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IT IS THE AUTUMN OF 1910, AND FOR FIFTEEN LONG years Sherlock Holmes and Dr John Watson have battled R’lluhloig, the Hidden Mind that was once Professor James Moriarty. Europe is creeping inexorably towards war, and a more cosmic conflict is nearing its zenith, as in a single night all the most eminent members of the Diogenes Club die horribly, seemingly by their own hands. Holmes suspects it is the handiwork of a German spy working for R’lluhloig, but his search for vengeance costs an old friend his life.


The companions retreat to Holmes’s farm on the Sussex Downs, and it is not long before a client comes calling. Three young women have disappeared from the nearby town of Newford, and the locals have no doubt who is responsible. For legend has it that strange amphibious creatures dwell in a city on the seabed, coming ashore every few centuries to take fresh captives. As Holmes and Watson seek out the terrifying interlopers, the scene is set for the final battle that will bring them face to face with the Sussex Sea-Devils, and perhaps with Cthulhu himself…
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PREFACE


BY JAMES LOVEGROVE
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SO WE COME TO THE THIRD AND FINAL VOLUME OF The Cthulhu Casebooks. Here we find Sherlock Holmes, now in his late fifties, still engaged in his secret war against hostile cosmic forces whose existence alone gives the lie to the notion that mankind is in any way a superior species and has a meaningful place in the order of things. We humans are not blessed, not special. That is the disquieting message that comes from these texts and likewise from the writings of my distant relative and near-namesake H.P. Lovecraft. We are, in the eyes of certain godlike beings, little better than cattle. Their unholy divinity proclaims that we live in a godless universe – a universe in which capital-G God isn’t the adoring super-father the Bible says, more like a deadbeat dad who wants nothing to do with his “children”.


At any rate, some of the action of this book, The Sussex Sea-Devils, takes place in the vicinity of my hometown Eastbourne. It is well known to readers of Dr Watson’s published oeuvre that Sherlock Holmes retired to that part of Sussex in 1903 to take up the study of beekeeping, among other occupations. His rural retreat is described, in Watson’s preface to His Last Bow, as “a small farm upon the South Downs”. In “The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane” we get a little more detail, although not a lot: the house is a “villa […] commanding a great view of the Channel”. Its location is generally reckoned to be within a few miles of Eastbourne.


My own house lies at the westernmost edge of that town, within easy walking distance of the only building in the area that matches the above description in every part – a flint-walled smallholding set back from the road leading from Beachy Head to Birling Gap. (I often pass it when out exercising my dog.) It’s a windswept, slightly austere place, and I can easily imagine the great detective tending to his beehives in the lee of the shrubbery that forms part of the property’s perimeter.


My genealogical links with Lovecraft may be tenuous, each of us perched on wide-apart branches of the family tree. However, my geographical links with the Sussex coast, where I was born and have lived most of my life, are deep-rooted. I have chalk and grassy downland in my bones. The crunch of pebbles underfoot, the bluster of a salty breeze, the hiss of surf, cloud shadows racing across the sea, smooth green undulations of hill – these are the things I think of when I think of home. For which reason I feel a stronger than usual connection to the story told within the pages of this typescript.


The other town that features prominently in The Sussex Sea-Devils is Newford. It’s an odd little place that hunkers beside a shingle beach between two frowning brows of cliff, a few miles due west of Eastbourne. Newford is best defined by what it is not. It isn’t a thriving port, although fishing boats and pleasure yachts do put out from its tiny harbour. It isn’t scenic enough to be a holiday destination, despite a handful of bed-and-breakfasts and a single, forlorn-looking hotel. It has very little to offer in the way of historical significance other than a couple of concrete pillboxes and the remains of a gun emplacement dating from the Second World War, all gazing towards France with a somewhat wistful air as if pining for the glory days. Otherwise it is simply a warren of narrow streets that revolves around twin hubs, one spiritual, one secular: a medieval church with a crooked spire and a small pedestrianised shopping precinct built sometime in the 1960s where the retail units sell nothing anyone in their right mind would want to buy (but at least sell it cheap). There’s a railway station, sitting at the end of a spur on the Hastings-to-London line, but trains are a rare sight at this one-track terminus, calling in only four times a day, half as often on Sundays. Buses may stop along the high street; I don’t know.


What Newford has is mystery. Specifically, it has rumours of strange amphibian humanoid creatures who have been visiting the spot since the Iron Age or earlier, back when – according to the archaeological record – there was nothing there except a tiny cluster of huts, barely even a settlement. The creatures, known as Sea-Devils, are said to emerge from the waves at night, usually after a fog has rolled in, and roam the streets. Their arrival is customarily presaged by eerie lights glowing in the sea some distance offshore.


On such occasions you may, from the sanctuary of your home, hear the soft, moist flap-flap-flap of webbed feet on tarmac. If you have any sense, you will keep the door locked and the curtains drawn and not venture outside. Some local historians even claim that Sea-Devils and inhabitants of Newford have interbred in the past and that descendants of the two commingled bloodlines still live there. They have a distinctly piscine look about them, these hybrids, and seem to walk awkwardly on land, but are often skilled swimmers. For proof, one might consider the statistically high incidence of Newforders who have achieved success in aquatic athletics, amongst them an Olympic breaststroke silver medallist and two cross-Channel record holders.


I can’t comment on any of that. I do know that the town council did attempt once to capitalise on this piece of folklore. Not far from the aforementioned shopping precinct stands a statue depicting a Sea-Devil. Erected in the seventies, it is sculpted in the Elisabeth Frink style, a thing of rough, pitted bronze with etiolated limbs and a rather sombre air. Its eyes are bulbous. Gills flare upward from its neck. Its broad mouth has drooping, pendulous lips that remind me of the actor Alastair Sim at his most lugubriously disapproving. Coincidentally – or not – many Newford townspeople I’ve seen have a similar look about them.


The figure was intended as a tourist attraction, something to put Newford on the map. Curiosity seekers and students of the esoteric were supposed to come to the town in their droves in order to learn more. Cryptozoology – and the paranormal in general – was big in the seventies. It was hoped that Sea-Devils would become Newford’s Nessie and that Newford itself might gain the cachet of the Bermuda Triangle or Area 51. You can never underestimate the optimism of municipal councillors.


Nothing came of it, of course. The statue is now splattered with guano and more often than not someone will have lodged an empty can of lager on its head – or, more amusingly, an empty can of the energy drink Monster. It’s become a running gag. Seldom does the statue go uncrowned.


Having read The Sussex Sea-Devils (and edited it for publication), I feel I now know a little bit more about Newford and its putative amphibious guests. I also know a little bit more about Sherlock Holmes’s later years and consequently feel greater awe for his accomplishments than ever before, as well as greater compassion for the man himself. If everything Watson says in this book is to be believed, then the great detective fought valiantly to keep the world from harm and paid a steep price for it. Over a century on, we owe him far more than we realise.


J.M.H.L., EASTBOURNE


November 2018









FOREWORD BY


DR JOHN WATSON, M.D.
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IN MY PUBLISHED WORKS I HAVE GIVEN THE impression that Sherlock Holmes’s retirement in Sussex was for the most part an easeful and contented one. I sketched a portrait of a man enjoying a rural idyll interrupted now and then by the call of duty. The beekeeping, the monographs, the smallholding overlooking the sea; what could be more desirable for a city gent whose hurly-burly is done and whose battles, if I may continue my paraphrasing of Shakespeare, have been lost but largely won?


It was not really so. For Holmes, as for me, the battles were still very much being fought. To all intents and purposes my friend did give up his practice as a consulting detective in 1903. By then he had successfully resolved a few non-supernatural cases for certain very high-born clients who were so unstinting in their generosity that he was left independently wealthy. No longer did he need to pursue the tawdry, mundane enquiries that furnished a dribble of income or to rely on contributions out of my pocket. He was, in a sense, free.


Prior to this newfound liberty Holmes had numerous interactions with R’luhlloig, the god formerly known as Professor James Moriarty. R’luhlloig had declared war on Holmes in 1895, as I have related in the previous volume of this trilogy, The Miskatonic Monstrosities. In the eight years following, the two of them skirmished often, the so-called Hidden Mind having taken it upon himself to badger and beleaguer my friend persistently.


Some of these clashes I have chronicled amongst my fictionalised accounts of Holmes’s exploits, in disguised form. Readers familiar with “The Adventure of the Creeping Man”, for instance, cannot possibly suspect that the awful transformation undergone by Professor Presbury, the famous Camford physiologist, was induced by exposure to spores from a fungus hitherto unknown to botanical science and believed to come from space, the properties of which caused him to regress to the state of one of our primitive ancestors. Nor is it common knowledge that Godfrey Emsworth, the blanched soldier from the story of that title, was suffering from a curse inflicted upon him by a tribal wizard in South Africa, which resulted in his succumbing to a gradual necrosis of the body, a kind of living death. As for the lion that allegedly mauled Mrs Ronder, wife of the celebrated circus showman, suffice it to say that the beast was, in truth, no lion.


The presence of R’luhlloig lay behind the three above-cited examples and behind many another, like some deep organising power. Able to insinuate his consciousness into that of any susceptible person and influence his host’s behaviour, R’luhlloig would set up a teasing conundrum liable to be brought to Holmes’s professional attention, whereupon he would spring a trap, in the hope of snaring and killing his prey. Several times he almost succeeded. The caveman-like savagery of Presbury, the traumatised psychosis of Emsworth, and a leonine monster that can only be called a were-cat – all placed Holmes and me in direct mortal danger. Happily we were able to outwit our lurking foe’s machinations each time, but not without cost. I have more than a few ugly scars upon my body which bear testimony to that.


By 1903, however, the frequency of such cases had tailed off, prompting Holmes to feel that he could move out of London, away from the hub of things. He did not abandon altogether his investigations into crimes that had a basis in the occult and the eldritch; it was just that fewer of them came to his notice. He and I concomitantly saw less of each other. I remained in Marylebone, enjoying my practice and the less hectic pace of life which distance from Holmes brought. For both of us it was a respite. Neither of us, however, believed it to be a cessation of hostilities. That, indeed, was a common topic of conversation whenever I went down to Sussex to visit him. “One knows the difference between a pause and a halt, Watson,” said Holmes, “and this is surely the former. We are in the trough between two waves, and the next wave, I fear, may be the biggest and most powerful we have yet faced.”


Herein I recount the breaking of that wave: Holmes’s final, fateful and I will say fatal encounter with R’luhlloig, which occurred in the autumn of 1910.


By that time the seeds of the recent global conflict had already been sown, ready to burst forth four years later and bear terrible, bloody fruit. The great European imperial powers had already come to the brink of war in 1906, over Morocco. The aftermath of that crisis led to a strengthening of alliances on two sides, with Russia joining the entente cordiale that existed between England and France, and Germany, feeling ever more isolated and belligerent, forming a tripartite coalition of its own with Austria-Hungary and Italy. Opposing positions were becoming ever more firmly entrenched thanks to a succession of diplomatic rows and political moves seemingly designed for no other purpose than to antagonise, such as Austria-Hungary’s annexation of Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1908.


A fevered atmosphere, fraught with hostility and mistrust, gripped our nation, as it no doubt gripped our neighbours. People could not help feeling a sense of ineluctable doom, like an anchor dragging at their hearts. The march to war seemed inexorable. It was a question not of if but when.


Few could have had any inkling that another war, one of hellish, cosmic proportions, was already underway.


J.H.W., PADDINGTON


1928
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CHAPTER ONE


Things That Move in Darkness
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UPON ARRIVING AT SHERLOCK HOLMES’S FARM IT did not take me long to ascertain that nobody was home. The sun was setting and the air was growing chilly, but no light shone in any window, nor did I glimpse the flicker of a welcoming hearth fire as I strode up the front path. Above all, the house had that markedly desolate air that a building exudes when it is uninhabited, like a body from which life has fled. It came as little surprise when my knock at the door went unanswered.


I was irked, to say the least. Holmes and I had planned this visit a fortnight ago, and he had confirmed the arrangement by letter just yesterday, saying how much he was “looking forward to seeing dear old Watson tomorrow evening” and how he had made every provision for my stay to be “a comfortable and leisurely one”. I had told him, to the hour, when he should expect me. Yet he was not here.


I fancied that he had been delayed by some urgent domestic errand and would show his face presently. Yet at the back of my mind lay the possibility that there might be some more ominous reason for his absence.


Quashing the thought, I watched the dog-cart that had brought me hither from the station trundle off along the narrow, winding lane that led back to Eastbourne. I rather wished I had bidden the driver to stay, but it had never occurred to me that I might end up stranded.


I resolved to make the best of it and wait. I would allow Holmes thirty minutes. If he was not back by then, I would walk to the nearest village and find lodging at an inn. I dared not leave it much longer than that, with the daylight fading rapidly. Blundering around the Sussex countryside after nightfall was not a prospect I relished.


Seating myself upon the doorstep, I took in the view. If nothing else, Holmes’s smallholding was wonderfully well situated, the very definition of splendid isolation. There was not another building in sight save for Belle Tout, the decommissioned lighthouse that perched on the clifftop some half a mile away. The English Channel scintillated before me in the sun’s golden gleam like a vast, million-faceted blue gem. A breeze blew across the grassland and made the bushes which encircled the property – blackthorn and gorse, primarily – shiver as if with delight. Gulls mewed, diving to and fro above their cliffside roosts, and the bees in Holmes’s hives burred drowsily.


I felt drowsy myself after the journey down from London, and indeed I must have nodded off for a spell, because all at once the sun was gone, the sky was dark and a crescent moon was rising. I sprang to my feet, cursing my own folly. Now I would have to do precisely what I had hoped not to and find my way to some overnight accommodation with barely a glimmer of light to see by. The glow from Eastbourne’s streetlamps limned the brow of Beachy Head in a radiant halo, but all this did was make the darkness of my immediate surroundings seem deeper.


I was about to pick up my travelling bag when I heard a faint rustling noise. It came from one of the larger outcrops of blackthorn nearby, and at first I assumed there must be a hedgehog or perhaps a fox grubbing around in the undergrowth. When the noise came again, however, it seemed to me that it was generated by a much bigger animal. Moreover, I sensed something decidedly furtive about it, as though the creature was taking pains to conceal its presence, if without success.


Immediately I was on my mettle. Three decades of sharing adventures with Sherlock Holmes had taught me to take nothing at face value and be suspicious of everything. If instinct was telling me to beware, then I should heed that instinct. In particular, I knew to exercise extreme caution around things that moved in darkness, and there was a great deal of darkness in the shadows of that blackthorn bush.


I groped for the clasp of my bag, undid it, and delved a hand inside, seeking my Webley. I had brought the revolver with me in spite of the fact that I was on a purely social engagement. Seldom did the weapon leave my side and never did I carry it unloaded. I never knew when I might need it, and I needed it more often than I liked.


Whisking the gun out, I cocked the hammer and issued a challenge.


“You there. I know you’re hiding. Come out, whoever you are, or else.”


For a moment I felt somewhat foolish. Perhaps it was just an animal after all, in which case I was barking threats for nothing.


Then a figure arose from beneath the bush. Silhouetted against the sky, it was a man clad in some sort of black hooded robe. I could not see his face but he was clearly looking at me.


“I thought so,” I growled. “Who the devil are you? What were you doing in that bush? Creeping up on me, I’ll be bound.”


Answer to my queries came there none. The man simply stood in sombre silence. He was some sort of monk, as best I could judge. The black robe hung to his feet and had long, flaring sleeves that covered his hands.


“One last chance,” I said, gesturing with the pistol in such a way that he could have no doubt I would use it. “Speak up.”


The monk’s continued stillness and silence were unnerving. I began to wonder if this was not a mortal being at all but some undead thing. His refusal to acknowledge my interrogatives in any way was signally revenant-like behaviour.


I advanced towards him, gun to the fore, determined to get to the bottom of the matter. All I had to do to establish whether or not he had physical substance was grab him.


Calmly he held his ground, and only when I was within arm’s reach of him did I perceive that he was not alone. Two other men, robed identically, emerged from the cover of the bushes, one to either side of me.


They were quick, these two, catching me unawares. One seized my right wrist in an iron grip, wresting the Webley out of my hand. I was too startled to prevent him. The other snaked an arm around my neck, securing me in a chokehold.


I, of course, did not take kindly to this rough treatment and fought back. I like to think I gave a good account of myself. I aimed a few hearty kicks at my attackers, and flailed with my fists. They were strong, however, and quite implacable in their resolution to subdue. The one who was choking me had little intention of letting go, no matter how hard or often I struck him with my elbow. I could feel myself growing lightheaded as the pressure he was applying took its toll. Blood was not reaching my brain nor air my lungs. I struggled harder, but in vain.


Next thing I knew, I was on the ground, semi-conscious, with my hands fastened tightly behind my back with rope. The three robed men were talking amongst themselves. Their voices came to me mutedly through my fog of grogginess, as if from an adjoining room.


“It’s not him, is it?” said one. “It’s not Sherlock Holmes.”


“I seen Holmes last Tuesday, in Eastbourne,” said another. He spoke, like his comrades, with a heavy Sussex accent. Seen was pronounced sin; Tuesday, Toosdee. “This fellow’s the same age but a bit shorter and a lot stouter. Also, Holmes is clean-shaven.”


“So what’s he doing at Holmes’s house?”


“How should I know? All I know, brother, is Holmes isn’t here and we’ve got the wrong man.”


“Well, we can’t let him go. Not now. Whoever he is, he’s not going to amble away all meek and quiet-like, not after this. He’s going to go straight to the police, isn’t he?”


“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”


“We can’t let anything interfere with the ceremony. Tonight’s our moment. The stars are aligning. Kl’aach-yag awaits. We won’t get another chance like this, and we can’t afford for the slightest thing to go wrong.”


“Then we kill him with his own gun and toss the body into the sea. There’s nobody for miles around to hear the report. We’re planning at least one death tonight. What’s another?”


“A sacrifice is one thing, murder quite different.”


“It’s a fine distinction.”


“Here’s my idea. We take him with us. It’s what we were going to do with Holmes anyway, as per Brother McPherson’s instructions. Brother McPherson can make the final decision.”


I gathered that this Brother McPherson was the three men’s superior. They all seemed quite pleased at the thought of abdicating responsibility to him.


“What do you think, brothers?” continued the one who had made the suggestion. “Is my proposition acceptable?”


The other two assented. “You know him best, Brother Murdoch,” said one. “If that’s your advice, I see no objection.”


So it was that I was hauled to my feet and marched in no gentle fashion down the front path and onto the lane. I had no notion what was to become of me but I could only think that some dismal fate lay in store.


And where, I asked myself despondently, is Sherlock Holmes?
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CHAPTER TWO


The Brotherhood of the Pulsating Cluster
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A FEW HUNDRED YARDS DOWN THE LANE, WE CAME to a lorry that was parked on the verge, screened from view by a stand of hawthorn trees. By the thin moonlight I could see that it had seating at the front for two and, at the rear, a long wooden bed with shallow raised sides. It was normally put to agricultural use, if the mud-stained tyres and the straw-strewn planks of the bed were anything to go by.


I was made to clamber into the back and lie prone. One of the robed men – the one the others had referred to as Brother Murdoch – volunteered to keep guard over me and persuaded the man with my revolver to surrender the weapon to him.


“He may be tied up but you never know. He’s a tiger, this fellow, for all that he’s old. Makes sense for me to have the pistol, just in case.”


As Brother Murdoch joined me in the back of the lorry, one of his colleagues sat behind the steering wheel while the other cranked the starter handle. After a couple of attempts the engine thundered into life. The third man climbed aboard and we were on our way.


We drove for a good half an hour at the pace of a man walking briskly. The lorry’s jolting, roaring progress was hardly conducive to marshalling my disordered thoughts, but I was able to piece together a vaguely coherent picture of my situation. The robed men must belong to some kind of cult, if their talk of a ceremony and a sacrifice was any clue. Moreover, they appeared to venerate one of the profane entities with which Holmes and I had had continual dealings over the past thirty years. The name they had mentioned, Kl’aach-yag, was not familiar to me, but then the sky-spawned gods were numerous and nobody had yet compiled a comprehensive list. Moreover, new ones were being spawned all the time, for these creatures paired off, mated, and birthed offspring just as humans did. Kl’aach-yag, translated from the R’lyehian, meant “The Pulsating Cluster”, which, though grotesque-sounding, was not unusual as such appellations went.


Several times I strove to get a look at the face of Brother Murdoch, but all I could distinguish within the hood was a whiskery chin and the glint of eyes reflecting the moonlight. He seemed utterly serious about his duties. The pistol did not waver, however much the lorry bounced and lurched. I had the impression that he would not hesitate to shoot if I attempted to escape – not that I was in any real position to do so.


Eventually the lorry descended through a series of sinuous bends and pulled up at the edge of a beach. Brother Murdoch indicated, with a wave of my gun, that I should get down from the vehicle, and the four of us commenced walking along the shore, just above the high tide line, which was marked by skeins of dried-out bladderwrack. Pebbles clattered under our feet, clumps of sea kale rustled in the wind, and the waves seethed. While I had far from abandoned all hope of extricating myself from my predicament, I could not yet see how I might. An opportunity would arise, I assured myself. All I had to do was bide my time.


At the base of a particularly tall and craggy run of cliff we came to an opening in the rock with a tunnel beyond, which I presumed led to a cave. A cultist was waiting outside to greet us, a lit torch in his hand.


“Is that him?” he enquired. “The pestilential Holmes?”


“No. Someone else. Holmes wasn’t at home but we found this fellow instead.”


“A friend of his?”


“Not sure. We’re hoping Brother McPherson will know what to do with him.”


“Brother McPherson has much else to think about right now. All you had to do was nab Holmes. Now you’ve made things more complicated.”


“It’s not our fault. The fellow drew a gun on us.”


“Well, on your own head be it, brother. Let’s go in. It’s nearly time.”


The man with the torch led the way down the tunnel, we four following in convoy, I second to last and Brother Murdoch bringing up the rear. It was just about tall enough that we did not have to stoop but so narrow as to permit us to walk only in single file. The air within was rank with the smells of rotting seaweed and brackish water, although I detected another odour as well, one that was both fainter and fouler. We travelled for some fifty paces on a downward incline, until all at once the tunnel debouched onto a sizeable cavern.


Torches were arrayed all around the cavern’s periphery, lodged into clefts and revealing rugged chalk walls that curved inward to the ceiling. The air was moist and humid, and there were dozens of slimy green rock pools dotting the floor. The foul smell was stronger here, almost a stench, redolent of decay and putrescence.


A further four cultists were gathered near the cavern’s centre, making a total of eight in all. Although I could not see their faces, these men stood in attitudes of expectancy and, I thought, apprehension.


In their midst was a fifth person, a girl, and the sight of her stirred indignation in my breast, for she was clearly not there of her own volition. She was dressed in ordinary day clothes, and she blinked around dazedly, uncomprehendingly, swaying somewhat. She could not have been more than eighteen or nineteen, and would have been quite beautiful if her demeanour were not so haggard and lost.


When she saw me she tried to say something, but only a stumbling confusion of words came out. Perhaps, because I too was not attired like one of the cultists, she thought me an ally, a potential saviour. Her inarticulacy, and the general lassitude of her bearing, suggested to me that she had been drugged to keep her docile.


My blood boiled. The girl must be the sacrifice I had heard mentioned – a human sacrifice. Tonight’s abominable ceremony was to entail taking the life of an innocent young woman in order to appease Kl’aach-yag and curry the god’s favour.


I was unable to keep from venting my anger. “Blackguards!” I exclaimed. “Vile heathens! Let her go this instant. If you want to make an offering of someone, why not me? Spare her.”


One of the sinister congregation broke away from the others and approached us. In cultured tones he asked my captors to explain who I was and why they had brought me thither. They, as they gave their account of events, addressed him as Brother McPherson, but I had already inferred his identity from the air of authority he assumed.


“Then Sherlock Holmes remains at large,” McPherson said. “Dash it all! I should have dealt with him when he came snooping round my house this morning. He all but accused me of abducting Maud and told me he would not rest until he had ascertained her whereabouts.”


At the word “Maud” the girl moaned and mumbled. I could only assume she was responding, albeit incoherently, to the sound of her own name.


“He also vowed that he would turn up concrete proof that I was connected with her disappearance,” McPherson continued. “If only I had had the opportunity to strike him down there and then, and have done with it. I am sure he is dogging our footsteps even now. Oh well. It is too late for him. The hour is upon us. Kl’aach-yag shall have his offering, and by the spilling of my Maudie’s blood we of the Brotherhood of the Pulsating Cluster shall receive all that we desire and deserve, courtesy of our great god. Is that not so, brothers?”


The other cultists gave voice to a low rumble of assent.


“Then gird yourselves. We are all here now, a full complement, and the heavens are in an auspicious configuration. Let us summon Kl’aach-yag from his realm. By evening’s end each of us shall have his deepest, dearest wish granted, bought at the price of Maud Bellamy, whose value is made all the rarer by the love I bear for her and she for me.”


“You fiend!” I cried, giving such a violent start that two of the cultists guarding me felt obliged to seize an elbow each and hold me back.


McPherson shrugged his shoulders complacently. “Rail away, old man, whoever you are. It will make no difference. Where Maud is going, you shall soon be joining her.”


“Untie my hands and we’ll see about that.”


McPherson, untroubled by my threat, turned and sauntered back to Miss Bellamy. He produced a long, sharp knife from the folds of his robe. I strained, hoping to free myself from the clutches of the two men detaining me, but in vain.


The other cultists fanned out in a semicircle, and a solemn chant began. McPherson intoned certain phrases in R’lyehian that I knew to be ritual invocations, and his brethren duly echoed them, like the call and response of some blasphemous catechism. The torchlight seemed to dim as the chant grew louder and more impassioned. The climax came as eight voices called out in unison, “Iä, Kl’aach-yag! Iä! Iä!”


In the rock pools something stirred. The slimy surfaces began to ripple and swirl.


At the same time, I felt a hand tugging surreptitiously on the ropes that bound me, and a voice – a voice I knew so well – whispered in my ear.


“Be ready, Watson, old friend. When I act, act with me.”









[image: Image]


CHAPTER THREE


A Glaucous, Slobbering Blob
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FROM ONE OF THE ROCK POOLS, THEN ANOTHER, then all of them, gelatinous shapes emerged. Each consisted of a transparent hemispherical hub fringed with tentacles, transparent too and delicately thin, almost threadlike. They were jellyfish of some sort, their bodies ranging in size from a man’s clenched fist to a football, and they propelled themselves from the water onto the cavern floor with a squirming, rolling motion that was quite revolting to behold. They came out in disorderly processions, the faster crawling over the slower, and such was their number that I could only assume the rock pools were not shallow cavities like the ordinary seaside variety; they were, rather, the mouths of wells that sank some way into the earth, possibly all connected to a single reservoir below, the creatures’ communal home.


Appalled though I was by the sudden bizarre manifestation of the mass of jellyfish, I was feeling some measure of relief too, even delight, for the voice that had just whispered to me belonged to none other than Sherlock Holmes. He was masquerading as a member of the Brotherhood of the Pulsating Cluster, the one known as Brother Murdoch. He also happened to be one of the pair currently restraining me. I now had a clearer view of his face and could see that lumps of theatrical putty altered its contours and a lush beard adorned the chin, presumably false. The eyes, however, with their keen gleam, were unmistakable.


Holmes had deftly loosened my bonds, and he was armed with a weapon. All at once, things were not looking so rosy for the cultists.


The jellyfish migrated to one end of the cavern, where they began massing. They climbed onto one another, entangling together to form a large, bulbous agglomeration of pulpy bodies and stringy tentacles that stood taller than a man. The foetid smell they exuded was noisome indeed, like something from the pits of Hell. Several of the cultists gagged and retched, although not McPherson. He brandished the knife with great glee. As for poor Maud Bellamy, whatever wits she still retained were fast deserting her. Her eyes rolled in their sockets and mewling, strangulated cries of maddened despair escaped her lips.


The assembled jellyfish were now moving as one, throbbing as though animated by a shared heartbeat. Somehow, as they clenched slipperily together, they produced a noise that constituted speech. Each syllable was a loathsome wet suck, like a gourmand smacking his lips, yet intelligible nonetheless – assuming one was conversant in R’lyehian.


“Give it to me,” said Kl’aach-yag, the Pulsating Cluster, a single being composed of many. “Bring me my food, that I might gorge upon its sweetness and gain sustenance.”


One of the cultists dragged Miss Bellamy forwards, under guidance from McPherson.


“Force her to her knees,” the leader of the cultists said. “Quick about it, brother. Yes. Now draw back her head. That’s it.”


The girl’s neck was thus exposed, and McPherson held the knife beneath her chin, its cutting edge upward. He was going to slit Miss Bellamy’s throat as though she were a heifer at the slaughterhouse.


“Now, Holmes?” I hissed. I could not believe my friend was willing to delay a moment longer.


“Now,” he confirmed.


I lunged sideways, barging my shoulder into the cultist on my left and knocking him flat. Meanwhile Holmes, on my right, took careful aim with the Webley and fired.


The bullet struck McPherson in the arm. The impact spun him round and with a yelp of pain he collapsed, dropping the knife.


At the sound of the gunshot everyone else in the cavern froze. Even Kl’aach-yag ceased his avaricious, masticatory jabber.


“Quick, Watson. The girl. Get the girl. I’ll cover you.”


I darted towards Miss Bellamy, the ropes tumbling free from my hands as I went. One of the cultists stepped into my path to intercept me. I handed him off as a fly half might an opposing three-quarter coming in for the tackle. I was not a young man any more, far from it, but I could move with alacrity when the occasion called and I had lost few of my rugby skills. The cultist who was holding Miss Bellamy also tried to waylay me, but Holmes saw him off with a well-placed round that ricocheted off the cavern floor just inches from his feet, sending up a spray of chalk fragments.


I took the hapless girl by the shoulders and hauled her away from the glaucous, slobbering blob that was Kl’aach-yag. As we reached Holmes’s side, McPherson reared up from the ground, bellowing with rage. His wounded arm hung useless by his side, but he now held the knife in his other hand.


“Bring her back! Damn you, I have waited months for this. Maud is practically my fiancée. Kl’aach-yag knows how much it means to me to let him have her. He will not be denied his wishes, and neither shall I!”


“No,” said Holmes. “He will not.” He switched to R’lyehian. “Kl’aach-yag, where you have been deprived of one feast, take another. I offer you Fitzroy McPherson, science master at The Gables school and as black-souled a rogue as ever drew breath.”


McPherson was not, it seemed, as fluent in that ancient, alien language as either Holmes or me but he recognised his own name and grasped the import of the rest. He swivelled to face Kl’aach-yag. Blood was pouring from his arm and dripping onto the floor, stark red against the white of the chalk.


“No, no, do not listen to him, o mighty one,” he protested, gesturing at Miss Bellamy. “I am not to be the sacrifice here. She is. She is.”


The god, however, appeared to disagree, for all at once a score of tentacles shot out, ensnaring McPherson’s limbs. McPherson screamed and slashed at the tendrils with the knife, but for every one he severed, another snaked out to take its place. Soon he was wrapped in a web of the fleshy extrusions and Kl’aach-yag was slowly, inexorably drawing him closer, like an angler reeling in his catch. From the anguished way McPherson cried and writhed, I could only assume the tentacles sported venomous cysts, which were stinging him through his robe. He was alive to the horror of his position and aware that there was nothing he could do to change it.


Finally he was pressed bodily against Kl’aach-yag, and individual jellyfish began oozing over him, covering him and subsuming him into their collective self. His screams took on a sobbing, plaintive timbre and then were silenced as Kl’aach-yag absorbed him entirely. Thereafter all I could do – and the same was true of everyone in the cavern – was watch him suffocate in the god’s interior, his movements becoming increasingly feeble and spasmodic until they ceased altogether.


Then, with almost indecent rapidity, McPherson’s lifeless body began to disintegrate. Kl’aach-yag was digesting him. Skin melted away to reveal muscle, sinew and vein, which in turn liquefied to nothingness, leaving just bare bones. I was put in mind of my anatomy lessons at medical school, although here the dissection of the cadaver took less than a minute rather than being prolonged over the course of several sessions.


When McPherson was a mere skeleton, Kl’aach-yag dispersed, dividing up into his discrete jellyfish components, which squelched back to the rock pools and slipped in. The bones clattered to the floor.


The remaining members of the Brotherhood of the Pulsating Cluster stood around, seeming stunned and at a loss. Holmes, keeping the revolver levelled, indicated to me that we should beat a retreat, along with Miss Bellamy. I went ahead, escorting the girl back up the tunnel to the beach. Holmes followed, walking backwards. Had any of the cultists got it into his head to come after us, he would doubtless have had a bullet sent his way and been encouraged to rethink. In the event, I suspect all of them were too shocked by their leader’s grisly demise to stir themselves to action.


At the cave entrance Holmes let out a loud, shrill whistle. Shortly, a contingent of the Sussex Constabulary appeared, wading ashore. It transpired that the policemen had been in a rowing boat anchored some way out to sea, awaiting Holmes’s signal.


“Here is Miss Maud Bellamy, Inspector Bardle, as promised, safe and well,” my friend said to the senior-ranking official. He had by now divested himself of his facial disguise. “See to it that she is returned to her family home in Fulworth and receives medical attention as soon as possible. You will find some rather perturbed fellows within the cave, all of whom you may arrest for conspiracy to commit murder. Their ringleader is no longer in any fit state to face trial, more’s the pity, but the rest of them will, I have a strong suspicion, come quietly. You may also wish to send officers to The Gables school, where they will find a mathematics teacher, name of Ian Murdoch, trussed up and gagged in his lodgings. He likewise should be arrested. And then, Inspector, if I might make a recommendation, you should requisition a few sticks of dynamite, blow up the entrance to that cave, and seal the place off forever.”
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CHAPTER FOUR


Holmes’s Own Personal Ambrosia
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LATER, AS HOLMES AND I SAT IN HIS SITTING ROOM WITH glasses of brandy, my friend tendered a fulsome apology.


“I am truly sorry, Watson, to have embroiled you in this affair. Time was pressing and I could see no alternative. In the event, your unwilling involvement was a blessing in disguise. Access to your revolver gave me an unassailable advantage.”


“Why did you not warn me beforehand that you were in the throes of an investigation?” I asked. “A short telegram was all it would have taken.”


“Until this morning I had no idea that a crisis was in the offing. A game was afoot but I did not appreciate that its dénouement was quite so near. Then, shortly after breakfast, old Tom Bellamy, Fulworth fishery magnate and Maud’s father, came to me, entreating me to look into the sudden disappearance of his daughter. She had gone out for her daily constitutional and not returned. His immediate thought was that she had eloped with Fitzroy McPherson, her fiancé. Bellamy disapproved of the engagement and had made no secret of the fact to both parties. Maud was not only considerably younger than her intended but, as heiress to a small fortune, of considerably greater means than a mere schoolmaster. Bellamy feared that money rather than love was McPherson’s primary motivation. He asked me to pay a call on McPherson.”


“Why not go himself ?”


“He said he could not trust himself in McPherson’s presence, especially were he to find Maud with him. He might give in to his more bestial instincts. He knew I would be more circumspect and tactful. He knew, too, that I was a friend of McPherson.”


“You were? That monster?”


“Well, ‘acquainted’ might be more accurate. I happen to be on very amicable terms with Harold Stackhurst, headmaster of The Gables. Through him, McPherson’s path and mine have previously crossed on a couple of occasions, in a social context. The same goes for Ian Murdoch, a mathematics teacher at the school.”


“Whom you impersonated this evening.”


Holmes nodded. “As it happened, I was only too happy to accede to Tom Bellamy’s request to act as go-between, for I already had other reasons to think that McPherson was not on the up and up. Over a glass or two of wine at the dinner table McPherson was wont to become a touch garrulous, and in my presence he once let slip a reference to non-Euclidean geometry during a general discussion of architecture. He averred that while it is possible to build structures upon non-Euclidean lines, the effects of hyperbolic angles and curvature tensors upon the human brain, when experienced on a monumental scale, might well induce psychosis and madness.”


“As is said to be the case with the lost city of R’lyeh, home to Cthulhu. To walk its streets is to court insanity.”


“Quite so. That gave me my first inkling that there was more to McPherson than met the eye. I then inveigled my way into visiting him in his study at the school, ostensibly to discuss a subject of mutual interest, chemistry. One can tell a great deal about a man from his study, especially its bookshelves, and McPherson’s proved to be quite revelatory. Squirrelled away amongst the expected scientific textbooks were English editions of the Pnakotic Manuscripts, De Vermis Mysteriis and Daemonolatreia, to name but three.”


“No Necronomicon?” The bookshelves of Holmes’s own study were replete with countless similar such volumes, including not one but two copies of that dread tome whose name I had just mentioned.


“No, thank goodness,” said Holmes. “I steered the conversation around to esoteric cults, whereupon McPherson, thitherto genial and expansive, became cagey. I said that up and down the land one found bands of acolytes in thrall to strange old gods. I considered such people a menace to themselves and to the public at large, for they were dealing with forces they could neither comprehend nor control. McPherson was quick to dismiss them as cranks. ‘Anyone can don robes and light torches and chant a bit of mumbo-jumbo around a makeshift altar and think they have contacted gods,’ he said, ‘just as anyone can buy a Ouija board and hold a parlour séance and think they are communing with the spirit world.’ His contempt struck me not as that of a rational man scorning superstition but rather that of a professional sneering at amateurs.”


“The gentleman doth protest too much, methinks.”


“Ha ha! Yes. Thereafter I began taking careful note of McPherson’s habits and his comings and goings. He had several associates in town with whom he would meet regularly at pubs and other such places, amongst them Ian Murdoch. I got the clear impression that they were cronies, and by eavesdropping on their conversations, in a variety of disguises, I was able to glean certain references that gave me cause for concern. You know the sort of thing. Then, three days ago, while shadowing McPherson around Eastbourne, I saw him enter a costumiers on Cornfield Terrace, from which premises he emerged laden with bulky parcels. I went in straight afterwards and, acting on a hunch, asked the rather satisfied-looking shopkeeper whether he had anything in the monastic or ceremonial line. The fellow was not slow in admitting he had just fulfilled a lucrative commission in that vein. ‘Eight sets of black robes for a play about the history of the Benedictine Order,’ he told me. ‘A new production they’re putting on at the Royal Hippodrome later this month, so the customer said.’ One rarely thinks about such mundane, practical details when it comes to investigating occult crimes, but sometimes they can prove pivotal.”


“Cultists need robes, after all.”


“Absolutely, and now I had evidence that McPherson, Murdoch et al. might well be planning some sort of rite, although I had yet to establish its nature or level of seriousness. So it was that, this morning, with Maud Bellamy having gone mysteriously missing, matters seemed to be coming to a head. Confronting McPherson at the school, in part-compliance with Tom Bellamy’s request, I implied heavily that I knew he was responsible for the girl’s abduction. I did not know anything of the sort, of course, not with any certainty, but I hoped the bluff would constitute a viable threat and McPherson might think twice about whatever heinous misdeed he had in store. His intemperate response led me to believe that he was not going to back down.”


“You should have beaten the villain until he was black and blue.”


“Under what pretext, Watson? What if I was mistaken about him? What if Miss Bellamy had fallen foul of some other agency? That seemed unlikely, mind you. It was surely not coincidental for her to have disappeared when her fiancé was, to my way of thinking, a very shady character and up to no good. McPherson and she could easily have arranged an assignation, whereupon he subdued her, perhaps with chloroform, and spirited her off to some hideaway. Yet I had no idea where she was and could not conclusively link the one thing with the other. My only recourse was to infiltrate McPherson’s operation.”


“By disguising yourself as Ian Murdoch.”


“Having first taken the precaution of going to Murdoch’s lodgings and putting him out of action,” said Holmes. “I then compelled him to tell me where and when he and his fellow cultists were meeting.”


“Compelled?” I said with a note of irony. “By what method? Magical or physical?”


“Physical. I was pressed for time.”


“And just how much physicality was required?”


“Not as much as you might expect. Murdoch – altogether less wily and obdurate than his friend McPherson – was rather cowed by the ease with which I overpowered him and readily gave up the goods. Events were moving fast. I telephoned Inspector Bardle. He is a sound fellow and we have had some dealings in the past which have redounded to his advantage. I told him what was going on and he agreed to have officers in a boat offshore, ready to pounce when I gave the signal. I then set about making myself up to look like Murdoch, who is, by good fortune, of approximately my height and stature. I did a fairly good job of it, all said and done, right down to the bushy beard and the somewhat crooked nose; and I was able to mimic his mannerisms and even his Sussex burr – he is a local, born and bred. In short, I could pass for him, especially in the dark and when swaddled in borrowed robes. I turned up at the prearranged rendezvous point, where I was met by two of his brethren. It was then that I learned that our first port of call was to be my own house and the first item on our agenda ambushing Sherlock Holmes and taking him captive. And that, Watson, is where you entered the picture. I am glad, by the way, that you refrained from shooting me. That would certainly have put a crimp in my plans.”


“And I am glad that you inveighed against killing me.”


“That would certainly have put a crimp in yours. In fact, I was overjoyed to have my Watson beside me as I tackled the Brotherhood. It was just like old times.”


I sighed ruefully. “Maybe, but I am not as young as I used to be and I am feeling the effect of my exertions earlier. My shoulder aches from lying tied up in the back of that lorry and I fear I may have pulled a tendon in my leg charging across the cave to reach Miss Bellamy. You on the other hand, Holmes, look hardly incommoded at all after the late shenanigans. Indeed, if I may say so, you look positively vigorous, and not just tonight. Every time I come to visit, I note how immune you seem to the effects of age. There is scarcely a grey hair upon your head nor a line upon your face, and I spy no sign of bodily infirmity anywhere. It is quite vexing how youthful you remain, even as I decline into decrepitude. What is your secret?”
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