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Author of “Death-Waters” and “The Desert Lich”

HEARD Boucke beating with

his bare fists upon the cabin door

and the wind whistling under the
cracks. I objected to both and I
opened the door wide. Boucke came
in then, with a fierce rush of wind.
He was a curious little man, with the
sea and sky in his eyes, and he spoke
in pantomime. He pointed towards
the door and ran his fingers savagely
through his reddish hair, and I knew
that something had nearly finished
him—1I mean finished him spiritually,
damaged his soul, his outlook.

Y didn’t know whether to be pleased
or horrified. Boucke seemed more
human with his queer, vivid gestures
and flaming eves, but I couldn’t im-
agine what he had seen up on deck.
Of course I found out soon enough.

The men were sitting about in
idiotic groups of twos and threes and
no one saluted me when I stepped out
from the shadows of twisted eordage
into a luminous stripe of moonlight.

‘“Where’s the boatswain ?’’ I asked.

Several of the men heard my ques-
tion, and they turned and stared at
me, and deliberately tittered.

“It took the boatswain!’’
Oscar.

Oscar seldom spoke to anyone, He
was tall and lean and his jaundiced
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scalp was fringed by yellow hair. I
distinetly reecall his dark, hungry eyes
and his fringe of hair glistening in
the moonlight. But the rest of Oscar
I can no longer visualizee He has
faded into an indefinite ghost of mem-
ory. It is eurious, though, how clear-
ly I remember every other shape and
incident of that amazing night.
Oscar was standing by my elbow,
and I turned suddenly and gripped
his arm. It reassured me to grip his
strong, muscular arm. But I knew
that I had hurt him, for his shoulder
jerked and he looked at me reproach-
fully. I presume Oscar wanted me to
stand upon my own feet. But he
made a sweeping motion with his arm
to assure me that it didn’t matter.
The wind whistled about our ears and
the tattered sails flaffed and wheezed.
Sails ean speak, yonu know. I have
heard sails protest in chorus, each
sail with a slightly different aeccent.
You get to understand their conver-
sation in time. On still mornings it
is wonderful to.come up on deck and
hear the sails whispering among
themselves. They make gestures, too,
and when they are tired they sway
pathetically against the sky.

I took a turn about the deck and

bawled out the men and told tl:gqm to
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go to the devil. Then I got my pipe
out and blew grotesque yellow cffigies
into the cold air. They danced in the
moonlight and made the situation ir-
redeemable, I came back to Oscar
eventually and asked him pointblank
what he mecant by “‘it.”” But Oscar
didn’t answer me. He simply turned,
and pointed.

Something white and gelatinous
oozed over the rail and ran or slid
for several fect along the deek. Then
a larger bulk scethed out of the dark-
ness and stood poised above the black
stern-post. A second object descend-
ed upon the deck, coming down with
a thud and running at a tangent with
the first over the smooth, polished
boards. I saw two of the men get
quickly to their feet, with wildish,
jerky motions, and ‘1 heard Oscar
shout out a curt command.

The thing upon the deck spread out
and became broader at its base. It
reared into the air a livid appendage
encircled with monstrous pink suck-
ers. We could see the suckers loath-
somely at work in the moonlight.
opening and closing and opening
again. We were affected by a queer
aromatic stench and we felt an over-
powering sense of physical nausea. I
saw one of the men recl backward and
collapse upon the boards. Then a
seeond idiot keeled over. and a third—
a third actually advanced toward the
loathsome object on his hands and
knees, as if faseinated.

At that moment the moon seemed
to draw nearer, to actually ecareen
down the sky and hang above the
cordage. Then suddeuly the amor-
phous tentacles shot forward. like re-
leased hawsers, and struck against the
nearest mast, and I heard a splinter-
ing, and a mnoise like thunder. The
arms quivered and seemed to fly in
all divections. Then they flopped
back over the side.

I fastened my eyes ypon our black
topsail mastheads, and questioned
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Osear in a very low voice. “¢Did that
take the boatswain?’’

Oscar nodded and shuffled his feet.
The men on the deck whispered among
themselves, and I knew intuitively
that a spirit of wrebellion was rife
among them. And yet even Oscar
exonerated me!

‘“Where would we have been if you
hadn’t brought us in here? A-dvift-
ing. probably—rudderless and sail-
less. Our sails may look like the skin
on a water-logged corpse, but we cah
use ’em—when we can get the masts
into shape. The lagoon looked inno-
cent enough. and most of us were for
coming in here. But now they whine
like vellow puppies—and blame it on
you. The idiots! If vou just say the
word—"’

I stopped him, for I didn’t want
the men to take his proposal seriously,
and he spoke loud enough for them to
hear. The men, I felt, were scarcely
to blame—under the circumstances!

““How many times has the thing
crawled over the sides?’’ T asked.

“Eight times!’’ said Oscar. ‘Tt
took the boatswain on the third trip.
He shrieked and threw up his arms,
and turned yellow! It twined itself
about his leg, and set its great pink
suckers to work on him; and the rest
of us could do nothing—mnothing! We
tried to get him away, but you ean-
not imagine - the sheer pull of that
white arm. It oozed slime all over
him, and all over the deck. Then it
flopped back into the water, and car-:
ried him with it! :

‘¢ After that we were more careful.
I told the men to go below, but they
only glowered at me. The thing fas-
cinates them. They sit there and de-
liberately wait for it to return. You
saw what happened just now. The
thing can strike like a cobra, and- it
sticks closer than a lamprey; but the
idiots won’t be warned. And when 1
think of those -quivering pink suckers
I feel sorry for them—and for my-
self! He didn’t utter a sound, you
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understand, but he turned livid under
the gills and his tongue stuck out hor-
ribly, and just before he disappeared
over the side I noticed that his lips
were all black and swollen. But as
I told you, he was immersed in yel-
lowish slime, in ooze, and the life must
have gone out of him almost at onee.
I’'m sure that he didn’t really suffer.
With God’s help, it’s we who have to
suffer!”’

“Oscar,” T said, ‘I want you to
be quite frank, and if nececessary, even
hrutal. Do you think ihat you can
explain that thing? I don’t want any
wretched theories, Osear. I want you
to fagshion a prop for me, Oscar, some-
thing for me to lean upon. I'm so
very tired, and I haven’t much
authority here. Oh, yes, I’'m supposed
to be in command, but when there is
nothing to go upon, Oscar, what can
I say to them? How can I get them
down into the cabin? I pity them so.
What do you think it is, my friend?”’

‘The thing is obviously a ecphalo-
pod,”’ said Osear, quite simply, but
there was a look of shame and horror
in his eyes, which I didn’t like.

‘“An octopus, Oscar?’’

- ““Perhaps. Or a monstrous squid!
Or some hideous unclassified species!’’

: A FABRIC of greenish cloud eov-

A ered the face of the moon, and T
saw one of the men crawling on his
hands and kneces along the deck. Then
he gave a sudden, defiant sercam, ran
‘to the rail and held out his arms. A
white exudation ran the entire length
of the rail. Tt rose up and quivered
amidst illimitable shadows, and then
it poured in an . abominable stream
over the seuppers and enveloped the
hectic form of the wreteh, and it made
no sound. The poor fool tried to get
away. He sercamed, made shocking
grimaces, fell down upon the deck and
tried to draw himself along by his
hands. ITe pawed at the smooth slip-
pery surfaec, but the thing had wound
its tenebrous tentacles. about his leg,
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and it pulled him.
slowly and hideously.

His head struck against the seup-
pers, and a crimson stream, no wider
than a hawser rope, ran down the
deck and formed a miniature pool at
Osecar’s feet. A sucker fastened
upon his_right temple, and another
got in under his shirt and set to work
upon his hare chest. 1 tried to get
to him, hut Osear held fast tomy arm,
and would not tell me why. The body
beeame white, slimy, changed hefore
our eyes. And not onc man stepped
forward to prevent it.  Suddenly,
while we watched, the dead man,
whose eyes had already glazed, was
jerked forcefully toward the scuppers,
again and again.

But he wouldn't go through. His
head was soon pounded into an un-
imaginable resemblance of something
we didn’t eare to think about, and we
beeame deadly sick. But we watehed,

It pulled him

strangely fascinated, cven perhaps
more than a little resentful. We were

watching something brutal and in-
credibly alive, and we Dbeheld it in an
unrestrained exercise of all its facul-
ties. There, under a shrouded moon,
in the phosphoreseent wilderness of
exotic waters, we saw the law of man
outraged by semcthing mute, mis-
shapen, blasphemous, and we saw in-
dustrious retehing matter, brainless
and self-sufficient, obeying a law older
than man, older than morality, older
than sin. Here was life absorbing an-
other life, and doing it foreefully, and
without conseience, and becoming
stronger and more exultant through
the doing of it.

But it couldn’t ec¢t the body
through the seuppers. It pulled and
pulled, and finally let go. The wind
had gone down, and oddly enough, as
it let go and fell back into the dead
calm of water, we heard an ominous
splash. We rushed forward, and sur-
rounded the hody. Tt seemed to swim
in a river of white jelly. Osear called
for something:which had become nee-
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essary, and-we wrapped it up deecent-
ly and threw it overboard. But Osear
repeated (a2 .few words mechaniecally
out of the littlc black prayver-book,
which heiimagined were appropriate.
I stood-and stared at the dark open-
ing in-the forceastle. .

I don’t kuow to this day how I got
the men through that dark opening.
But I «id it—with Osear’s aid. 1
can see: Oscar standing with his glis-
tening head-against a voiceless wilder-
ness gf stars. I can see him shaking
his fists.at the. slinking cowards on
the dcck,;and shr Lekmg out commands.
()1 .were, they insults? T know that

stepped forward .and helped . him,
apd I think I must have used my fists,
for ‘later on I discovered that my
knuckles were bruised and disedlored,
and Osc‘hr had to bandage them. Tt
is queer how Ogcar has taded in my
'memory, for T thqun"ht a great deal
of him, in spite of his qucer ways, and
his laige hunﬂry eyes, and his fringe
of vellow hair, He helped me get
the men into the forecastle. and so did
Boucke. Boucke, with’ perfectly hor-
rified "face. and ‘with lips ‘quivering
and strugblma' w ith a vicious inarticu-
lateness!

We drove them in like sheep, but
sheep often rebel and are troublesome.
But w¢ got them in, and then we
turned :md looked back at the gaunt
masts, swaying soullessly against the
lifeless, somber re«rulamt\ of calm sea
and sky, af tho han"mg ropes and
frizzled saily, 'and at the long, moon-
washed Tails, and the cnerimsoned
seuppers. We heard Boucke inside,
blubbering idiotically to the men.
Then something made a dreadful giig-
gling sound in the water. and we
heard a loud splash.

“It’s risen again,”
a tone of despair.

2
SAT in my cabin, reading a booic.
Oscar had bandaged up my hands,
and left, and he had promised not to
disturb me

said Oscar. in
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I endeavored to follow the little
printed signs on the white page be-
fore me, but they called up no images,
stimulafed me to no response. The
words did not take shape in my mind,
and I did ‘not know whether. - the
stupid phrases that I sought to under-
stand formed part of an essay .or a

-short-story. The title of the boolk it -

self ‘I cannot' now recall, although I
think that it'had something to db"With
ships and the sea, and derelicts, &nd

“the pitfalls of over-imaginative¢ '$ip-

pers. I fandied that I could hea}'¥he
water 1apping against the side of ‘the
ship. and now and then a great splfish.

But I'ktew that a portion of my
brain. ‘hotly ‘repudiated both the’ lzlp-
ping and’ th& splash;- and I aasm;ed

.myself that “the ‘mervous exeitement

under, which T labored was but | 8i-
¢al dnd ‘momeéntary, ‘and in no qe‘ﬁse
psychic’or diie to outside causes." My
sensex had been appilled, and {'ow

“suffered « nataral reaction from ‘the
shock ; but 1o new dall"’P[‘ threatened

me.

' qomethmo pounded upon the door
I got quickly to my feet, and 1f "did
not oceifr"to ‘me at that moment that
Oscar “had “'promised that' no’ 6ne
should dmturb me.

““What is it you want?” I.ask:(}d.

There was.no direet or satisfaetary
answer, but a queer guggling noise
came to me.through the door, anq 1
faneied that I could hear a qulck n-
take of breath. .A horrible. intepse
fear took grim possession of me, . .

I looked at the door in white horror.
It shook like broadvards in a gale. 1t
bent inward under a terrific impaet.

Thud followed thud, as if some
monstrous body had hurled itself for-
ward only to withdraw and to come
back with additional momentum. I
quelled an impulse to ery out, and I
opened my mouth and shut it, and
opened it again. I ran forward to
assure myself that T had really bolted
the door. T fingered the bolt caress-
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ingly, and then 1 retreated until my
back was against an opposite beam,

The door bulged inward hideously,
and immediately afterwards there fol-
lowed a great crash, and a splintering
and a sundering of wood and a retch-
ing of hinges. The door gave, fell in-
ward and was lifted up on the back
of somcthing white and unspeakable,
Then the panel was hurled violently
against the wall, and the thing under
it rolled forward, with terrible and
increasing velocity. It was a long,
gelatinous arm, an amorphous tentacle
with pink suckers that slid or oozed
towards me across the smooth floor.

I stood with my back pressed
against the beam, with only my harsh,
stertorous breathing to keep it at bay.
I could sce that it did not fear me,
that arm, and I could do nothing. It
was long and white and it slid towards
me. Can I make you understand?
And Oscar had bandaged my hands,
and they were but feeble, fumbling in-
struments, And that thing was ut-
terly intent upon its purpose, and
it did not need eyes to guide it across
the floor.

An ungodly, aromatic odor had en-
tered the cabin with the thing, and it
overpowered me allmost before the ten-
tacles seized upon me. I endeavored
to slough off the great, loathsome
folds with my bandaged hands, but
my crippled fingers sank into the
jellylike tissue as in soft mud. It
was palpitating, living tissue, but it
secemed to lack substantial body, and
it gave horribly. It gave! My hands
went right through it, and yet when it
gripped me it was elastiec and it could
tighten its grip. It strangled me. I
felt that I could not hreathe. I bent
and twisted but it had wound itself
about me, and it held me, and I could
do nothing.

I remember that T called for Oscar.
I shouted myself hoarse, and then I
think T was dragged ruthlessly across
the floor, through the smashed-in door,
and up the stairs. T remember now
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how my head pounded upon the stairs
as we ascended, I and the thing, and
I think that my scalp bled, and 1
know that I lost thrce teeth. I re-
ceived dreadful blows, cuffs, from the
corners of stairs, from the edges of
doors, and from the smooth, hard
boards of the deck itself.

THE thing dragged me out across
the deck, and I remember that I
saw the moon through folds upen
folds of obscenely bloating jelly. I
was buried deep down within fatty,
obscene folds that shivered and shook
and palpitated in the moonlight!

I no longer felt any desire to pro-
test or to cry out, and the thought of
Oscar and a possible rescue did not
fill me with elation. I began to ex-
perience sensations of pleasure. How
am I to deseribe them? A peculiar
warmth pulsed through me; my limbs
quivered with a weird expectancy. I
saw through the folds of animate
jelly a great reddish sucker, or disk,
lined with silver teeth. I saw it de-
scend rapidly through the folds. It
fastened upon my chest, and a mo-
mentary revulsion made me claw ludi-
crously at the nauseous tissue sur-
rounding me. Therc was a kind of
crueltv in the refusal of the flimsy
stuff to offer any resistance. One
could go on that way forever, clawing
and tearing at the fatty folds, and
feeling them give, and yet knowing
that nothing could possibly come of
it. For one thing. it was utterly im-
possible to get a hold on the stuff,
to get it between your hands and
squeeze it. It simply flipped away
from you and then it rushed hack and
solidified. It eould condense and di-
late at will.

My feeling of horror and antipathy
disappeared, and a new tide of exalta-
tion, of warmth, of vigor surged over
me. I could have wept or sercamed
with pleasure and genuine cestasy.

I knew that the monster was ae-
tnally drawing up my blood throngh
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knew that in a moment I should be
drained as dry as a grilled carbonado,
but I actually welcomed my inevitable
dizssolution. I made no effort to eon-
ceal my glee. T was frankly hilarious,
although it seemed unjust to me that
Oscar should have to explain to the
wen.  Poor Osear! He tied up the
foosetied euds of things, smoothed over
vulgar  and  disagrecable  realities,
made the raw, ungarnished facts al-
most acceptable, almost romantie. He
was o precious stoie, and gloriously
self-reliant.  That 1 knew, and 1
pitied him, [ distinetly recalled my
fast conversation with him. He was
slouching along the docks. with his
honds in his poekets. and a cigurette
between hig teeth. *“Oscar,”” T said,
“T didn't really suffer when that
thing fastened upon me! 1 didn't,
reaily. T enjoyved it!"” He scowled.
and sceratched his ridiculous fringe
of hair. ‘“Then I saved you from
vourself!'  he eried. IHis eyes
Dlazed, and I saw that he wanted to
linoek me down. That was the last
I saw of Oscar. He faded into the
shadows after that. but had I kept
him with me I might have been wiser.

The jelly about me scemed to in-
creaxe in volume, It must have been
three feet thick about my head. and
I am sure that I saw the moon and
the swaving mastheads through a
prism of varying colors, Waves of
blue and searlet and purple would
pass before my eves, and a taste of
salt came into my mouth. Tor a mo-
ment T thought, not without a eertain
reseiitment and hurt pride, that the
thing had really ahsorbed me, that T
was » portion and pareel of that quiv-
cring, gelatinous inass—and then I
saw Osear!

[ saw him looming above my ob-
seene  prison-house with a lighted
torch in his hand. The torch. viewed
through the magnifying folds of jelly,
was a thing of flawless beauty. The
flames shot out and appeared to cover
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the entire deck, and to go flying up
against the darkmess. The cordage
and the luminous rails seemed afire,
and a red and ravening serpent
lengthened parallel with the scuppers.
I saw Oscar clearly, and I saw the
great spiral of smoke that streamed
from the tails of flame, and I saw
the swaying, encrimsoned masts, and
the black sinister opening in the fore-
castle. The darkness scemed to part
to let Oscar through with his torch
and his stoicism. He swayed in the
darkness above me, that silent,
quixotie man, and T knew that Oscar
could be trusted to put an end to
things. T had no clear idea of what
Oscar would do, but I knew that he
would make some sort of brilliant and
satisfying end.

I was not disappointed, and when
I saw Oscar bend and touch the folds
of jellv with his great, flaming torch
I wanted to sing or shout. The folds
quivered, and changed color, A mad-
dening kaleidoscope of color passed
before my eyes—flaming scarlet and
vellow and silver and green and gold.
The sucker released its hold upon my
chest and shot upward through the
voluminous™ folds, A terrific stench
assailed my nostrils. The odor was
unbearable: I threw out my arms and
fought savagely to break through to
reach the air and light and Oscar.

Then I felt the heat of Oscar’s torch
upon my cheek, and I knew that the
tissue about me was falling away and
burning to shreds. I saw that it was
dissolving also, turning into oil, into
grease, and I felt it hotly trickling
down my knees and arms and thighs.
I closed my lips tight to keep from
swallowing large quantities of the
nauscous fluid, and I turned my face
to the deck to protect my eyes from
the falling fragments of sizzling tis-
sue. The ereature was literally being
burnt alive. and in my heart of hearts
T pitied it!?

‘When Oscar at length helped me to
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my, feet I saw the last of the thing
disappear over the side. Its arms
were horribly charred and the suckers
were gone, and I ecaught a momentary
glimpse of dangling, frayed ends and
reddish knobs and bulging protuber-
ances. Then we heard a splash and
a qucer guggling sound. We looked
at the deck, and saw that it was cov-
ered with greenish oil, and here and
there great solid chunks of burnt tis-
sue swam in the hideous porridge.

Oscar bent and picked up one of the
fragments. He turned it right side
up in his hand, so that the moonlight
fell upon it. It contained in its five-
inch expanse a four-inch sucker. And
the sucker opened and closed while
Oscar held the thing in his hand. It
fell from Oscar’s hand like a leaden
weight and bounded into the air. Os-
car kicked it overboard and looked at
me. I looked away towards the black
topsail masthead.



