merry clamor was quite enough to blot out my scarcely amplified shout.


  "There is a danger to your health! A physical danger!” I struggled for concision. Hargis had straddled and launched a rubber raft. He had the bullhorn in one hand and a can of beer in the other and was cutting across every sentence of mine with jovialities aimed at this or that crony in the crowd. "Hair of the dog that bit me,” he said raising the beercan, getting a new laugh. Then: "Oh, you should laugh. And look at Harold over there, on his third can by now!” And so on.


  I stopped trying, and waited for him to paddle out. He did so by kicking his legs, and overall it was a good ploy. The physical feat displayed his powerful body—always an important point in these male dominance-hierarchies—while he was also, as the group’s "shaman,” decontaminating the waters by this ritual entry of them, this display of his own unharmed condition in them. Meanwhile his whole joking air worked to decathect us and our message of any threat in the crowd’s eyes. Behind me Ernst muttered, “He’s very good. We’ll never break them from his influence. Let’s go.”


  “Excuse me gentlemen.” Now Hargis was addressing us with the bullhorn. The crowd buzzed, ready for a show. "Are you good people from the Forestry Service? Can you show us some cree-dentials?”


  "No. We are campers, just like yourselves.” I played into his lead, taking the turns he gave me because at least then I was heard.


  "Well now you know my wife went down and called the service from the phone down the road. Yesterday afternoon. And at the office they never heard of any quarantine or contamination warning up here. Now just what do you make of that?”


  The phone call may or may not have been a lie—it didn’t matter. I shouted, "There are fifty-two boat trailers in the parking lot. There are right now a total of forty-seven boats on the lake. Count them yourselves. Five families are missing!”


  This rang in a perfect silence. Everyone heard. And then I realized that the silence it rang in was wrong, was terribly, unnaturally complete. The breeze had disappeared, leaves and water were perfectly mute. And then, just as a questioning murmur began—‘families missing?... boat trailers?' —there came a noise of creaking wood, a dry, wrenching sound as widespread as the beach itself.


  We saw the cause before the people on the shore did. In the dead stillness of the windless noon sunlight, all those huge, gnarled trees that hemmed the beach had begun to move. Slowly and stiffly, with a cold, reptilian sloth, the giant boughs began to gesture, and to writhe. Then, when a few on the beach saw, and screamed, the crowd as one turned and, in its turn, cried out.


  Though each tree’s movement was entirely aimless, it had a terrifyingly sentient quality. Each giant moved in shuddersome discovery of its flexibility and power and displayed, with an uncanny pantomimetic articulacy, a vengeful and evil will.


  Though to me it seemed incredible that anyone should approach these demented titans, several of the boatless families immediately snatched up minimal armloads of gear and began heading toward them. I suppose the character of their unnatural animation was only really obvious to us, who knew of the Enemy. These frightened folk assumed some unspeakable affliction or contagion, and had no thought of malign function in this unearthly display. There were several moderately wide intervals between trees, spaces which the movements of the branches did not seem to threaten. Three small groups—ignoring my shouts, if the general uproar even allowed them to hear them—had shortly drawn near such gaps and stood hesitating, watching the trees a moment longer to be sure no injury threatened. The youngest, a couple with a babe in arms, moved first. The young man took his wife’s hand, and held his child in his other arm, rather as a runner holds a football. They dove into the shadowy arch of branches.


  I still see, in sweating dreams, the horrible swiftness of the two trees flanking their rush. Revealing a hideous limbemess that they had not betrayed up till then, both trees bowed laterally down on the couple—bent at the waist, as it were, and when they straightened, each bore one of the couple aloft in a complex, snakish grip of twigs and branches. Uttering indescribable, ruptured howls, the three victims were torn in fragments in a spray of exploded blood-vessels.


  At the same time a family of four, who had just checked their rush and were recoiling from the attempt, falling over each other in the process, were snatched up en masse by the swiftly stooping giant from which they had not recoiled far enough. They too died screaming, and were flung down in tom sides and splintered haunches, brightly clothed slabs of meat. Panic had taken the beach. People crowded into the water or, with more presence of mind, their boats.


  Our own moment had unmistakably come and Ernst was already swinging us round and heading us out to the open lake. I made a last attempt, and through desperate effort, made myself heard by some:


  "Don’t go in the water. Stay on the beach, out of the trees’ reach. Don’t go in the water!”


  My warning seemed to be having some effect, and Ernst cut the engines to give me some chance to develop it. A few people had begun to echo my cries and to drag their family or neighbors from the water. And then the Enemy moved again, and overwhelmed our efforts.


  Thus far only the big trees partitioning the beach from the parking lot had wakened. Now everything that grew ashore awoke, including the big trees in the camping areas, among which many campers, mobile homes, and tents were nestled. The lakeside forest seethed, and massy boughs reached down like misshapen, covetous hands, to seize all that lay in reach. We saw the biggest vehicles toppled and hammered to pieces, tents smashed till they emitted an infernal music of shouts and groans, the death-cries of those who still slept—or had sought to hide—within. One great oak lifted a truck and camper into the air where half a dozen boughs grappled it, crushing its frame like a styrofoam cup. From its buckled- out rear door a young woman half-emerged, and hung screaming for help, her waist still pinched by the wreckage. Her husband was on the beach, and he ran toward her, reaching up-for her hands, which hung almost in his reach. As if with conscious malice the tree paused an instant while their hands clawed the air to join, and then it gave the camper another squeeze of machinelike power. The death agony straightened the woman’s body like a galvanized limb, and then she slumped, and blood drizzled from the sleeve of one slack arm like water from a rain-gutter, drenching the husband. He roared, leapt upward, and ended his life in the branches' murderous entanglements.


  Now any further tenure of the shore, of this bit of suddenly demented earth, was beyond the power of the panicked crowd. They stampeded onto the docking-floats or straight into the water. And Hargis, who had sat as a dreamer on his air-mattress, a stunned audience to the violation of reality as he knew it, now awakened. In the mass terror he surely saw the opportunity of renewed control. He could lead them still if he led them in the direction their terror drove them. He brought his bullhorn up.


  “Everyone aboard his craft! Everyone! Take anyone aboard that doesn't have a boat. Help each other out and once you've cleared the docks follow my boat onto the lake. Orderly and careful! Orderly and slow! So we don’t foul each other up. Everyone aboard his craft!”


  We could do nothing here, and the time had clearly come for the performance of what we could do. Ernst gunned us toward the open water. As the shore dropped astern of our raft Hargis's image dwindled much faster than his voice did. He named some of his cronies as deputies and began to make an efficient process of the gathering up of each boatless family and the loading of them aboard different craft. Under his supervision the campers should at least reach the open waters in safety, whatever degree of safety might await them there. We soon lost sight of them round a bend in the lakeshore.


  The location of the old Simes farm was several miles from the beach in a large inlet on the lake’s northern side. We had old survey maps and had been able to compute the exact distance between the site and certain landmarks among the hills around the lake, and by triangulating on these we arrived at a spot about a half mile off-shore. Our contour map indicated that the depth at this point was a bit over a hundred feet. When we had dropped anchor Sharon said:


  “If you allow for being a hundred feet up in the air, that's just about how Dutchman's Nose used to look from the Simes's front yard.’’ She pointed to a stark crag in the ridge of hills. “Dear God, more than forty years it’s been. I was almost cheated of my revenge, cheated by time, but now at last it's come.”


  We started the generator, fed the lights over the side of the raft, submerged them, and turned them on. The potent shafts of light stabbed down through the deep blue like blades.


  We donned our wet-suits, and Ernst arranged on his shoulder the coil of wiring for our charges. We had the light cables rolled up on drums which with a tug we could turn ourselves. Lastly we arranged a signal-cord attached to a bell. We had worked out a directional code in numbers of rings so we could cue Sharon if a change of position was needed to keep the raft more or less directly above us as we searched for the farm. I took up the bang-stick, and Ernst the fourth stone talisman, and we were ready.


  We said good-bye to each other then, just in case. Sharon took our hands. “Ernst. Gerald. I’ve always thought of myself as a watcher at the threshold. Mr. Lovecraft called himself that, and he told me that I would be one too, and a good one. But he always said that there were also mankind’s natural sentinels. They could be anyone, he said—man, woman, child. All such people have in common is that they are watchful, they know how to listen to their world with all their senses, and they are alert to the aura of Those Outside. And any other watcher should be glad of their help when it offers by chance. I hoped Hazzard would be my sentinel, but his belief was too weak, and the Enemy took him as it would most, because he had no alertness to his own heart—he had no talent for believing what his own mind whispered to him. Only when it was in him, and feeding off him, could he believe... But even while my planning and preparing was mocked by the Enemy, my luck was giving me my allies, giving me you two. May God be with us all.”


  There was nothing more to say. We all embraced, and then Ernst and I went over, down into that silence which we filled with the steady roar of our own breathing. We hauled on the light-cables, paying out thirty feet or so, and then began to move down them, hand over hand.


  XV


  Sharon had watched the little turbulence of our descent for no more than a few minutes when, from around the distant curve of the lakeshore the entire flotilla of recently launched campers appeared. In on disorderly jostle, every craft on the lake came edging toward our position.


  They were a good mile and more distant, but were making fair time, and one boat was conspicuously in advance of the rest. As Sharon watched she soon made out that this was Hargis’s boat. The man himself stood in the prow with his bullhorn, while one of several cronies on board with him piloted.


  We ought to have expected this. In the general panic we, with our two warnings, would appear to those people to possess some possible clue to the madness that had just descended on them. Hargis would be quick to see the necessity of pursuing us if he was to keep the group in hand. It seemed likely that he intended a pretty rough handling of us. As the doom-sayers we were, in the popular mind, also the doom-bringers. Excellent scapegoats. It seemed to Sharon highly improbable that they would tolerate our explanation, or allow us to pursue our admittedly bizarre mission. When they were within two hundred yards Hargis spoke through the bullhorn. "Ahoy there! You people have got some explaining to do!” Sharon almost smiled, thinking of the times we had tried to explain, and this man had prevented us.


  She went to the rack in the cabin and got down the Enfield. It had to be used now, as it would not be possible to have the same effect with the rifle once the mass of boats got close enough to surround our position. She aimed carefully for the wide, bright mouth of the bullhorn, and squeezed a slug into it at well over a hundred and seventy-five yards. The explosive squawk with which the bullhorn died made an impression on the other boats, as did the sight of Hargis’s big frame pitching backwards from the bow and knocking down the man at the wheel. The boat slewed around, kicking up a wall of spray and threatening to capsize. Sharon kept firing—carefully selecting her targets—while they righted the boat and reversed her course. She destroyed their cabin's windows, splintered their wheel and disabled one of their outboards, emptying the clip after them.


  She reloaded the rifle and then took up her binoculars. The whole cluster of boats was retiring, though she saw that Hargis was on his feet again. His jaw was bound in some kind of bandaging, and he leaned on the shoulder of another man, but the imperative gestures he made toward his boatmates displayed to Sharon Hargis’s continued mastery of the rest. He took a chair once he had got the man of his choosing at the wheel. His boat—moving more sluggishly now on one engine— rounded the outskirts of the flotilla, and as it circled the other boats, Hargis’s lieutenants shouted instructions at the pack through their cupped hands. The upshot was that the pack retired perhaps half a mile, and regrouped.


  Sharon, while remaining alert to the bell of our signal-line, set herself to studying our pursuers through the binoculars. All the boats had stopped, but it was an uneasy pause, for the agitations of their engines had left the water queasy, and now they drifted into one another, jostling on the lake. Hargis’s boat was making its way from one to another of the pack, and his men were calling some inquiry as they passed near each vessel. One of their inquiries bore fruit; Hargis’s boat edged near, gunwales knocked, and a rifle was handed across to Hargis’s lieutenants. After this his boat resumed its quest among the subject flock.


  Throughout her concentration on this scene, Sharon began to feel something like a prestorm vacuum in the air. The sky, still flawlessly blue, seemed to over-arch her with an ever more terrific emptiness. She found that the smallest movements of her fingers required an aching effort, and their performance of her will seemed to occur at ever greater distances from her silently panicking soul. She lowered the glasses and looked around her. We had calibrated the light-cables with yellow tape, and she saw that Ernst and I had now drawn down sixty feet of cable.


  Feeling like someone who fights to concentrate in searing heat, or cold, Sharon dazedly searched the pack. She could read the faces— was it an illusion?—of individual campers: retired couples, teenagers, a mother here or there huddling over a small child. And she thought she saw in them the image of her own dawning terror. Their panic was of the mute, paralyzed kind that glitters far back in the eyes, which shift only fitfully. They had seen something unspeakable, yes—but they now felt the imminence of something more terrible still.


  Again Sharon lowered the binoculars. Her heart began to race. She had been wrong. It was not the sky that radiated this new dread, but the lake’s surface. The sky contained only a kind of echo of a tremendous pressure that swelled against the wide blue interface of air and water. The lake's wide mirror, all forty square miles of it, tensed to be delivered of That Which Should Not Be. In the binoculars, Sharon mechanically found Hargis’s boat again. His men had collected another rifle and a handgun. The picture of Hargis expertly breaking down the weapons seemed, in the vast frame of this new fear—vast as the dammed waters beneath them all—a thing without menace. He clearly meant to reapproach her position, and return her fire, and it seemed all but certain to her that he was a good shot—and none of this had urgency, or even meaning for her.


  Then came a moment when she knew, suddenly and viscerally, that the doom in the water had a focus, a precise target: the same people whose small, sharp-etched faces rocked in her lenses. And in the instant this conviction filled her, she saw those faces, as one, turn their eyes to the water near them. Sharon scanned and saw—surrounding the flotilla—a seething opacity, a boiling ring of murkiness in the lake water.


  Even as she identified its configuration, the annular mass rose and swelled till it bulged a full meter above the surface. Its color was one that Sharon knew. She had seen it blaze at night decades past, blaze from the trees of a beloved playmate’s farm, all through the last autumn of her girlhood. The ring’s substance was liquescent, and endlessly it shuddered, melted, rippled, while its overall form remained constant.


  A chorus of agony and understanding arose then—faintly, Sharon heard it as the far-off crowd voiced a unanimous prescience of unspeakable pain. The trees had instructed the campers’ unconscious minds in the potential dimensions of horror, and swiftly, swiftly they had come to intuit how great an agony they might expect from the force that assailed them in this new way. Before the ring's apparition Hargis had already begun to make his way to the flotilla’s perimeter, and now Sharon saw him calling for a laneway while he swung his boat around and backed its stem as close as he could get it to the ring without making contact. The man was quick and resolute, whatever else he was, and he saw the necessity for an immediate assault on this prison, before his flock’s control dissolved completely. He gunned his remaining engine. By using the enclosure’s full diameter in which to gain speed, he managed to strike the ring's opposite side at better than thirty miles an hour in spite of his boat's disability. The utterly dead stop to which the ring brought this charge pitched two men out sprawling upon the gelatinous barrier, and they too stuck fast with an instantaneous adhesion.


  And they did more than this. They underwent a change that raised a mindless shrieking from the trapped flotilla. The two men were bare-skinned save for tennis-shoes and cut-off trousers, and when they began to suffer an impossibly accelerated version of Arnold’s fate, the blackening and fissuring of their flesh was sharply visible against the luminescence of that ring of vampiric jelly. Howling, they shriveled like crickets on a skillet, and when, in moments, they seemed no longer men at all, but merely the shrunken ashes of men which should be voiceless, they howled still.


  And here, after a long and bodiless amazement, Sharon herself moved. She set the binoculars down, and took up her rifle. We had not foreseen the necessity of procuring a telescopic sight, and no sooner had she seen the two smudges of form swaying across her sights, than she racked the gun again in despair. She must watch until she could aid. She must leave us to our work. The understanding struck her that here was nothing less than a diversion of the Enemy’s power from us to another target. She saw that we had drawn down seventy feet of cable, and now it appeared that the Enemy was launching an attack that would take some time, and she thought: Dear God, is that the price for killing it? Fifty families?


  And then the Enemy erupted amidst them, a sudden branching from the waters at the very center of the ring. Sharon took up the glasses again and watched as a bristle of spiked and shaggy legs, each meters long, seized the gunwales of three different craft and pulled mightily down, capsizing all three. The water squirmed with people, and the barbed limbs scythed them under. Instantly, four other craft were toppled, and their squalling occupants pitched into the unclean, phosphorescent brew of the imprisoned waters.


  The Enemy worked entirely from beneath the surface, its jointed, claw-tipped limbs its only visible parts. It moved with stupefying speed, and shortly, no craft rode upright—all lolled, showing their keels to the sun. The glowing barrier had sunk somewhat, while still the Enemy worked beneath. Everywhere, people scrabbled for purchase on the glistening hulls, as more and more of them—flailing with sudden horror—sank just beneath the water and hung anchored in a subsurface manner that held them fast despite their most desperate strugglings and clawings toward the beautiful, indifferent sky. And Sharon watched, holding her post, seeing what she must, and waiting until the Enemy turned its attention to herself.


  Soon, both the barrier and the captives of the underwater webbing had all shallowly submerged, to where the agonal turmoil could only occasionally break the surface. Then the capsized craft, as if they were being nudged apart from below, began a sluggish dispersal, leisurely disbanding. The sunken turbulence of webbed-in victims began to drift in unison, as if towed by some underwater root that they all shared. Their direction of drift was toward Sharon’s position.


  Smoothly that poisoned and fettered crew approached her, bumbling suddenly just under the water-ceiling and breaking through it now and then when their mummied, sluggish hands or legs stretched with special violence toward the sunlight. Sharon understood that now there was no need for strategy, because her time with the Enemy had come. All that lay in her power to do against the alien would now be called for, and it would suffice to save her, or it would not. This realization came to Sharon less as an idea than as an oddly vivid zoographical image which she found herself recalling. It was of a funnel-spider’s web, a wide-mouthed cornucopia whose flared end was the scoop for prey, and in whose slender end the animal crouched and waited. Gathered under the predator were taut, infinitesimal threads that ramified out through the silken bowl, finely discriminating nerves which precisely mapped any capture's point of impact with the snare. And Sharon knew she had struck against, and now stood poised upon, just such a treacherous fabric. The little net whose glowing snarls still towed the clutch of campers nearer to her—this was but a detail in the Enemy's true web, which was forty miles square—the lake itself. But this was a web whose neural system ran two ways. Here the victim felt the presence and position of the predator whose snare it was, just as precisely as the latter felt hers. She remembered the obscene puppetry she had witnessed the day before, and understood the even fouler spectacle the Enemy intended to tease her with now. Didn't her adversary fear to lose some of his prey to her Enfield, or was he testing for just this, to see if she had nerve enough—having seen what had just passed—to defy him still? The slime-shackled, blackened mannikins had now drawn within a hundred yards of her, and the towering sun gave her chilling glimpses of their entanglement. The Enemy, Sharon’s nerves told her, hung just beneath the gaggle of prey. She put down the glasses and took up the rifle. She would force the Enemy’s bluff, wait for him to bring his precious human booty within range. She saw that we had drawn down a little more than a hundred feet of cable.


  In her state of hallucinatory oneness with her alien adversary’s imagined web she was so sure of what his moves would be that she felt a kind of immunity to the horror of confronting them. She watched for the moment when the alien would re-elevate the squirming nest of his prey for her to behold, and expected this with such certainty that when it occurred, she began smoothly pumping slugs into the ghastly flock without pausing to receive the mind-breaking enormity of their plight. With dreamlike efficiency she strewed balm upon those unfortunates, and exploited every instant which the Enemy required to retract his rash offering, though he moved to do this as soon as the first shots rang out. She felt reasonably certain she had dispatched at least five persons before the entire cluster was withdrawn below. This time it did not hover near the surface, but sank steadily down and out of sight. Sharon glanced at the cables: a hundred and ten feet.


  She almost exulted in the deadly fixity with which she was now regarded by the still invisible alien. The entity had not subsided. It hung, a fiery blur, some meters under water off our boat’s port bow. Eagerly she returned its concentration, knowing that the longer she engaged it, the longer Ernst and I would have to ferret out the threshold of its lair, and drop its death therein. And as she waited for the Enemy to move, it was with a kind of priestly awe, as much for the power defending her— whose alien coolness she felt against her flesh—as for the equally timeless and unearthly power of the thing which she opposed. Something born far across the starry gulfs was about to rise against her from the water, and something from that same freezing vastness was with her in the boat, and she herself was no more than a battleground on which they met.


  Inchingly, the Other neared, still not clearly visible. Its dreadful shadow came gingerfooting closer, and the vast, psychic webbing that contained them both tautened and shifted as Sharon, bodilessly still, read every tension. At length the alien had drawn quite near the boat.


  In that penultimate silence, Sharon felt horror begin to grow in her, sudden helpless panic like the carnivorous burgeoning of a parasitic larva in the hollow of her stomach, but at precisely the same moment, she felt also the quickening of her personal will, and out of her horror, the flame of her life-long hate was rekindled. And then she called out to the thing still hidden in the water:


  “Oh yes, I know you! It’s been more than fifty years since I first saw the color of you, and learned your nature, and I’ve never forgotten them, not for a single day of all those years. So why are you hiding like this? Do you think you're frightening me? Teasing me with the terror of seeing you? If so, why, don't be silly! Don’t be shy—come out and greet a body that will rejoice to meet you. Yes sir. Come out, Master Spider. Come face me if you dare. Face a woman who has dreamed and studied and schemed, who has longed to face you for so long. Why is it that you seem to be... nervous about meeting me?”


  Under the water off her bow there were now submerged corruscations whose pattern had grown somewhat less vague. They seemed to sketch a huge-bodied, multibrachiate shape. But still the Enemy waited, testing her minutely through the neurons of the immaterial


  web embracing them both. Sharon began to taunt it further, in a crooning sing-song which she spoke of wonderingly afterward, as if that sneering utterance, in such a moment, could not have been her own.


  "Is something wrong, Enemy? Does something about me give you discomfort? Pain? Eh? Does something here, when you feel for me with your greedy mind, does something here seem to stab into you, cold and sharp? Does it hurt, hellspider? Come closer I tell you—don’t be afraid of startling me! I like you, I want you near me, where I can touch you. I want to touch you for little Danny Simes, and for Hazzard, my brother, and for so many others! What’s the matter? Are you really afraid of me, Enemy?”


  The shape was clearer, nearer the surface now. With infinite slowness it focused as it rose. The jewel-like eyeknobs, the huge, couched fangs, the spiky, horripilating abdomen—as gradual, it seemed, as the growth of plants, these things rose toward the light. And as they rose, and their unholy color showed brighter, Sharon found within her a fury such as she had never known. Hate scorched through her like grounded lightning, fixing her where she stood. Smoothly, as it broke the surface, it reared back on the obese buoy of its abdomen, and raked its legs greedily at the sun. Unclean immensity—shape of Hunger, remorseless and absolute. It was a blasphemy merely that such a being should wear the noon light’s glory.


  Hate had scalded her heart clean of fear. The funnel-web’s tenant had now come forth to the limit of its snare, and Sharon found she understood the predator, the unmistakable curiosity with which it came inching near. And she understood it was her stillness, her defiance, that brought it so carefully investigating. If it yet had fear of the Elder Sign it was surely but a vague one, a qualm, a doubtful sense of unusual power about this woman. The Enemy probed for panic, the squalled pleas that it so relished with its feeding. Delicately, gracefully, it laid one barbed leg- tip upon the gunwale.


  Sharon’s rage was like a blossoming in her veins that swelled even while it lightened her body. Her heartbeat was a striding, militant drumbeat, and her blood sang in her ears like shrill, delirious flute music. In this moment the thing which she had all but lived to destroy, and which had touched so mortally those other lives so close to hers, touched for the first time—teasingly, testingly—the border of her own personal being. The contact of that barbed tarsal hook with the boat fired an impulse of reaction through her nerves as swiftly as one of her own neo-cortical commands might have done. She stepped forward and pressed the Elder Sign against the Enemy’s claw.


  A depth-charge might have burst just under the boat, so powerful was the Enemy's response. To call it a recoil would be to suggest a bodily withdrawal, but what Sharon saw was more like an explosive liquefaction, an instantaneous dissolution of form, with a simultaneous thrusting-away of the Enemy’s material from the stone that was so swift as to resemble an intense magnetic repulsion. She saw its body re-coalesce in the tom water twenty yards off her bow. Even as it re-formed it writhed, as in some abysmal agony. It hung thus an instant, in a boil of movement, and then it dove. "It’s going to ground, down to its well,” Sharon told herself. She saw that we had now drawn a hundred and fifty feet of cable off the drum.


  XVI


  When diving in the ocean, one may find darkness, and weedy obscurity, but there will always be absent a certain claustrophobia that goes with diving in lakes. The oceans possess Earth, but Earth possesses the pent water of lakes. Water is life's cradle, but Earth is its grave. The darkness of deep lakewaters is always—to me at least—sepulchral.


  At some sixty feet it was quite dark, for the waters were fairly rich in algae. We had found that sitting astride the lights—each as big as a beerkeg—was the most efficient way to have them always manageable, and at the same time give our arms more freedom. I held the rifle in the crook of my right arm, and the cable with my left hand. Ernst too held the cable with one hand, the signal cord and third talisman in the other. He had the charges wrapped around his lightcable just above his perch, solving the problem of his extra encumbrance. We went down carefully. Both our age and the infrequency with which we dove warranted very careful pressure-adjustment.


  We meant to arrive clear-headed and competent to act.


  I have noticed a certain feature of the fear of attack in the water—it seems to be concentrated in the legs. How panicky these poor nether limbs still feel without the firm shove of the earth against them. Psychologically speaking, I suppose that they are always feeling the primal dread of the void. This was certainly what I felt in my own, as we descended now. All menace, it seemed, lay concentrated in the region just below my feet. We went down faced outward from each other, in order to spray the widest possible arc of light. The beams thrust out some twenty to thirty yards, creating an ashen lucidity that was slightly turgid with plankton. The beams were rather tightly focused, neither illuminating more than a few square yards of water. We swept them slowly, incessantly, as we descended.


  When we had descended perhaps eighty feet I became aware, with a shudder of revulsion, of entering a sharply demarcated new zone in the water. I can describe it only as a zone of cold rottenness.


  That the water should be colder was of course attributable to our greater depth. That it should be somewhat more viscous, curdled- seeming, was also to be expected as we neared the drowned forest and its inevitable superincumbent soup of vegetable decay. But this murkier water had a quality beyond—behind— these explainable physical conditions. It had a slightly corrosive feel to the skin, and I felt a faintly nauseating effervescence permeate my blood. Decay down here was not a simple biological accumulation—it was an active, predatory presence.


  I tilted my light to be visible to Ernst in its side-glow, and pantomimed a horrified shudder. My friend nodded a vigorous confirmation. We combined our beams now, straight below, and saw a huge old tree beneath us. Descending farther, and probing out laterally with our lights, we uncovered a landscape of such trees—or rather, the nightmare simplifications of trees, huge, spiky, leafless amputations. These were too big for orchard trees, and from this we inferred we had not precisely targeted our dive on the old Simes property, and had descended on some of the adjacent woodlands.


  We had preestablished that any error in our calculation should be downslope of our objective, so now we followed the rise of the land, and by this tactic learned very shortly that our surmise was correct. The misshapen barrier of forest trees came to a ragged hiatus, beyond which stretched a tract of smaller and more orderly corpse-trees: the Simes's orchard. And, horribly, those trees, though long dead, were not now barren of fruit. It was strange fruit indeed that they bore, webbed into their branches with filaments of lurid slime, a crop of contorted forms that sprawled within the prison of the naked boughs. From that grisly carnival of twisted monkey-shapes decorating the branches—not to be sanely viewed for long by anyone—we looked away to find, tethered to the silty bottom by the same lambent integuments, five broken boats. They were secured in a bunch, like a hunter’s or angler’s catch. Beyond the orchard and the boats were the ruins of several buildings.


  It appeared Lovecraft had exaggerated the destruction of the Simes farm. Of the house large, jagged patches of the first-story wall remained, a corral for the mossy wooden shards of the rest of the structure. Less remained of the barn. Equidistant between the two was a gaping vent in the lakefloor. A feature of this vent seized my attention just as Ernst began signaling to apprise me of it: a highly tenuous shaft of color twisted and ribboned its way up into the water from the mouth of that fissure, a color which, though vanishingly faint, showed through—in defiance of— the light of our beams.


  We turned our lights away from the well- mouth—for, clearly, this it was—and saw the dancing energy-cable yet more plainly, rippling skywards from the black socket of its unearthly root. We began to make toward the vent.


  At the same moment we sensed, just above us, a stir and a pressure of something huge, which then nudged our cable just overhead. We wrenched backward to throw our light- beams vertically. A vast, heart-stopping vision settled down upon us, a great flock of sodden, blackened cadavers, all bound loosely in rags of phosphorescent spider-silk. And in the searching glare of those lights, we saw how those whitened eyes rolled, and the cleft, bulging lips still stiffly mouthed the mindless,


  repeated utterance of agony—this though they should by all natural laws be drowned and blessedly dead at such a depth. Beyond rational thought, I hoisted the rifle and fired.


  It was well I did. Due to the impact of the shot, the whole cloud gave a silken jolt, and paused in its subsidence. We both thrust ourselves desperately back out of the mass' line of descent. As it sank near again I fired into it a second time, from the side, and the fall of those helpless wretches was deflected. Sluggishly they settled, and wobbled down out of view into a fog of silt their impact raised.


  When I had sufficiently recovered to signal to Ernst that we must continue, he signed to me that he had dropped his talisman—the one he carried to cast into the well. No doubt the shock we had both just sustained had loosened his grip on it. We brought ourselves a fathom deeper and aimed our beams against the seething muck. Forty years of plant decay presented us with a stratum of gelatinous ooze into which a massy object like the talisman might sink for yards. And just then, because of this deflection of our lights, something was revealed to us.


  The entire farm was now ablaze with the alien luminescence which, just moments before, had been confined to the webbing that anchored the prey. Now the trees, the broken buildings, and the earth itself they stood on— all burned and flickered with it, and every feature of the drowned and accursed property, though sunk in crushing darkness, was now starkly visible, etched in diseased flame.


  But it was not this alone which unseated us from our lights, and set us swimming madly toward the well-mouth. For the umbilicus of alien light that snaked up from that fissure burned now ten times as bright as anything else in that uncanny landscape and—more—it writhed powerfully, like a python whose head was, far above, fiercely embattled.


  Ernst was well ahead of me, for we had been separated by some yards, and he was a very practiced swimmer, with far better technique than my own. As I saw him swoop nearer to the well-mouth I appreciated the latter's size. Set in the vertical plane the shaft would have admitted a tall man walking without stooping. Surely it was bigger than any aperture feasible for the Simes family’s original use, and indeed, the rim of it had a ruptured look. The glowing serpent rooted there was now shuddering and rippling like a web-strand down which a great bulk hastens with murderous speed, and only as Ernst drew within reach of it did I understand what he was going to do. I struggled frenziedly, but uselessly, to overtake him. In an instant he had got the strap of his wrist-stone undone, and held the talisman poised to throw. But first, he did what any man must have felt compelled to do—he looked down into the well, seeking to behold this horror's cradle and earthly lair. He hung for a moment, looking down, hovering mothlike near the well of light. And then he saw something, for his whole body recoiled with spasmodic force. Surely he cried aloud at what he saw, though I cannot know, for I had already heard the last I ever would of my dear friend's voice. With movements eloquent of loathing and horror he back-stroked from the unholy vent, first flinging down into it the amulet his hand held ready. I had now almost reached him, and stretched forth my hands to seize him and hasten his retreat from the vicinity of the now epileptically thrashing python of alien light. Above us, a brilliant blur came plunging down the dancing cable.


  Unimaginably fast it came, and the shaft toward which it homed was a roiling hell of light and powerful shockwaves. I caught hold of my dear friend’s hands, and briefly we saw each other's eyes. He smiled, perhaps already understanding his fate. And then the huge blur plunged into the vent—its refuge already mortally mined against its coming. It moved too swiftly to be a clear shape, and it was oblivious to us. Ernst’s doom came not with its assault, but with the tearing force of its death-agony.


  For no sooner had it dived to earth than a thunderous concussion clove the lake bottom. A titanic gout of alien light geysered from the well, and its surge snatched up all unanchored forms after it— boats, boards, corpses, all by unearthly adhesion were plucked up in the skirts of its explosive ascension. Ernst's hands were wrenched from mine. All was blindness and agonizing upsurge, and then I hung free in the water, alone in the utter darkness of swirling silt, preserved by some critical gravity that nothing else had possessed, and which I understood that my talisman had given me.


  I waited a long time in that boiling murk, hung, it seemed, in the very sepulchre of all sane reality, powerless to ascend too fast for fear of the bends. It seemed an age before, far above, I saw a stub of white light making its wandering way downwards. This would be one of the snatched-up lights come sinking back. The cable had not broken. Perhaps Ernst too had survived the brutal acceleration. I came carefully to meet the light, embraced it at last, and turned it on the scene of the holocaust. Only the well-mouth and the foundation- pits of house and barn remained. The orchard trees had been plucked bare of their grisly crop. And the only light anywhere was that which I played upon the scene. Clinging to the cable, I continued my long, inching ascent, to see what had become of Ernst and Sharon.


  XVII


  Sharon had hauled Ernst’s body aboard, and covered it, long before I surfaced. I came aboard. We found we could only gape at one another, and speak in hushed fragments of sentences, and at length we did no more than sit on the chairs in the stem and drink bourbon, taking it down in slow, vacant-eyed sips. The sun westered, gilding the waters that were now so clear, having been littered with corpses and shattered timber for some time. Sharon had let it all sink to its proper grave, saving only our friend’s body. At last, she said to me: "As they all rained back—it must have been three or four hundred feet up the Enemy took them—as they all fell back I knew they were dead, released. It made that rain less horrible. Because just as soon as the Enemy’s light began to blur and break, it retreated from all their bodies. The monster was dying then, I know it as sure as I know anything. It didn’t get away. It died up there. The Elder Sign went down and cauterized the root of it. This earth is free of it at last.”


  "We should bury Ernst ashore of here,” I said after a moment. "His proper place is the place of a Watcher, near the threshold.”


  We buried him as the sun was setting. I cast the shovel into the lake, and Sharon put her hand in mine.


  That hand’s tender strength comforts and inspires me still. Each day I see its work in the progress of her latest picture. The canvas shows that sunlit moment that I did not witness—those shrivelled dead released in the air, sungilt mummies, each plunging like an Icarus toward the lake’s luscious sleep below. Ernst—his flesh alone unblighted by the alien poison—falls among them. His wet-suit is half transmorphed into a fish’s supple, silver mail, and his face is not so much dead as rapt in stern concentration. Each day I see more clearly the work's fine eulogy: in that purified lake, a Watcher’s spirit lives, and patrols the deeps where, for his vigilance, no evil may again take hold.
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‘We watched the purplish shadows seep into
the forests sloping to the shoreline. And then,
when the last and most nearly horizontal rays
of the sun knifed in athwart the water’s sur-
face, we suddenly saw on the face of the lake
a bizarre layer of coloration, an oily, squirm-
ing stratum of rainbow which covered the
water, and which somehow the sun’s light
had revealed.

It was a meld of colors utterly alien to the
experience of either of us—and to that of all
sane men we wholeheartedly believed. For
the phenomenon carried that special quan-
tum of shock that attaches with confronta-
tions with the completely unknown. And as
alien as the color itself was the manner in
which its light passed through the sun’s—
slightly distorted in the process, but unob-
scured, eerily distinct within the normal light
of sunset. . ..
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