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The Kew Growths
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Things weren’t going well. 

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

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

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

“And what’s the story?” I asked.

McGuire smiled.

“It’s Kew. They’re opening a new greenhouse,” he said, slowly, as if addressing a child. I took the hint, bit my tongue, and headed across the river.

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

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

To her great credit she took it in good grace.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I was given orders to report to a doctor if I showed any signs of sickness, told to take care, and I was left alone on the doorstep. I had barely woken from my dreams; I could still hear singing in my ears.

*
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I dragged myself into the office, part of me wondering whether I had a valid enough excuse for some sick leave, another, larger, part feeling the first signs of excitement that there might be a real scoop to be had. But my hopes were dashed almost immediately. McGuire didn’t think there was a story in it, despite all my protestations.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Dhumna Ort!”

Everything fell silent. 

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

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

“Thomas Carnacki,” he said. 

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

“Ah yes, the Express chap. I might have known there would be some of you reporter types chasing around for a story. I suppose you’ll want to know what just happened? Let me buy you a drink and I’ll fill you in.”

*
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So it was that twenty minutes later we sat in a rather well-appointed ale-house on the riverside, sipping some of Fuller’s finest ale, while I listened to an increasingly ever more outlandish story. Indeed, had my new companion not been so obviously a gentleman of some wealth, and a clear-eyed one at that, I might have taken his tale as the ramblings of someone addled by an opium habit.

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

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

I put up a hand to stop him. 

“You’ve lost me already,” I said. “And I should tell you that I don’t believe in any of that hocus-pocus.”

He smiled at me.

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

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

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

“It took me several hours, but the more I uncovered, the less I liked what I had found. There are several legends from widespread places around the world that deal with these fungi, and none of them have much, if anything, good to say about them. The details vary considerably, but on one thing there is perfect agreement. On no account should they be cultivated, or allowed to sporulate, for they are voracious in their appetite, and devious in their methods. Now, this would be jolly bad news even if that were all that was involved. But the old texts told more, of a spiritual dimension to the fungi, and of even older tales of their origin millennia ago on the high plains of Leng. All of this will sound arcane, if not ridiculous, to your modern sensibilities, Malone. But, trust me, I learned enough this afternoon to put me in an awful funk. I came to realize that the singing you found so melodious was merely a precursor to the main event. The fungi were preparing to sporulate, and if they were allowed to do so, an apocalypse of biblical proportions would quickly engulf this city, this country, perhaps even the whole planet.”

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

He laughed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

He handed me an engraved business card. I put it away in my jacket without looking at it. The last I saw of Thomas Carnacki, he was heading off into the night in search of a carriage, still carrying his suitcase.

*
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The comatose patients woke up at the same time; I calculated later that it was at the exact moment when Carnacki gave out his climactic shout in the greenhouse. The morning after our meeting I had a telegram. It merely read as follows: 

The gardener has cleared the ground. Carnacki.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What’s causing it?” I asked.

He shook his head and looked as sad as any man I’ve ever met.

“I’ve heard tell it’s happening all over the city, guv’nor,” he said. “And I’ll be damned if I know what they expect me to do about it.”

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

And I knew just the man for the job.

*

[image: ]


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

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

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

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

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

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

Challenger wasn’t in the mood to be placated. 

“It shouldn’t be allowed,” he shouted. “Willful displays of ignorance have no place in a house of science.” 

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

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

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

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

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

He laughed again.

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

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

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

Challenger nodded.

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

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

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

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

I knew better than to argue. Once Challenger has made his mind up on a course of action he becomes a force of nature that cannot be stopped. I gulped down what was left of my beer and followed him as he strode out of the bar. He was already hailing a cab even as I got out the door.

*
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We arrived in Kew twenty minutes later, got left off at the gates, and strode through what should have been gardens that were the pride and joy of the capital. It was immediately apparent that whatever was affecting the foliage across the city was much worse here than elsewhere. The park was a dead brown wasteland. And it was not just the grass. The trees and shrubbery, which had been so vibrant on my visit just two weeks before, seemed to have succumbed to an early winter, being bereft of leaves or flowers. The slightest breeze sent rotted branches tumbling to the ground where they fell apart on impact to little more than dust and splinters. The circular patches in the grass had joined up in most places, and as we walked the dead stems were crushed to a fine dust underfoot. It was almost as if someone had dumped weed-killer over the whole area from a great height.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And who knows what lies underground?” Challenger muttered as we walked briskly along the Strand toward Fleet Street. “It could be spreading underfoot even now, just waiting for the right conditions to reproduce. The worst may indeed be yet to come.”

*
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As it turned out, McGuire was more receptive than I had imagined. I had to tone down some of Challenger’s more alarmist predictions of impending doom, and McGuire made me simplify the science almost to the point of it scarcely being worth mentioning. But overall I considered the final product to be a balanced piece, containing a reasoned explanation of what was considered the problem, and what measures might be taken to prevent further spread of the infection. We ran the story the very next morning, advising gardeners to keep a watchful eye for any outbreak, and to report any new growths to the authorities. 

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

That all changed a week later. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How bad is it?” I shouted back. 

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

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

Challenger slapped me, hard, across the cheek.

“Stuff that cotton in harder,” he shouted. “And try not to listen.”

“Shouldn’t we get back inside?”

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

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

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

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

And now the fungi fed on them.

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

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

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

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

Challenger looked grim.

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

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

We set off south.

*

[image: ]


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

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

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

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

“Don’t try that again, old boy,” Challenger said. He smiled, but not a lot of it reached his eyes. “I don’t believe it has improved things in any way.”

*
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We gave Hyde Park a wide berth. The decision lengthened our route considerably, but neither Challenger nor myself wished to walk beneath the shadow of the forest of parasols that bloomed in the once-green spaces in the heart of the city. Regent Street and the Strand were quiet and empty. Pale, frightened faces looked out at us from several of the premises, but no one else seemed foolhardy enough to venture out into the open as we had done. We passed several of my favorite watering holes as we reached the city center, and I was more than tempted to step inside, quaff some ale, and let someone else sort out this bally problem. But I knew that, as long as I was with the Professor, there was only ever going to be one course of action. He led and I followed. 

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

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

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

As I rolled us our smokes, I tried to broach the subject with the Professor.

“You know, it might be a good idea to get a second opinion on this matter from someone with experience. What about Carnacki?” I started.

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