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EDITORIAL 

  

This week a boy has a revelation about the nature of his friend. A religious killer learns he 

has a rival. A man discovers the horrific history of his home town. And a terrible revenge is 

wreaked upon a conman.  

 

The Callistoans keep up the fight against Turhan Mot’s pirates. We hear another Tale of the 

Dead. The settlers spend another winter on Lincoln Island. And Olaf presents his sword to the 

Empress Irene. 

  

—Gavin Chappell 

 

Copies of a limited edition collection of Gary Murphy stories are still available from Summer 

of Schlock!   

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Summer-Schlock-GK-Murphy-ebook/dp/B072Q2J21X/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1496427655&sr=8-2&keywords=Summer+of+Schlock%21
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Summer-Schlock-GK-Murphy-ebook/dp/B072Q2J21X/ref=sr_1_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1496427655&sr=8-2&keywords=Summer+of+Schlock%21
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CHANGING by Russell Dorn 

 

Times were changing.  

 

Soon Ronald would be off to a new school with tougher classes where he would probably 

make new friends. He worried his best friend, Lucas, would be assigned to a different school, 

or at the very least different classes. Both of their interests would soon evolve and perhaps 

they would part ways. Ron had grown his first chest hair a week before, after all, and had just 

begun another growth spurt. His voice had deepened a little, as well.  

 

One could feel a change in the air, too. Ron felt it on the walk over to his friend’s house. 

Autumn grew near and the smell of dead leaves hung heavy in the air. Only the juniper 

shrubs maintained a green hue. Ron ripped a few of their remaining berries off and skipped 

them down the sideway as he walked to relieve a little anxiety. It wasn’t Ron’s first sleep 

over, but it was the first time he had been allowed to stay over at his friend Lucas’ house. 

Though he considered Lucas to be his best friend, he’d never actually seen him anywhere 

besides the schoolyard and classroom. Not on the weekends, rarely after school—and if so, 

only for a few minutes—and certainly not after dark. It wasn’t an easy task to get Lucas to 

agree to the sleepover either. Even after talk of scary movies, popcorn, and sodas Lucas 

seemed hesitant. It took a lot of pleading and guilt trips over several Fridays at school to get 

him to agree to the sleepover and that was only because Lucas’ parents were out of town for 

the evening.  

 

When Ron arrived at Lucas’ house he had his Nintendo Switch and a six pack of Mountain 

Dew tucked under his arms. It was not without challenge to ring the door bell, but when the 

button had been pressed, the door opened almost immediately. It might have been assumed 

that Lucas had been eagerly awaiting Ron’s arrival if not for the apathetic bend to his face. 

As the door opened, the hinges squealed, startling Ron. He dropped a bottle of soda, which 

exploded. Lucas did not look pleased but he didn’t say anything about it, even as the can 

hissed and thrashed about, spraying sugar water all over the entry steps.  

 

“Come in,” Lucas said instead. Then seeing the dirtiness of Ron’s shoes, he pulled a large 

plastic bag from the entry closet. “No shoes in the house.” 

 

Ron nodded and after setting his sodas and gaming console down, he untied his shoes and 

slipped them into the bag that Lucas held in his outstretched arms. Once sealed, Lucas put the 

shoes on the shoe rack and guided Ron into the kitchen. Together they put the sodas in the 

fridge and then hooked up the gaming console to the TV. 

 

“Full moon tonight,” Lucas said after he’d lost his third video game match against Ron. Ron 

didn’t know what that meant. He thought it was perhaps an attempt to suggest that they stop 

playing video games and go outside. It would still be a couple hours before nightfall, though, 

so he didn’t know why Lucas had mentioned the moon. 

 

“Do you want to go outside?” Ron asked to be sure.  

 

“Oh?” Lucas seemed as if he’d just stirred from a daydream. “No. Sorry. Playing games is 

fine with me. I was just thinking out loud. I’d rather stay inside, actually.” 

 

“If you say so.” 
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Seeing that Ron had finished his glass of ice and soda, Lucas grabbed both the can and the 

glass from the coffee table. He wiped the glass down with a towel before putting it in the sink 

and tossed the can in the trash after wiping it down as well. It was a somewhat strange thing 

to do, but Ron didn’t bother to ask why. Judging from the cleanliness of the rooms, it was 

within reason to assume that the family simply had strict and thorough cleaning habits. 

Besides, Ron was engaged in selecting what character he wanted to play in the next match of 

the game. The rules of the house we’re not of particular interest to him unless he was 

breaking a serious one.  

 

For the next couple hours, the two boys played more games and snacked on chips. Then, 

when they tired of playing games, they decided to watch a movie. A classic monster movie 

played on the SYFY channel, so they decided to watch it. Ron had never been frightened of 

movies—monsters, aliens, clowns—it didn’t matter, they were all too abstract and distant to 

raise concern. He kept joking about the poor special effects. By the end of the movie it had 

grown dark.  

 

As fun as all the games and movie were, Ron found himself most excited that night about 

being able to help start a fire in the fireplace. Lucas had insisted they do so. When he brought 

out the matches, how could Ron say no? It took them a few minutes to get it going. Ron had 

never started a fire before and he felt quite proud of himself having now done so.  

 

Together they watched the fire blacken firewood. They listened to the crackle and split of 

logs. After a few minutes of this, Ron excused himself to change into his pyjamas in the 

bathroom. When he returned, he sat on the couch with Lucas. 

 

“I’m going to change now,” Lucas declared.  

 

“OK?” Ron said, a little confused. It didn’t seem to be something that needed to be declared. 

You just go to the bathroom and you do it. Lucas didn’t go to the bathroom to tear off his 

shirt, though. He just stripped right there on the couch. Because of how strange it seemed, it 

took Ron a minute to look away, embarrassed. If Lucas’ disrobing had been done at a beach 

or poolside, it wouldn’t have been an issue. This though—this was a suburban living room! It 

just seemed odd. It wasn’t until Lucas undid his belt that Ron shielded his eyes and turned 

way.  

 

“I thought—” Ron began to explain how he thought Lucas meant he would change in the 

bathroom, but decided to just drop it.  

 

The couch creaked and it felt for a moment as if the side that Ron sat on suddenly rose from 

the ground. He supposed Lucas was in quite a struggle with his pants.  

 

“I’m changing now,” Lucas said again. There was a hint of alarm in his voice this time and 

Ron realized he must be embarrassed. 

 

“I’m aware…” Ron said. “Have you got anything to eat?” 

 

While he was a bit hungry, Ron asked this mostly to change subjects and also have something 

cover up the sounds of Lucas changing. Lucas must’ve gotten his clothes straight from the 

washing machine as there were wet sounds coming from his direction; tearing too. How 
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anyone could wear wet clothes was beyond Ron, but he’d only ask once Lucas was fully 

clothed again and he’d gotten a good look to see if it wasn’t just his own mind or ears playing 

tricks on him.  

 

“Yes,” Lucas said. “For once I do.” 

 

Ron heard the crinkle of a plastic bag and then a thud. The thud came from over by the 

fireplace. This was followed by another thud. Both thuds were followed by the smell of 

burning rubber and canvas. Ron turned and looked into the fireplace. There he saw his shoes 

burning atop the firewood.  

 

“What the—” Ron began.  

 

“I’ve changed!” Lucas interrupted in a voice that sounded much, much deeper than his 

normal voice.  

 

Ron turned to his friend for an explanation of why his shoes were on fire, but that quickly 

became a secondary question. Ron’s mouth felt dry in an instant and his organs felt as if they 

all collapsed into the pit of his stomach. His skin became gooseflesh and his hair stood on 

end. He tried several times to speak, but his tongue seemed almost frightened to make itself 

known. He became suddenly aware of how alone he was and how foolish he’d been to stay 

over without Lucas’ parent’s permission. He knew now why they’d always firmly said “No!”  

 

It wasn’t Lucas sitting at the other end of the couch. At least not the Lucas that Ron knew. He 

had instead changed into a very large mass of slimy flesh. His eyes were no longer brown. 

They were a piercing yellow. They didn’t glow, per se, but they did reflect the light of the fire 

vibrantly. His fingers were sharp, skin covered claws. His teeth, too, had grown. Lucas 

always had a bit of a crooked smile, but now it seemed he had the mouth of a shark. Several 

rows of sharp yellowed teeth glinted in the firelight. On top of the smell of the burning shoes, 

there was another. It took all Ron had not to double over from the scent alone and puke.  

 

“I’m hungry now,” the ogre said. His shark mouth curled up at the edges as if he’d just told a 

joke. An algae green tongue ran across the teeth. It was a lumpy tongue—lumpy with boils; 

one of which popped on a tooth. It splattered and some of it got on Ron’s hand. It burned as if 

acid.  

 

“I’m very hungry.” 

 

There was no mistaking what was for dinner. 

 

THE END 

 

NOW AVAILABLE FROM ROGUE PLANET PRESS: 

http://www.lulu.com/shop/rogue-planet-press/hammer-of-the-gods/paperback/product-22974027.html
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TONGUE RIPPER A GO-GO by Neal Privett 

 

He possessed their eyes…their heads…their legs and arms. And now he needed a 

tongue…for the blood resurrection of Ishtar! 

 

Ramses Ammon hurried to the back door of a one story blue cottage on Day Street. He 

glanced around him with wide suspicious eyes that swelled with bloodshot madness. He 

breathed a sigh of relief when he was sure that there were no onlookers. Then he pounced like 

an ancient desert cat into the tall hedges that covered the side of the house.  

 

Ammon reached into his black leather bag and removed a screwdriver and a piece of wire and 

within seconds, he was easing open the back door. He stepped inside the dark home and 

smiled to himself. Somewhere in the darkness lay a sleeping woman. He had watched her 

arrive an hour ago from his hiding spot across the street. He had waited until the last light 

vanished, then he made his way across the late-night street, through her tiny yard, and around 

the back of her place to where he now stood…the living room.  

 

It was silent in the girl’s house. Quiet and peaceful. He wondered what she was sleeping 

in…a gown…her underwear...or maybe nothing at all. With these arrogant, liberated 

American kids of the 1960s, who knew?  

 

Ramses moved stealthily down the hallway towards her bedroom and he prayed silently to his 

goddess Ishtar for a successful kill. “Fresh meat for your blood bath, O Goddess,” he 

whispered to the darkness. Somewhere beyond this time and this place, he knew that Ishtar 

heard his words and approved. Visions of ancient ritual came back to him then, of eons past 

when Pharaohs dined on blood and the people of the decadent side of ancient Egypt 

sacrificed the flesh of beautiful virgins to the goddess Ishtar. Ramses smiled. He would bring 

back the ancient ways and Miami would once again flow with crimson ghosts. He had 

collected all the necessary parts. An arm. A leg. Brains. A head. Now all he needed was a 

tongue…the last remaining essential ingredient for the sacred ritual of gore.  

 

Ishtar would reign once more…and Ramses would be her most humble and dedicated avatar. 

He stopped. The bedroom door was ajar. He listened intently for any sounds of the girl’s 

restless midnight stirrings. Nothing. He reached into his leather bag and removed a long-

bladed machete, sharpened to a fine edge back in his shop. 

 

He would rip the girl’s beautiful tongue from her mouth and wrap it carefully before placing 

it inside his bag. The blood would flow from her gaping lips and he would drink deep from 

the fountain of life. No one would discover her lifeless body until the morning, long after he 

had retreated back to the daylight world of an unobtrusive shopkeeper. 

 

He waited outside the girl’s bedroom for a solid minute before finally easing her door the rest 

of the way open. The streetlight outside her window glowed through the white curtains and 

illuminated the room. He moved closer to the bed. Her soft silhouette lay partially draped in 

covers. She did not move.  

 

Ramses smiled. She waited for Ishtar. He leaned over the bed, half expecting her to wake up 

and scream at any moment. He leaned closer and raised the machete high above his head. But 

he stopped when his hand touched something wet and sticky. He rubbed his fingers together.  
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It was blood. 

 

Ramses was confused. Why was there blood on the sheets? He carefully turned on the 

bedside lamp and gasped at the grisly scene. The girl was already dead and her soft blue eyes 

gazed dully at the ceiling. And worse yet, her mouth was a gaping gore hole, devoid of a 

tongue. Someone had already been there…and they had torn away her tongue with a violent 

and juvenile lack of patience. Bits of torn flesh dribbled sloppily from her mouth. Blood ran 

like a river down her chin and across her chest, staining the bed sheets bright red. Her jaw 

appeared to be broken, too. The fiend who had performed this wanton act could only be 

described as a rank amateur.  

 

His heart sank. “Sweet Ishtar…I have failed you.” 

 

A gust of wind blew through the window, causing the curtain to dance all of a sudden and 

Ramses realized that the killer had forced his way through the window. The sound of a 

motorcycle engine roaring to life made him jump and he rushed to the window to see a lone 

figure racing down the side of the house and vanishing into the street. 

 

Ramses watched him go with clenched teeth. 

 

 

 

The beach was deserted, save for a couple lying on a blanket in the sand. The moon floated 

about a hazy midnight sky as Ramses emerged from the head-high bushes. He had chosen 

this section of beach by the Tiki Motel, a spot often frequented by lovers late at night. This 

couple made out by the rolling waves, kissing and pawing one another, until the boy jumped 

up suddenly and yelled, “You got some attitude, baby!” 

 

“All I said was that you should slow down and stop kissing me so hard…I’m not an 

animal…” 

 

Ramses saw his opportunity and rushed them. He buried his machete in the forehead of the 

boy, whose lifeless body instantly collapsed into the white sand. The girl screamed and ran 

for the road. Ramses turned to pursue her but she vanished behind the bushes. There was a 

struggle. He could hear the breath being squeezed from her throat. A strange gurgling noise 

came from the girl, and then…nothing. He could see the bushes shaking from the flaying of 

her arms and legs. Ramses stood there beside the boy’s bloody corpse, waiting and 

wondering what was happening.  

 

He raced up the hill and peered over the top of the bushes and what he saw caused him to 

freeze with shock and disbelief. The girl lay in the sand on her back, her face a bloody mess. 

He pushed through the bushes and knelt to examine her. Her tongue had been ripped out. 

 

“It’s not possible,” he moaned. “Sweet Ishtar…” 

 

The loud roar of a motorcycle ripped open the night and Ramses wheeled around to see a 

dark figure tearing by. The stranger was extremely large. He wore a black leather jacket with 

the collar turned up and a motorcycle helmet pushed down over his ears. He leaned forward 

into the handlebars and barrelled away into the night like a wayward spectre en route to a 

horror hotel. 
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Ramses watched the motorcycle vanish around the corner. Bitter blood boiled up into his 

eyes and stung. “The next time, my friend…you will not escape me!” 

 

 

 

Two women strolled into Ramses shop the following day and bought some scarves. He 

smiled like a robot until they left his store, then he began planning for the night’s bloody 

sojourn. A news report blared from the radio in the back room, “Another mutilated body was 

discovered last night on the beach adjoining the Tiki Motel property. Police are baffled as to 

the motive and believe the murders, the third this week, to be the work of a deranged 

maniac.” 

 

Ramses fumed. He had never expected to have any competition. Those kills should have been 

his. Ishtar waited impatiently for her rebirth. Tonight he had to find a tongue. At any cost. 

Ramses sharpened his machete and packed his leather bag before leaving for the evening’s 

hunt. He visited the shrine of the Ishtar in his cellar and prayed humbly before the statue. 

“Ishtar…” 

 

The statute appeared to almost smile in response and Ramses clasped his hands together in 

supplication. “I shall, my goddess! I shall bring thee back…. a tongue! I will reassemble your 

earthly form with the flesh of these wanton females! You shall live again! I swear it!” 

 

The madman passed by a refrigerator and stopped to open the door. He smiled as he surveyed 

the contents: several wrapped packages of meat. Limbs. Livers. Eyes. A head. All dripping 

with red and ready to be reassembled in the succulent juices of ancient Egypt, lost to all save 

its only remaining priest, Ramses Ammon: scholar, acolyte, midnight butcher. 

 

 

 

Ramses followed the lone girl down several streets and ducked back into the alley each time 

she turned to look behind her. The sound of her heels clicking filled the air along the quiet 

side street. He laughed to himself. But he had to hurry. He could see that she was growing 

more nervous by the second. He rushed to catch up to her, to catch her off-guard as she 

turned the corner. He raced alongside the bushes and was just about to spring on her with his 

machete raised above his head when the girl screamed and vanished behind the row of 

hedges, as if she were a piece of candy plucked from a box.  

 

Ramses froze in icy disbelief. This could not be happening. Again, Ishtar’s prize was taken 

from under his nose. The girl struggled just ahead, beyond the hedges. There was an 

animalistic growl that made him pause, but mad adrenaline pushed him forward on hot 

flashes of electricity that rippled through his body. Ramses burst from the bushes and found 

himself standing over a dead girl. His arms fell limply to his side and he stared in shock at yet 

another failure. His worst fears bubbled up like the bloody gore that rolled from the corpse’s 

mutilated mouth. Her tongue…it was gone. 

 

There was a roar from the nearest side street and a motorcycle appeared out of the darkness 

bearing the hulkish killer away into the shadows. Ramses glanced around frantically for a 

mode of transportation and saw to his surprise a young man unlocking the door to his brand-
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new sports car. It was baby blue and the old Egyptian grinned as the kid turned the key in the 

ignition and the motor sprang to beautiful life.  

 

Without a second to waste, Ramses ran towards the car and called to the driver. “Young man! 

Might I have a word with you please?” 

 

“Sure, Dad.” 

 

“I need your car.” 

 

The boy laughed and was about to reply when Ramses split his skull with the machete. He 

rolled the boy’s body out of the front seat and climbed in. The corpse landed with a sickening 

thud and grey brain matter spilled onto the road. 

 

Elvis Presley came on the radio as the blue sport scar squealed away down the street. Ramses 

sneered. The music of these modern young people. An American nightmare. “Too much,” he 

mused. “None of these kids have an appreciation for the old gods. No sanctity. No devotion, 

save the adoration of jackals.” Ramses turned the dial. 

 

A few blocks later he saw the motorcycle turn down a side street and around another corner 

and his blood thrilled to the realization that he was back on the fiend’s trail. He followed the 

bloodthirsty stranger five blocks that turned and ran alongside the ocean. Finally, the cycle 

turned into a shadow shrouded drive and disappeared behind some low hanging willow trees. 

Ramses pulled off the side of the road and watched as a huge, leather jacketed figure moved 

silently alongside the front of a bungalow that squatted alone in the trees and the moonlight. 

Ramses strained to make out the man’s face, but his Nazi styled helmet was pulled low over 

his ears and the shadow disguised his features completely. 

 

Ramses looked both ways and slinked across the road. There was no traffic at this late hour. 

No one to see the weird old man with a machete clutched in his hand. Another moment and 

Ramses would be inside the bungalow and the villain’s life would end abruptly…so said 

Ishtar! 

 

He went around to the back and tried the door. It was unlocked, strangely enough. What luck! 

He paused for a moment to listen. The frogs and crickets sang an eerie chorus back of the 

bungalow. The shadows danced with the wind. But there was no noise coming from inside 

the home. Ramses eased the door open and slipped inside. 

 

It was almost totally dark inside. He moved silently through the small kitchenette, down the 

short hallway and into the front living room. Light beamed from beneath the bedroom door. 

Ramses could hear the man moving around in there. 

 

A small lamp burned in the living room. The light was soft and unobtrusive. This would be 

the perfect spot for his vengeance. Ramses headed for the sofa chair. He would crouch down 

behind it and spring on the infidel when he appeared out of his bedroom. It would all be over 

quickly and he could go about the business of finding Ishtar’s tongue with no further trouble. 

 

He stopped all of a sudden and stared in shock. Six or seven skulls hung from the wall before 

him and screamed in deafening silence at their killer in the next room. Ramses covered his 

unwilling ears. He could hear every bloody scream…every green curse of terror as if he were 
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listening to a record. This man was a maniac…that was the only explanation. He was savage. 

He was a rat. 

 

A splash of red caught his attention then and he glanced over at the table in the far corner. On 

a plate sat three bloody tongues, still wet…still glistening with gore. An errant drop of blood 

ran from the tip of one like honey and fell to the carpeted floor. Ramses smiled. 

 

The door to the bedroom burst open and the stranger emerged with a rage unknown to the 

mild-mannered shopkeeper. Standing before him was a seven-foot-tall humanoid rodent, clad 

in a black biker’s jacket and torn blue jeans tucked into motorcycle boots.  

 

“Sweet Ishtar,” Ramses moaned in disbelief. “Save me!” 

 

The beast cackled menacingly and stomped towards the spellbound human. He ripped the 

machete from Ramses’ hand and held it up in the air before him. The creature bent the metal 

blade in two and tossed it into the corner. 

 

Its voice sounded like gravel being ground up by machinery. “What are you doin’ in my pad, 

old man?” 

 

Ramses could only stare in shock at the thing towering over him. It glared down at him with 

giant bloodshot eyes. Sharp fangs jutted out from under a whiskered snout. Its rat ears sat 

atop a massive head that was wrinkled at the brow with lines of unparalleled rage.  

 

“I said…what the hell you doin’ in my pad, old man? Nobody comes in my pad without no 

invitation, ya dig?” 

 

Ramses couldn’t speak. The words wouldn’t come. “I…I…” 

 

Ramses bolted from the living room, amidst the silent laughter and jeers of the skulls on the 

wall. He exploded out the back door and into the night and did not stop until he made it back 

to his shop. 

 

 

 

Ramses Ammon knelt before the silent statue of Ishtar and cried out, “Please forgive me. O 

Goddess! I have failed you yet again. I had my hands on the final ingredient for your 

resurrection, yet I could not obtain it!” 

 

He reached for the sharp knife lying on the velvet draped floor beside him. “But I offer you a 

consolatory prize, my Goddess! Please accept this final gift as a token of my undying 

devotion!” 

 

Ramses opened his mouth and grasped the long tongue that protruded past his cracked lips. 

With one downward move, he severed it and screamed unintelligibly as gouts of blood 

exploded from his face and covered his white shirt. He held the bloody prize up to the 

goddess with trembling hands. 

 

The last essential ingredient. For the resurrection of Ishtar. 
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THE END 

 

Now available from Schlock! Publications: 
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THE CREATURE OF SCARLETT FALLS by Ellis Hastings  

 

March 13th, 1932 

 

8:34 p.m. 

 

Dear reader, whoever you are, what you are reading has been written under such a grave 

circumstance. This quiet Georgian town I have grown to call home, Scarlett Falls, has 

become plagued by these odd, otherworldly creatures. Where exactly they originate from I 

cannot say. However, as a certain book of the occult would have me believe; one 

Necrominocon, if I’ve gotten the name correct, these monstrous, perhaps even demonic, 

beings may have come from the darkest depths of space as one of the devout followers of a 

previously unknown old one. Forgive my ramblings, dear reader, but I fear I don’t have much 

time. Although the severe extent of these creatures’ tampering with the town has begun just 

recently, I believe their presence can be traced back to the town’s foundation in 1878.  

 

Whilst reading through old newspaper clippings dating back to the late ‘70s, I stumbled 

across an article titled: 3 dead, 7 missing after Scarlett Falls earthquake. I know that doesn’t 

sound significant, and I didn’t think much of it, either. Until I read further into this supposed 

earthquake. At my local library, I discovered another article about the earthquake; which, 

according to this newspaper, occurred on April 21st, 1879, just over six months after the 

foundation of the town. And in the contents of this longer, more descriptive article was what 

gave me my initial concern. This “earthquake” as the townsfolk called it wasn’t simply the 

shifting of geologic plates beneath Scarlett Falls. Yes, per witnesses, there was a rumbling of 

the ground. However, they all failed to mention that; following this rumbling, several craters 

were opened in the dirt around seemingly random areas of town; behind the church, outside 

the general store, and on the playground of the local grade school. Unfortunately, this was 

where two of the three deaths occurred when two children, a boy, and girl, were pulled 

beneath the crater to their demise.  

 

The authorities who dug their half-eaten bodies up one week later claimed, upon noticing the 

boy’s open abdominal cavity completely vacant of any organs, that they must have stricken a 

jagged piece of rock on their way down which gave them such grotesque wounds. Upon 

reading this quote, I was immediately sceptical, as I’m sure the townsfolk must have been, as 

well. Especially because the third confirmed victim; the town drunk, Henry McCallum, who 

had stumbled into the crater outside of the general store was unearthed in a similar state; 

except, more specifically than the young boy, his lungs and pancreas were missing. The other 

seven missing townsfolk went unfound. At least until, per a different article dating back to 

July 4th, 1903, when four partially decayed but otherwise intact skeletons were discovered by 

a couple of young lovebirds who had gone out for a romantic late-night swim in the town 

lake. Now, you’ll have to forgive me, but I can’t help but feel empathetic towards the 

unfortunate young man who was surely hoping to grow intimate with the young lady he was 

courting. Bah! Look at me; my mind has found its way into the gutter so simply. It’d be 

amusing in its own unique way if my happenstance wasn’t so grim... 

 

9:06 p.m. 

 

I have returned; thank God if he’s watching after this accursed town after all. Just as I was 

recounting the history of Scarlett Falls and the mysterious craters, I was disturbed by a loud 

knocking followed immediately after by the sound of shattered porcelain from my 



18 

 

downstairs. I believed that the creatures had somehow found their way through my 

extraordinarily strong maze of locks, bolts, and boards covering every door and window of 

the first floor and basement of my home. Gathering what little sanity my sleep-deprived mind 

had left, I retrieved the baseball bat from beneath my bed and started down the steps. Looking 

back now, I realize that I must have gone through a brief spell of insanity because it’s 

unlikely that my blunt weapon would have provided much defence from those unspeakable 

terrors who completely lack a skeleton or other anatomical structure that provides shape. 

Excuse me if you will; I hope you can read that last line through the tears of mine which have 

begun dampening the parcel on which I write. I’m not normally much of a crier; having only 

shed a tear on a select handful of occasions. But those creatures, those... unshapen scaled 

beasts have brought me to such a fragile state of mind that I am unable to contain myself. I 

must hurry; the creatures have taken most of the town to that Hell from which they rose. I 

can’t say for certain, but I believe I’m one of the last townsfolk remaining. It’s only a matter 

of time now until they find their way into my home. 

 

Now let me get back to the history of these beings so you can have a better understanding of 

why I’ve been driven mad like I am. Years after the earthquake of 1879, the town seemed to 

have returned to normal until six months after those teenagers discovered the skeletons of 

four previously missing townsfolk. Then, on January 2nd, 1907, an out of town contractor 

hired to fix a problem with Scarlett Falls’ sewer system went mad and, in a lucid fit of rage, 

bludgeoned the Sheriff deputy, a German-American named Eldritch Tanner, to death with a 

pipe. The photograph in the following paper was a horrific sight to see; the dreary and 

colourless streets were damp with the remnants of a storm, and the rust-speckled drain was 

caked with a grime somewhere between crimson and black.  

 

It was quite peculiar of an occurrence, but what tickled my funny bone further was that the 

contractor; of whose name remained withheld, didn’t attempt to flee. He did quite the 

contrary, in fact. The blasted fellow stood silently in the street, staring at his bloodstained 

hands until the Sheriff arrived to detain him. Now, this was where things became even more 

unsettling. In the contractor’s statement, he wrote, “Their eyes; their eyes, like the backside 

of a thousand suns. The beings underground are working restlessly and are soon to return. My 

crime was not out of contempt, but as an offering.”  

 

The man ended his statement by pouring the cup of water provided for him on the floor. 

Further attempts to coerce him of information were futile. On January 3rd, the contractor was 

found dead in his cell; an apparent suicide. On January 4th, 1907, the second earthquake 

struck Scarlett Falls. This time two additional craters opened in varying locations; all larger 

than the ones decades prior. The next morning paper’s front-page article read: 12 dead, 1 

missing in second devastating Scarlett Falls earthquake. This time, however, because of the 

town’s population having nearly tripled, there were many more witnessed of whom were 

much closer to the craters when they opened.  

 

Oddly enough, per every witness interviewed separate from one another, they all claimed that 

not a single one of the victims had fallen into the crater when they appeared. And to back up 

their seemingly insane claims, the families of five of the victims came forth and declared that 

their loved one was safe at home when the earthquake struck. Confused but still with a job to 

do, the authorities searched the craters and unearthed the twelve latest victims; convulsed so 

that their arms were twisted like claws, and completely stripped of skin. Their eyes, although 

open, were completely deadened, hiding the horrific secrets they must have known behind a 

glossy veil.  
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Researching the occurrence even further, I uncovered several photos of the deceased. The 

pink muscles bulged as the tendons connecting them to tissue strained. To me, the latest 

victims of the craters didn’t resemble humans, but instead meaty sculptures. But that wasn’t 

the worst of it. No, not even close. The worst sight of all, I tell you, was that dead look in 

their eyes. It burned, by God! Like the deceased contractor driven mad by fear had put it; like 

a thousand suns. Jesus Christ help me; those eyes, although vacant of life, were full of 

something. Something terror-inspiring. Something illusive. Something they knew. I hadn’t 

previously believed this, but as I look back, I’m beginning to wonder if they had discovered 

something that no man should ever know. Then, those boneless creatures from the craters 

must have tracked them down and silenced them before they had a chance to speak of what 

they saw. But why take their skin and only that? Why Henry McCallum’s pancreas and lungs, 

and the young boy’s visceral organs in 1879? I still have yet to make sense of the grotesque 

specifics. Did any, or perhaps all of those sad people uncover something more sinister about 

the town, or were they simply randomly chosen victims?  

 

I thought I would never learn anything further about those creatures or the land from which 

they come, until my old friend and colleague, Fredrik Montague, got in contact with me a 

week ago; March 7th, to be specific, just two days after the third earthquake ravaged our 

town; this time killing over one hundred within the first night and nearly four-hundred more 

since then. My dear friend told me that, following his wife’s disappearance and subsequent 

discovery of her corpse, that he had been plagued with a severe case of insomnia. And on one 

of these sleepless nights, he told me that he had watched one of the craters; the one 

encompassing his backyard, very closely after supposedly hearing a sound he described as an 

“inhuman snoring” from beneath.  

 

He then claimed that around the witching hour of three in the morning, he saw a creature 

emerge from the massive cavern in the ground. The creature, of which I will come to see 

later, was then followed immediately after by another identical abomination, then another, 

and another until my friend counted six of them in total. The sight of these beings of which 

he dared not attempt to explain in fear of going mad like the contractor frightened him 

greatly. Yet, although my friend was unable to speak of such horrors, I would come to see 

what he meant. I had also received a sealed letter from him that he sternly instructed me only 

to open if he were to die. In it, he claims, is what he discovered underground.  

 

On March 11th, Mr. Montague contacted me again. He told me that he needed to speak with 

me urgently, regarding the matter of the creatures. When I met with him in my very own 

home, he appeared flustered and unkempt. His normally-combed blond hair stuck up wildly 

at varying angles, his eyes were sunken in and were dragged down by large, dark bags 

underneath, and his face and palms were both soaked with perspiration. The odour emitting 

from his pores, however, wasn’t that of body odour, but instead one of a more sulfuric and 

earthy stench. When I asked my friend what was wrong, Mr. Montague sat me down, opened 

his satchel and poured the contents onto my desk; a rather large tome, some breath mints, and 

an old relic appearing to be a rune of some sort. Shoving the mints to the side, Mr. Montague 

threw open the unnamed but ancient book and shuffled through it until he arrived on page 

234. 

 

“Here,” he declared, shoving a sweat-stained finger into the pages. A moist fingerprint 

appeared over a symbol on the page. He withdrew his hand so that I could see the symbol for 

what it was; the shape of a man curled up in the foetal position. Then, when he was sure that 
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my mind had composed a mental image of the symbol, Mr. Montague picked up the circular 

relic and placed it over the drawing. The disc-like relic had the same symbol engraved into it 

as the tome.  

 

“What’s this?” I asked. My concern was growing, but I did not know precisely why.  

 

“I had this book on my shelf for years,” he said, noticeably out of breath, “It was given to me 

by my father and is said to contain several phrases, spells, and symbols.”  

 

“Like the Necrominocon?” I inquired. 

 

“Yes, but this is a different tome.”  

 

I cast my eyes below the rune covering the symbol and made out a single Latin word of 

which I dare not speak aloud for the eerie translation sends shivers down my spine; venuint. 

From my limited knowledge of the dead language, I was able to translate that as they come.  

 

“Where’d you find this relic?” I asked my friend. He was growing anxious; peering over his 

shoulder multiple times.  

 

He knelt before me and lowered his voice as if the creatures were eavesdropping, “I found it 

in my wife’s pocket when the authorities discovered her body.” 

 

I shuddered, then he continued, “I told you about the creatures from the ground, didn’t I?”  

 

“Yes, Fredrik. You told me just the other day. What is the cause for such concern?”  

 

He paused, looked over his shoulder once more, and continued, “After they left their crater I 

went into a crazed frenzy and snuck into my backyard armed only with a coil of rope and 

lantern.”  

 

My eyes widened at this, “What did you do, Fredrik?”  

 

He smiled grimly. His face had developed a shadow of sorrow and regret, “I went to the Hell 

from which those monsters arose.”  

 

“What did you find?” I asked, picking up the relic and held it under my spectacle-dressed 

eyes.  

 

“Oh, John, I found more than I cared to know. I’m sorry, I wish I could tell you of what I saw 

down there, but I’m afraid in doing so that I may lose my sanity.”  

 

Suddenly, my friend sprung to his feet, grabbed everything but the relic of which I held in my 

hand, and rushed to the door I had unblocked prior to his arrival. 

 

“I fear that you have been marked, John.” 

 

“Marked? Fredrik, you must listen to yourself,” I declared, perplexed with his irrationality. 
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“No!” he bellowed, throwing open the door. Without turning back, he said, “It’s just you and 

I left, and if my sixth sense is correct, soon it’ll just be you. You received my wax-stamped 

statement, I presume?”  

 

“Yes.” 

 

“And you haven’t opened it?” 

 

“No.” 

 

“Good. You can go ahead and open it when I leave, John.”  

 

The rain had begun pouring outside, slickening the cobblestone and crater-covered streets. 

The scene outside resembled a battlefield.  

 

“I suggest you board up this door, even though it won’t do much good in the end. They’ll find 

a way in sooner or later if they’ve found you.” His inflection rose and fell rapidly. I could tell 

that my friend was crying. 

 

“How do I know if they’ve found me?” I asked. 

 

At this, he turned back to me for the last time. His overcast face seemed to lack any familiar 

feature, “You’ll just know.”  

 

Then, before I could bat an eye, Fredrik Montague sprinted outside into the rain. I tried to 

rush after my friend but was stopped at the door by my paralyzing fear. What he said echoed 

in my head and the curled image of a man in the foetal position remained burned in my mind. 

I slammed the door shut and boarded it up again. I hadn’t heard from my old friend since.  

 

The next day, on March 12th, I did not receive a letter from Mr. Montague. Pretty soon you’ll 

be the last one plagued my mind. But, at first, I refused to believe what my friend had told 

me. Surely, he hadn’t been taken by these abominations like all the others. Then again, in this 

last week he would contact me every morning around dawn to give me an update on his 

predicament. I shivered, and like Mr. Montague, had developed a nasty case of insomnia. I 

hadn’t slept at all the night before; I could feel the heat of hundreds of eyes all together as 

one burned into my neck.  

 

Around three am this morning I cast my eyes to the wall as I tossed and turned and realized 

that, foolishly of me, I had forgotten to board up my bedroom window! And, in that window 

hidden behind the reflection of my terror-stricken face was a clear, almost transparent, 

arachnoid-like tree branch of an appendage. And, on that distorted and hooked limb were 

dozens of eyes embedded into every unholy inch. By God, what a horrific sight! The sheer 

amount of terror that drowned me like a drunkard fallen into a lake, I’m afraid, is impossible 

to describe with justice. Just imagine, dear reader, that you were awake for thirty hours and 

were left without a family or contact with the outside world while these unearthly horrors 

attempted to find a way into your home. Only then will you know a mere fraction of the 

helplessness I felt. I let out a yelp of excited fear and sprung to my feet, then rushed to the 

closet where I kept my tools for barricading possible entry ways into my home while the 

hundred-eyed limb of the creature watched my every move.  
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However, to my dismay, when I threw open the closet door I found that I had used the last of 

my wooden planks boarding the entryway downstairs. Damn my old friend for making me 

uncover it to allow him in! Why couldn’t he have simply told me of this symbol and relic in 

one of the countless letters he had brought to my door in the past week? I shot my gaze back 

towards the window only to see that the arachnoid leg with many eyes was gone, but down 

below where I first saw the horrific sight was the sound of something burrowing into the 

wood. At this moment, I realized that the creatures were attempting to tunnel their way into 

my fortress!  

 

It was then that my mind was brought back to the unread letter Fredrik Montague had given 

me. How foolish of me to have forgotten about it until this moment! What if he had tried to 

warn me of these creatures that continued tunnelling their way into my home? Without 

hesitation, I rushed back to my desk, ducking beneath the window as I did so, and retrieved 

the wax-sealed letter from the drawer. Imprinted in the red seal were the letters “F.M.” my 

old friend’s classic, yet simple signature. But before I could tear the wax and break the seal, a 

blinding white light brighter than anything I had ever seen or heard of infiltrated my room 

through the window. Just merely glancing outside of the glass gave me a tremendous 

headache and caused me to see a series of coloured shapes floating in my field of view; green 

triangles, purple circles, blue squares, et cetera. However, burned into my eyes amongst the 

coloured shapes following my gaze was the symbol of a man in the foetal position. The 

accursed relic! I would have rushed downstairs where the stone disc sat and cast it to the 

ground, but as soon as the consideration came to me, the sound of shattering glass and 

snapping wood called up. Curses, those blasted creatures had found their way into my home 

at last. 

 

This horrid memory, dear reader, occurred just a few minutes prior to what brings you to 

where I currently am; stowed away in the attic with Mr. Montague’s final letter in my hand. I 

have just broken the seal and uncrumpled the parchment. Here now I transcribe the contents 

of that letter.  

 

Note I  

John, if you’re still alive as I venture through these tunnels, that is, if only you could witness 

what I’m seeing! These craters, or so we call them, aren’t as deep as we once suspected. I 

was able to reach the bottom with a single thirty-foot coil of rope. But for what these craters 

lack in depth, they compensate for in length. There are tunnels down here, for God’s sake! 

Long, spiralling, endless tunnels! And the sounds, John, the sounds are enough to drive any 

sane man mad! A low-pitched noise sounding like a mix between a rattle and humming is 

droning on like a cooing bird down the tunnel, and every hum causes the soil beneath my feet 

to shake and dirt from the ceiling above to rain over me. My garments are covered, my 

friend. It will take several baths to fully rid myself of the stench. But for now, I must press on; 

down the tunnel towards the humming. My hesitance is growing strong, but the thirst for 

knowledge is irresistible. 

 

Note II 

If the great poet Dante Alighieri’s vision of the Inferno is correct, then this must be his 

Lucifer! There are not enough words in all the world’s languages combined to fully portray 

what lies before my eyes in slumber. It’s a... a creature, John! But one that makes the million-

eyed transparent beasts we know of resemble mere kittens. As I ventured further into the dark 

depths of this Hell with only my lantern to guide me, that maddening humming grew louder 

and louder. When I got approximately three-quarters of the way through the narrowing 
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tunnel, I felt a sharp pain electrify my inner-head as I believe my eardrums simultaneously 

burst, leaving me deaf except for a constant ringing. I believe this may have happened from a 

combination of the pressure underground and the deafening (no pun intended) rattling hum 

further ahead.  

 

Note III 

Once I reached the end of the tunnel, I was greeted by a door with the image of a man coiled 

in a foetal position engraved at the top. My heart seemed to have skipped several beats as I 

recognized this as the symbol on the relic and in my tome, before me in the flesh! Without 

hesitation, I threw open the door and rushed inside. By now my hearing had returned, but the 

sound of the humming was even greater now. Thankfully I hadn’t been made deaf because as 

I stepped through the door, I heard that the noise was no longer ahead of me but now 

beneath my feet.  

I froze and peered down; bringing the lantern near the ground as I did so, and saw that a 

crater one thousand times larger than the others combined sat just a few steps out from me. 

One more bound and I would have fallen all the way to the bottom. I had located the source 

of the humming but was unable to see what it was, for the crater was deep enough that the 

light from my lantern couldn’t reveal the base. Peering around the narrow room, I quickly 

located two large roots jutting out from the wall behind me. Caressing them, I could feel that 

they were dry. Perfect. Breaking open my lantern, I withdrew the mostly-melted candle inside 

and used it to set the roots ablaze. The bright light from the flames illuminated what lied at 

the bottom. 

 

Note IV 

It was when I saw this creature at the core of Scarlett Falls that my mind was brought back to 

a specific passage in that unnamed occult tome on my shelf. I have gone through the book 

dozens of times and remember that specific section perfectly, although it never said this beast 

was at the bottom of our very own town. Illuminated beneath the light before me, is a giant 

fleshy ball of organs of all sorts. Kidneys and pancreases arch like vertebrae down the centre 

of this thing’s back. Various bones of all shapes and sizes curve into the letter “V” at the top 

corners. It gave me chills how eerily close these bones resembled human shoulder blades. 

The skin of the monster’s back varies wildly in shade. Some spots are pale while others are 

green with several fungal growths emerging. These multi-coloured shades of; black, white, 

pale, and green skin are all separate patterns but are connected at the seams by millions of 

shrivelled human veins and arteries. The zig-zagging pattern of vessels appear to be acting 

as sutures, binding the flesh stripped from human bodies together.  

 

As I studied every horrid inch of the snoring abomination’s back, I noticed that the only 

organs missing were human hearts. Resorting back to the pages of the tome stored in my 

memory, I recalled that this creature was said to have been created by the boneless monsters 

that emerge from the craters of Scarlett Falls at night to bring victims underground to 

harvest their organs. These terrors have been using these organs to construct the 

abomination that lies balled up like an embryo in the womb of the town. It is said in the 

ancient texts, that the creatures, referred to as “The Pellucidum” are released each time 

their bastard child tosses in his slumber, creating vibrations in the ground that resemble 

earthquakes. Then, they are unleashed into the town to retrieve offerings for their creation 

and can do so until the craters are covered. However, it has gotten harder to fill these holes 

in the earth, because as more victims had their organs used to construct this ungodly 

creature, its restless stirrings have grown stronger, which has led to several more craters 

which are even larger than the last to open. 
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It is also said that, after the creature is fully matured, it will require two final organs for it to 

be awoken; a brain and a heart. John, I hate to say this, but I think you and I are all this 

creature needs.  

 

Note V 

John, I’m out of the crater now. I will soon send word that I need to speak with you as soon 

as possible. I wish I was strong enough to tell you in person of my discovery, but am unable 

to even say what I write aloud. I will write you soon, but first I have one final thing I wish for 

you to know.  

 

Note VI 

John, I believe that the stone relic of which you most likely hold in your hand or pocket as 

you read this letter is how these Pellucidum creatures are able to locate suitable victims. As 

I’ve done more research, I’ve discovered that there have been multiple relics identical to the 

one I have given you. I’ve studied the victims’ circumstances in great depth over this last 

week and have discovered, to my dismay, that several of their family members or authorities 

have discovered one of these relics in their pockets following their deaths. Resorting back to 

the tome, I have discovered that it speaks in vague detail of these relics. However, it doesn’t 

declare what they are used for or where they’re from. 

 

I’m not sure how the relics work, but I believe they may pinpoint the location of whoever is in 

possession of one for the Pellucidum to find. That theory seems to make the most sense, to me 

at least, because several victims have been found with one and I’m sure most, if not all, of the 

others had a relic as well. I fear that these creatures may have found me out because of my 

ownership of the one my wife held at the time of her death. However, I must attempt to rid 

myself of it before it’s too late. I first considered throwing it into a lake, but then I couldn’t 

help but wonder if whoever last touched the relic is the one the Pellucidum come for. It then 

came to my understanding that for me to have any chance of survival, I would need to rid 

myself of this bad omen by giving it to someone else in town. I’m sorry, John, I truly am, but 

you’re the only other person alive in Scarlett Falls. Believe me; I’ve tried frantically to find 

anyone else to give the relic to, but to no avail. In all honesty, though, part of me fears that 

passing the relic to you won’t actually free me, but instead damn you as well. But it must be 

done. It’s all I have left to try. I’m telling you this because I really hope you’ll have better 

luck with finding someone else alive in town, John, so that you too may hopefully free 

yourself. I am terribly sorry, dear friend. Best of luck...  

 

10:12 p.m. 

 

Dear reader, I cannot even begin to explain the overwhelming combination of; betrayal, fear, 

and nausea that went through my body upon reading the last word of that letter. Foolishly of 

me, I had believed earlier that my old colleague had been slain by these creatures he called 

the Pellucidum, but now I see that he had simply abandoned me in a desperate attempt to save 

himself. That coward! At this moment, as the Pellucidum navigate their way through my 

home, I can’t help but be reminded of the story of one Moses Rose; the man who fled at the 

end of the Battle of The Alamo a century prior, instead of staying loyal to his brothers in 

arms. If Scarlett Falls represents the Alamo, then my dear friend, Frederik Montague, is the 

town’s coward.  

 

However, I find myself morbidly comforted by the fact that the man who was once a dear 

friend of mine had most likely been captured and harvested by these creatures, despite his 
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fearful treachery. I, on the other hand, will accept my fate with a strong sense of fear, but 

dignity nonetheless. The scampering below has grown greater, and now there is a carving 

sound at the door to the attic of which I reside. I had blocked the door with a trunk containing 

my life’s savings and memorabilia, but eventually the creatures will break through with their 

unholy warped bodies resembling a piece of rubber tubing with black specks of proteins in 

the centre. Their eight arms with hands replaced by crablike pincers jutting from each side 

and embedded with eyes will soon seize me.  

 

With each word I write, the scratching grows stronger. But aside from the sound of 

movement, these creatures are otherwise silent. That is what makes them so frightening to 

me, dear reader. They locate victims with healthy organs they need, then come swiftly and 

silently in the dead of night. The door has been pushed partially open and I can now see two 

of the clawed pincers emerging through the crack. And those eyes, focusing on me and 

recognizing human life. By God, they’re more hideous up close. In my final act on this earth; 

I, Mr. John Ashley, of 1816 Crogan Way, Scarlett Falls will stow this letter in the trunk with 

my savings, family history, and newspapers I used to research what little I could of these 

creatures. The door is on its last hinges now. It won’t hold more than another minute at best. 

Go then, dear reader, flee this accursed town and never return, for the Pellucidum are almost 

done constructing the coiled beast beneath the town. And one day the creature of Scarlett 

Falls will rise... 

 

THE END 
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THE DIFFERENCE ENGINE by Steve Laker 

 

I disappeared without warning and for no apparent reason. To the best of my knowledge, 

there were no witnesses. I wasn’t a well-known person, so few would miss me. It was perfect. 

 

What made this apparent illusion possible was the difference engine: Quite a box of tricks in 

itself. The engine is a retro-futuristic, mechanical bolt-on device for my manual typewriter. 

It’s the steam punk equivalent of an app installed on a computer. The difference engine 

clamps onto the typewriter, between the type heads and the impression cylinder. It’s a 

translation device, so as I type out my thoughts on the keyboard, it produces edited fiction on 

the paper. 

 

I was a beta tester for the engine, tasked with making the final tweaks to the switches, cogs 

and gears; the mechanical algorithms which made up the difference engine’s editorial code: 

Essentially, what’s permissible and what’s not. Where a newspaper might be governed by 

freedom of speech, but forbidden to express or incite hatred, the difference engine is 

concerned with fiction in a similar way. Specifically, I was testing the literary merit of the 

output, to see how well it translated my thoughts and actions into prose.  

 

Like my typewriter, the difference engine wasn’t easily portable, but this actually suited me. I 

prefer to travel discretely as a writer, with just a notebook and a fountain pen for rough 

longhand notes. Then I return to my studio to copy my notes on the typewriter, usually self-

editing as I transcribe. The difference engine would allow me to duplicate my hand-written 

notes verbatim, automatically editing for me as I worked. First I had to choose a protagonist 

for the story: a person chosen at random, who probably never thought they’d be the main 

character in a story. They’d never be famous, because this was just an experimental story, not 

destined for publication. Whoever it was would more likely languish in a drawer somewhere, 

or end up among the many potential but wasted words contained within screwed up sheets of 

paper in the waste paper bin: Rain which never fell, trapped inside coarse, jagged paper 

clouds. Stories which would never be told.  

 

My fountain pen writes with blue ink. It’s not a cartridge pen, instead having a piston 

mechanism on the shaft, to draw ink from a well. I usually carry a bottle of blue ink with me. 

I use red ink too, but it never travels with me, for two reasons: Red ink is for editing, and I 

only edit longhand in my studio, where I can concentrate on cutting all the unnecessary 

narrative out. But red ink is also a very similar colour and viscosity to blood. If a red ink 

bottle were to break in my bag, I could find myself in all kinds of interesting situations.  

 

I was in one of my favourite writing places in London’s West End: The Lamb and Flag in 

Rose Street, near Covent Garden. It was a pleasant summer evening, and the pub was fairly 

busy with people leaving work. The first mention of a pub on this cobbled backstreet was in 

1772, when it was known as The Coopers Arms. The name changed to The Lamb and Flag in 

1833 and it was a favourite watering hole of Charles Dickens. The pub acquired a reputation 

in the early nineteenth century for staging bare-knuckle prize fights, earning it the nickname 

‘The Bucket of Blood.’ The alleyway beside the pub was the scene of an attack on the poet 

John Dryden in 1679 by thugs hired by John Wilmot, 2nd Earl of Rochester, with whom he 

had a long-standing conflict. It’s a very small pub, so it’s almost impossible to retain a table 
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to oneself. As such, I was almost invisible to a group of three men with whom I was seated. 

In a demonstration of my respect for the gentlemen’s privacy, I turned away from the table, 

whilst also erecting an invisible barrier for myself. 

 

I might just as well have been in the 1980s as I was 2017, based solely on the conversation; 

one conducted at such volume that I could do nothing but be involved in it, at least as listener 

and note-taker. The eldest of the three was probably in his late forties, tall, slim, sharply 

dressed and well spoken. He ran a boiler room operation, and the other two, somewhere in 

their mid-20s, worked for him. 

 

In business, a boiler room is an outbound call centre, selling questionable investments by 

telephone. A boiler room will typically be one where salesmen work using unfair, dishonest 

sales tactics, sometimes selling penny stocks, private placements or committing outright 

stock fraud. The term carries a negative connotation, and is often used to imply high-pressure 

sales tactics and, sometimes, poor working conditions. Usually, such an operation has an 

undisclosed relationship with the companies it promotes, or an invested interest in promoting 

those companies. 

 

With insider investors in place, a boiler room promotes (via telephone calls to brokerage 

clients or spam email) these thinly traded stocks where there is no actual market. The brokers 

of the boiler room create a market by attracting buyers, whose demand for the stock drives up 

the price. This gives the owners of the company enough volume to sell their shares at a profit, 

a form of pump and dump operation, where the original investors profit at the expense of the 

investors taken in by the boiler room operation. A brokerage of this type will typically prey 

on the naivety and vulnerability of wealthy targets. It was just such a sting which the boss of 

the firm was bragging about to his subordinates: 

 

“Old girl. Recently widowed. Husband left some money, and she doesn’t know what to do 

with it. So I tell her to invest it with me. I show her a few spreadsheets, blind her with 

bullshit, and I’ve got her hooked. I do a few good trades, to show her some decent returns, 

then I gradually suck more and more out of her. She phones up every now and then to ask 

how her money’s doing, and I just tell her it’s going brilliantly. Little does she know, she 

won’t be leaving anything for the grand kids. Unlike her old man, she won’t leave a legacy of 

unfinished business, know what I mean?” This was hilarious of course. 

 

The boss offered to get more drinks. Leaving three empty glasses on the table, he stood and 

strode slowly to the bar, stretching as he went: His elbows punched out behind him, as he 

thrust first his chest forwards, then his crotch. As he arrived at the bar, he continued to stretch 

and twitch his limbs: An almost sure sign of a man on cocaine. His two seemingly besotted 

underlings were still chuckling together about the old lady. But it got better, as their boss 

returned: 

 

“It’s funny how people confide in you when they’re grieving. I’m that old girl’s best mate at 

the moment. And her financial advisor, of course. She says she’ll use the money I make to 

gradually tick off her bucket list, depending how it goes of course. Her words. Give me a 

couple of months, and I reckon I can have her house. I’m doing her a favour really. I mean, 



29 

 

she won’t have the money to go through the bucket list, so she’ll get depressed. She’ll 

probably die pretty soon after she learns it’s all gone, saving her a load of money. Her kids 

won’t have to pay for her care, which they couldn’t afford anyway with the house sold. It’s 

really that simple guys. You’ve just gotta have the balls!” He grabbed his crotch and thrust it 

forward into his hand under the table.  

 

He spoke briefly of his wife: A woman he kept. And their daughter, who at 14, was almost 

old enough, as he stroked his fly. He spoke disparagingly, condescendingly, and 

sanctimoniously, about everyone else in the bar whom he saw fit to judge. He was perfect: 

The kind of individual the difference engine could probably turn into someone who readers 

could sympathise and empathise with.  

 

“Excuse me,” I said. “What’s your name?” In typical salesman parlance, he answered: 

“Rupert. Rupert Koch-Rinehart”—surely a nom de plume? —and presented me with a 

business card. It was a fine piece of business stationery actually: a thick, non-calendared pulp 

board, and soft to the touch. His contact details were die-stamped in black, lifting the 

Helvetica typeface in relief from the card. It was so pristine that unless handled gently with 

cotton gloves, his card would be instantly marred by an imperfection: Perhaps some sort of 

capitalist statement. I was grateful for his details, as I’d run out of blue ink in my pen. But the 

story I was going to use to configure the difference engine now had a central character. As 

Rupert and his colleagues continued to talk, I loaded some more ink into my pen with the 

pump action of the piston on the barrel.  

 

A narcissist is the easiest person to extract information from, because their favourite topic of 

conversation is themselves. Anyone within earshot would have known where he lived. 

Someone within wireless range of his mobile phone would be able to access his personal 

information. Some narcissists are so in love with themselves, they silently broadcast it, so 

that anyone listening can hear more about them, their ego, their contacts, social media circles 

and personal finances. Anyone so inclined could impersonate them, even taking over their 

life, and perhaps make them a better person; a bit like the difference engine. 

 

A psychopath is not necessarily someone afflicted with all the usual negative associations of 

the word. Psychopathy is simply an ability to focus one’s mind on a specific task, in the 

pursuit of perfection, and to the exclusion of all outside interference. A psychopath might be 

an eminent neurosurgeon, able to perform high-risk operations which others might not. The 

psychopath surgeon might be able to remove a deeply embedded brain tumour, which others 

consider inoperable because of its close proximity to nerves and other crucial areas of the 

brain. Psychopathy detaches the surgeon from everything else, so that their mind can 

concentrate on a knife-edge, life-or-death situation, without emotion or outside distractions. 

There are psychopaths in many professions. A psychopath writer would be one who aims to 

perfect their prose, without the distraction of other thoughts. The psychopath writer would do 

all that they could, at any cost, just to ensure their stories seem as real as possible, using 

words alone. Psychopathy is detachment. It was this possibility which the difference engine 

represented. To make Rupert’s story more real, I needed to introduce him to the engine. 
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It’s not difficult to get someone to return home with you. It requires a concentrated effort on 

one very specific aim, but once all outside distractions are removed, words alone can 

persuade a person. I almost regretted Rupert’s faults being so obvious as to hasten his story. 

I’d perhaps liked to have got to know him better. But I was his caretaker, while he was drunk 

and a danger to himself or others. I’d just concentrated on the essential details: His current 

account PIN, when I’d helped him at a cash point. Then his address, when he gave it to a cab 

driver, before I suggested he might be better off spending the night with me. London cabbies 

are a mine of information, both given and received. In the rear-view mirror, this cabby 

perhaps saw a couple, if he saw anything at all.  

 

My studio is in Islington, just off Holloway Road, between Highbury Fields and Paradise 

Park. I lay Rupert on the couch, arranging him and the cushions around him, so that it pleased 

my eye. I thrive on order, hence my willingness to help with the difference engine, so that I 

could feed in my raw material, and the prose I desired would appear on the final typed page. 

My studio is small and eclectic, some would say cluttered. But I know the position and 

function of everything within. I have insufficient ink to write of my surroundings in detail, 

but they are irrelevant so long as they’re unknown.  

 

I sat in my swivel chair at the desk and laid out my notebook, pen and ink well. The bottle I’d 

travelled with was almost dry and for reasons only known to my past, I didn’t have any more. 

There was a bottle of red ink on my desk, but it was ink to be used only for editing. Editing 

only ever took place at the desk in my studio. I hadn’t had to edit copy longhand for some 

time, instead relying on the automatic editing process of reading longhand, thinking, then 

transforming the thoughts into words on the keyboard; the very process the difference engine 

was designed to make redundant. The red ink had congealed and dried out in the bottle, so I 

had an unfinished story written longhand, with no ink to continue writing, nor edit if I were 

able to. The conditions were perfect for a working test of the difference engine: I would have 

to finish the story on the keyboard, relinquishing more control to the engine in finishing my 

work.  

 

I wasn’t ready to be made entirely redundant, as humans had been by machines in the 

industrial age and now, by computers in the technological age. The difference engine could 

assist and replace writers up to a certain level, but there will always be that which only a 

human can do: Produce works which have the human touch. Like the finest paintings and 

sculptures, it requires human soul to produce art which is striking and open to interpretation, 

even if it’s the flaws of the human creator which make it unique. 

 

Rupert was stirring, disturbing the cushions on the couch as he slipped between wakefulness 

and slumber.  

 

Generally speaking, we are never aware of that moment when we drift off to sleep. As 

autonomous, self-determining beings, we are aware that we were awake before we slept. And 

when we awake, we remember being awake before sleep. Dreams aside, we don’t remember 

the part in between. Even when we do, we can never recall the moment of actually passing 

from one state to another.  
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There is a little-practised discipline of lucid dreaming, where the mind can be trained to 

recognise that it is conscious, yet not physically awake. With training, the lucid dreamer can 

recognise that they are in a dream and take control of it. It’s a technique which takes much 

practice to master and maintain. To begin with, the trainee will repeat to themselves a mantra, 

like ‘I am falling asleep...’ For many months of nightly practice thereafter, the trainee will 

simply pass into sleep and wake again, unaware of the moment of transition. 

 

Next comes choosing a focus point: In my case, a clock. My sleep patterns are regular, so 

there are certain combinations of digits on a digital 24-hour clock which I never see in my 

wakeful state: say, 03.41. The numbers are arbitrary, but that was my focus, and the thought 

which I took with me as I fell asleep each night. After several weeks of practice, it suddenly 

worked one night: I rose, needing the bathroom. I checked the time and it was 04.38: A time I 

wasn’t used to, so on the clock, a sight I wasn’t accustomed to. I was dreaming, and as soon 

as I realised, I grew excited and woke with a start. It felt like being woken from a sleep walk. 

 

Gradually, I taught myself to suppress my feelings when I witnessed a nocturnal hour on the 

clock. In doing so, I remained in control of my dream without breaking out of it. As my 

confidence grew, I found I could literally do as I pleased. I could fly, to anywhere. I could be 

invisible and eavesdrop, on anyone. It was all in my dreamscape, but when I’d truly mastered 

the technique, so that waking dreams were part of the normal day, I found that strange things 

started to happen. Every day, I would retire for the night, then be unaware of the moment I 

fell asleep. As far as I was concerned, I’d just lain awake, rising and noting the time as 03.18, 

or whatever as being normal, no longer associated with the dreaming. This would go on and 

I’d rise for the day, with memories from the day before unbroken in my mind. Life had 

become one long day. 

 

But in the dark day, my term for the one lived asleep, I was free. No computer or AI could 

claim that. Do androids dream of electric sheep? 

 

I cradled Rupert’s head as his mind slipped between those waking and sleeping states, while I 

tilted coffee into his mouth. The caffeine would increase his awareness of his surroundings, 

but not a sobering up as such. The flunitrazepam would help him fall into a deep sleep, so 

that he could allow himself to be transported through his dream scape. He’d be physically 

paralysed, but with a heightened mental awareness of the dream. I was gifting lucidity, which 

had taken me so long to master. Flunitrazepam is a drug known as a hypnotic. It won’t give 

the same lucid fluidity which much practice had taught me, and the subject would be without 

clarity in memory, unlike that which burdened me. But he would be guided by me, an 

invisible hand-holder while he was trapped in his thoughts. 

 

I cooked a rump steak while Rupert drifted: onto a smoking hot pan, for just two minutes on 

each side, without disturbing it as it tightened and tried to retreat from the searing heat. I 

lifted the cooked steak onto a warm plate and set it aside to rest. The fresh, red meat was 

crossed with sear marks, as if from a branding iron. The thick layer of outer fat was 

caramelised on the edges, but otherwise, white, soft, supple, and oozing juices, which mixed 

with the blood from the cooling meat. I left it to relax and chill slightly for five minutes, like 

a drugged teenager before penetration.  



32 

 

 

I tested a theory while I waited. The blood which flows through our bodies is only red when 

it’s oxygenated by the heart and travels through the arteries. Blood passing through the veins 

is de-oxygenated, and therefore blue. Unless the subject is in a vacuum, cutting a vein will 

produce red blood, as the blood cells come into contact with the oxygen in the air. I wondered 

if my fountain pen’s loading mechanism would maintain a vacuum.  

 

The nib of my pen was sufficiently sharp to penetrate his skin and only rouse him slightly, 

like a conscious person being aware of an itch: Not in a place which can’t be reached, but 

somewhere indeterminate. Like all fountain pens, mine has a split nib. The aperture between 

the splayed teeth allows ink to flow through the nib, to be absorbed into the paper. The ink is 

stored in the barrel of the pen, and it’s drawn from an ink well through an aperture above the 

split tongue which delivers it. The piston mechanism drew blood from the vein, but any 

which met the air instantly turned red. Only if the reservoir was air tight would I collect blue 

blood. My fascination then, was whether his blood would remain blue in the reservoir. Of 

course, I’d created a paradox, like some sort of Schrödinger’s ink. Assuming the blood had 

been pumped into the pen, above the penetrating points of the nib, without coming into 

contact with the air, then the ink stored in the pen would be blue. I had no way of knowing, 

because the intake was hidden from my view during the pumping process. The simple act of 

writing with the pen would produce red ink, as it emerged from the barrel and came into 

contact with the air before being absorbed into the paper. Aside from dismantling the pen, the 

act of writing would be the catalyst which brought the words into being. The paradox was 

whether the words began their journey as blue or red ink: Original prose, or edited. I 

withdrew the nib of the pen and pressed on the wound to stem the blood. 

 

The steak had cooled, as confirmed by a prod of my finger, which registered only a little heat: 

Slightly above room temperature. Ambient body temperature, but slightly warmer, like the 

inside of a penetrable orifice. A gentle push of the finger into the flesh gives a clue to the 

inside: If the meat feels like a person’s cheek, or the base of the thumb on the palm of their 

hand, then it is too rare. It will be too tight to yield to gentle chewing, and it will bleed too 

much. If the flesh feels like pressing upon a forehead, or a knuckle, then the meat is too well-

done, too resistant. Perfect ripeness lies in between, where the flesh of the beef is like the 

chin of a child’s face, as you tilt their head up to look at you; or the fleshy back of the hand, 

between the thumb and forefinger, where one grasps a child’s hand with one’s thumb to lead 

them somewhere. 

 

I sat with Rupert while I carved the steak, and talked about his daughter and how she was 

with us. He was awake only subconsciously, receptive to my hypnotic suggestion. His 

daughter was small, blonde and pretty, if one were that way inclined. He had a photo of her in 

a bikini on his phone, which I described in detail, using imagination for the unseen parts. 

Blood and fat oozed from the meat as I pierced it, then splayed the steak open to reveal a 

tender pink; the perfect medium-rare. I relished a few mouthfuls of perfectly aged and cooked 

meat, then I fashioned the remainder into a vagina. The fatty edge was the one which would 

be penetrated, like the soft, fatty white flesh of a labia. It gave way to folds of pink, slightly 

bloody, warm, soft and yielding meat inside. 
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My hypnotic description of his naked daughter had clearly worked, as he was aroused. Not 

wanting to actually touch any skin, I placed the steak in the palm of one hand, while I pulled 

his trousers and shorts down with the other. Then I gripped the steak around his hardened 

cock and started to masturbate him, while describing his daughter allowing him to enter her, 

then gradually getting comfortable with him inside her, before starting to move up and down 

on him. I gripped tighter as his little girl squeezed his shaft with her vagina and drew his 

foreskin down further and more firmly, deeper into her. I felt him twitch, so I slowed down. 

Whether he really wanted to or not, in his lucid state he was fucking his 14-year-old daughter, 

and I wanted it to last. I wanted him to know how a little boy would feel as he fucked his 

daughter. As I felt him unload in his daughter’s vagina, I gripped as though I was trying to 

pop a rodent like a tube of congealed glue. I pulled his foreskin down, hard and fast, then 

harder and further, until his frenulum snapped. A globule of blood bulged from the severed 

end, so I rolled his foreskin back over the glans of his penis and gripped it closed, so that his 

cock began to swell like a pink balloon. I’m sure his daughter would love a pink balloon, like 

the kind she’d get at a fairground from a traveller, before opening her legs for him round the 

back of a ride or a stall. I tied daddy’s cock off with fishing line around his foreskin, so as not 

to stain his expensive underwear. 

 

With his rectum staring me in the face, I made him the submissive one in the next sex game. I 

penetrated him anally, for what may or may not have been his first time. I started with a 

household candle, its wax composition giving it lubricant properties. His sphincter yielded 

easily to the wick end, then gradually relaxed as I pushed the candle in deeper. Not wishing 

to touch him directly, I again used the steak as protection. I turned it over, so that the side 

coated in his spunk was outermost. Then I gradually manipulated his anus, so that the steak 

started to enter it in such a way as to produce an internal funnel; an extra layer of thick flesh, 

both penetrating and lining his rectum. Once it was almost fully inserted, I artfully splayed 

out the protruding edge which hung from his sphincter. A special effects artist on a budget 

would be proud of such a prolapsed colon.  

 

I re-dressed Rupert and enjoyed a fine bourbon as I surveyed a job well done, to make a story 

worth telling. He would remember little of the night, perhaps causing him a little 

embarrassment with his subordinates. But he’d wake up at his own family home and assume 

he got there directly from the Lamb and Flag. Quite when he addressed the issues in his pants 

depended on many things, but none were my problem. I helped him outside and propped him 

up while I hailed a cab. I knew his address of course. 

 

London cabbies are a mine of information, both given and received. In the rear-view mirror, 

this cabby perhaps saw an incapable man being helped home by a friend, if he saw anything 

at all. 

 

I had yet to write it all up, so the paradox of the blue / red ink remained. Or I could just type 

it, directly from memory, to test the difference engine and see what it made of things. 

Difference engine or not, the words which anyone reads will be the ones which were 

produced by my typewriter. If the resulting story were to be read, I was confident the 

difference engine would write it in prose which would only improve the story, by making it 
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more thought provoking. It might add unwritten subtexts, prompting questions. It may make 

the story seem as though it actually happened, other than in someone’s imagination.  

 

So the whole story was entrusted to the difference engine. It was up to the engine how much 

was revealed in the final story, like how I’d acquired it and who had given it to me. It might 

skip over such details, if it feels that the story itself is good enough to be a distraction and 

carry the reader through without them feeling the need to question. Would it make the story’s 

tense sufficiently ambiguous, so that I could be from the future or past? It may be that people 

get to the end of this story and not even know who I am, what my name is, or even my 

gender, because it didn’t occur to them. 

 

I was truly invisible. 

 

THE END. 

 

NOW AVAILABLE FROM ROGUE PLANET PRESS: 

Sword and Planet 

 

 

http://www.lulu.com/shop/rogue-planet-press/hammer-of-the-gods/paperback/product-22974027.html
http://www.lulu.com/shop/rogue-planet-press/sword-planet/paperback/product-23093665.html
http://www.lulu.com/shop/rogue-planet-press/sword-planet/paperback/product-23093665.html
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THE BATTLE FOR CALLISTO by Gregory KH Bryant  

 

Episode Fourteen 

 

“Let’s give ‘em some smoke,” Lieutenant Hardy commanded. 

 

Having first lulled the attackers into believing that Hardy’ fighters were there as only a 

defensive force, he launched his attack. 

 

The ‘smoke’ to which he referred was a new weapon, and was launched from two of the 

fighter ships circling the Bellerophon. Two drone-mounted canisters hurled toward the 

attacking Scroungers. 

 

The Scroungers saw them coming, of course, on their screens. They fired barrages of EMPs, 

but the drones were well shielded. They moved swiftly through the electromagnetic pulses, 

cresting them, almost, like a light ship on a wave. 

 

Seeing that the drones were unscathed through the barrages, the Scroungers concentrated 

their laser fire upon them. Blue and ruby shafts of laser light cut sudden and fiercely burning 

lines above the icy plains of Callisto, below. 

 

When they came within one hundred miles of the attackers, the drones unleashed clouds of 

metallic particles. The clouds shimmered red and gold in the light of Jupiter. The drones flew 

in wide circles, creating twin clouds that twisted about each other. 

 

The EMPs, which the Scroungers had never stopped firing at the drones, caused the clouds of 

microscopic particles to surge with vast waves moving through them. And the laser cannons 

were confounded by the particles. Their beams of blue and ruby and violet were broken up 

into countless tinier beams shooting in every direction, they created vast fields of iridescent 

rainbows. 

 

Traveling already at interplanetary speeds, the Scroungers did not have time to respond. Their 

ships plunged into the clouds. The magnetized particles began to cling to the ships. 

Simultaneously, the particles confused the sensors of the Scroungers’ ships. 

 

Having heard reports of this weapon, newly developed by Earth Space Forces, many 

Scroungers had taken the precaution to have their own ships equipped with shields composed 

of materials that repelled these magnetized particles. 

 

But not all commanders had been so cautious. Indeed, of the twenty-four ships Turhan Mot 

had sent out in this first wave of attack, six of them were unprepared for this new weapon. 

Those ships were soon coated with microscopic metallic particles that clung to every surface 

of their ships, creating grey dunes that blanketed every sensor. 

 

These ships were blinded. 

 

Their balance was also thrown off. Many pounds of weight were suddenly added to the ships, 

weight most unevenly distributed. 

 

Pilots lost control of the ships. They spun out in wild spirals. 
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Collisions, and the confusion that followed such collisions, were inevitable. 

 

“Let’s hit ‘em,” Lieutenant Hardy commanded. Twelve fighter ships followed him as he led 

the first attack against the Scroungers. Carrying out a plan they had practiced ceaselessly 

since the word first came out that they’d be fighting the Scroungers, the pilots executed their 

manoeuvres with a machinelike perfection. 

 

They moved in tight formation, stabbing like a knife into the clouds the drones had created 

moments before. Protected by their own shields, they saw clearly the ships hurtling toward 

them. Twenty-four ships, light fighter craft, and among them, several larger ships with 

interplanetary range. 

 

Electromagnetic pulses surged past. Ruby and crimson lasers shot through the clouds. 

 

“Cut her in!” Hardy ordered. “Cut her up!” 

 

With the sepia deserts of Callisto beneath them, his ships pulled into a tight serpentine line 

behind him, cutting through the approaching fleet like a needle through fabric. They fired 

continuous EMPs as they sliced into the enemy lines. Purple lasers cut through space. 

 

Turhan Mot’s pirates fired back, their shots missing. Several ships flew off in pursuit of 

Hardy’s expedition. 

 

Which had been Hardy’s intent. To draw the enemy out. To break up its formation. He was 

surprised, as he always would be, to see the tactic working. 

 

Lieutenant Hardy sent out the command to the twelve fighter craft following his lead ship. 

“Up net!” 

 

That would be ‘Bring up the net’. They had drawn a few pursuers—three, in fact. Now was 

the time to bring up the net. 

 

Hardy directed his ship away from Callisto and at a ninety degree angle from the plane of the 

Scroungers’ attack force. Jupiter roiled and spun in the sky, the size of angry fist, and in its 

light was the fleet of Turhan Mot hurtling toward the “Bellerophon”, now reaching speeds 

nearly that of sound. 

 

Beyond this first wave of twenty-four ships, Hardy saw a second wave pouring out from the 

“Grand Marquis”. Another twenty fighter craft, and already their laser cannons were firing. 

 

The three ships from Turhan Mot’s fleet followed Hardy and his fighters close. 

 

Only to find themselves suddenly outnumbered, outmanoeuvred and surrounded by Hardy’s 

fighters. 

 

Hardy’s fighters were ruthless. The three Scrounger ships were dead, each overwhelmed by 

electromagnetic bursts simultaneously fired from four directions, within seconds. 
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The trick was to bring in the net when his force still outnumbered the pursuers. Too many 

pursuers, and the stunt could backfire on him. 

 

Otherwise, it was a good trick, but it could only work once. Hardy could not hope to pull it 

off again. 

 

But he could use the manoeuvre for a second, more important, goal. That was to disrupt the 

formation of the attackers. If some chose to follow him again, good enough. If he could 

otherwise disrupt their formation before they got to the “Bellerophon”, even better, even 

preferable. Hardy would just have to keep his eyes and his ears open. 

 

“Okay, gang,” he barked through telecommunications. That was all he said. It was all he 

needed to say, at the moment. His meaning was clear and well-rehearsed with his crew. 

 

‘Okay gang’ meant ‘Let’s do it again’. 

 

They plunged back into the midst of the Scrounger’s fleet of pursuit and attack ships, nose 

down, hurtling toward the shattered icy plains of Callisto, firing both EMPs and laser cannon. 

The Scroungers returned fire. And again, several pulled away from the fleet to pursue 

Hardy’s fighters. 

 

“Up net!” Hardy commanded. His two words were clipped and short. 

 

Within instants, eight fighter ships were pursuing Hardy’s expedition. Then it was ten. Then, 

twelve. 

 

At the end of a minute, fully twenty ships were chasing Lieutenant Hardy and his fighters 

above the icy plains of Callisto while the second wave of Turhan Mot’s attackers hurried to 

close the gap. 

 

Hardy’s sensors told him that a third wave was even then departing from the “Grand 

Marquis”, with another swift fighter twenty ships. 

 

“Come on! Let’s go!” Emily demanded, pulling on the sleeve of Jeffrey’s jump suit. 

 

Jeffrey looked dubiously toward the darkened hall that led back to the Education Canter. 

 

He knew that return that way was impossible now. But he was just as doubtful about leaving 

the building. Outside, the street was vacant, empty. Trees and bushes lined both sides of it, 

and gave thick growth to the many small plazas in the middle of the wide street. Vines hung 

from lines overhead, creating tapestries of leaves interwoven among the lines of the skycabs. 

 

The misters still automatically sprayed a fine mist over all, giving Callisto Base 1 an 

atmosphere of many moods, and the mood now, with the emptiness of the patios, was one 

most sombre. Overhead, through the transparent steel of the dome that covered the colony, 

Jeffrey could see Turhan Mot’s fleet swarming the sky. 

 

The “Bellerophon” had already dipped below Callisto’s horizon, nor would it have been 

visible from where he stood, in any case, as the tall building of Callisto’s administrative 
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office stood in the way. There seemed to be nothing of either Jovian Security or Earth Space 

Forces to stop the seemingly inevitable conquest of Callisto. 

 

“Jeffrey!” Emily insisted. She pushed open the door that led outside. 

 

“Let’s go! Let’s go now!” 

 

“Okay,” he said, “Okay...” 

 

They stepped out through the entrance of the Education Centre to the empty street beyond. 

 

The sirens still blared loud through the colony, only emphasizing the emptiness, now that 

almost all the population had retreated to the basements below the city. Emily and Jeffrey 

covered their ears against the shrill sirens. 

 

“This way! Come on!” Emily urged. 

 

Nearly all the crews attached to the “Bellerophon” had managed to return to the ship, even 

with only ten minutes warning. 

 

Nearly all, but not all. 

 

Some twenty pilots attached to Hardy’s task force were still making their way back to the 

launch facilities outside the colony, hoping to find some way to return to the “Bellerophon”. 

They wore the blue and red uniforms of Earth Space Forces, a uniform that Jeffrey and Emily 

had both learned to avoid at all costs, first on Earth, and then on Mars. 

 

Even the hours they had spent on Callisto, and seeing the pilots of Earth Space Forces 

mingling freely and peaceably with the Callistoans, was insufficient to shake their caution. So 

it was that when Emily’s eye fell upon a group of four pilots further down the street, she 

pulled Jeffrey into a doorway left unlocked. 

 

Jeffrey saw them too, and needed no explanation. 

 

They waited as the pilots made their way farther down the street, and then around a corner. 

 

“Hurry!” Emily whispered. 

 

She and Jeffrey hurried from the doorway, back into the street, running from hiding place to 

hiding place, from doorway to pylon to tree to overgrown plaza, to doorway again. 

 

They had nearly come to the entrance of the apartment complex the Talbots shared with 

every other citizen of Callisto Base 1 when they were stopped by the sounds of men talking 

loudly with each other. 

 

“Any of those skycabs running?” came the shouted question. 

 

“I haven’t seen any. Not since the sirens started.” 
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Jeffrey and Emily dropped to the ground and scurried backwards toward a plaza they had just 

walked past. They hid themselves in the shade of a huge palm leaf that grew close to the 

ground from a large plant with a barrel-like trunk. 

 

“Which way, then?” 

 

“Hell, I dunno. I’m as lost as you are.” 

 

Peeking out from under the leaf, which was big enough to amply cover both of them, Emily 

and Jeffrey saw a group of six pilots, all in uniform, turn a corner and begin to make their 

way down the street, directly toward them. 

 

“Let’s move on down this way,” one pilot suggested, indicating with a gesture the very plaza 

where Emily and Jeffrey had hidden themselves. 

 

“Does that take us back to that main street of theirs?” one pilot asked. 

 

“Hell, I dunno.” 

 

Though Callisto Base 1 had been carefully plotted on the lines of a grid, with a single main 

thoroughfare leading from one extreme end of the base to the other, and with smaller, 

narrower plaza/roadways linking the various domes—all with a view of making travel 

through the colony as simple as possible—still newcomers to the base were often lost in it, 

and needed to constantly refer to the posted maps to find their way through it. 

 

So it was with these. 

 

Emily and Jeffrey quickly considered whether to stay where they were, hidden under the 

shadow of a huge palm leaf, hoping that the pilots would simply pass them by, or to move out 

of their way, out of their reach. 

 

The question was settled for them when one of the pilots reached out and pulled on the 

branch of a low-growing tree. With no one to stop him, he pulled on the branch until it could 

go no further. He then released it, and the branch snapped backwards, unleashing a cascade of 

leaves that settled upon the walkway. 

 

Then another pilot reached out idly for another branch. 

 

“Let’s go,” Jeffrey whispered to his sister, and they scuttled backwards on hands and knees, 

away from the approaching pilots. 

 

They hurried through the heavy undergrowth, further and further away from the entrance to 

the building that housed the apartment they shared with their parents. The group of pilots 

seemed always to be drawing nearer to them. 

 

Emily and Jeffrey came at last to a corner, and turning, they rose to their feet and bounded 

away from the approaching pilots. Turning past a second corner, and then a third, they finally 

managed to get away, and found themselves at the very base of the dome that surrounded 

Callisto Base 1. 
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There, they could see the long transparent structures of the greenhouses where most the food 

for the colonists was grown. Above the greenhouses, they saw in the sky the tiny lights of the 

first waves of Turhan Mot’s invasion force. The cloud of metallic particles unleashed by 

Hardy’s command appeared tiny at this distance. The ships plunged into it. 

 

A dozen or so other points of light rushed at the lights that had plunged into the cloud. The 

new pinpoints of lights slashed through them, then flew away at a hard angle. 

 

Emily and Jeffrey watched, not realizing that it was Lieutenant Hardy up there—the same 

Lieutenant Hardy who had come by two or three times with Colonel Westland and Colonel 

Bridgemont to visit his father and ask him questions. 

 

They only knew that the lights were ships, the small group probably attached to the 

“Bellerophon”, which they could no longer see, and the larger group probably belonging to 

the attackers. 

 

“That’s probably Turhan Mot,” Jeffrey said. “And these others are the Earth Space Forces 

guys, fighting them off.” 

 

“Uh-huh,” Emily agreed. “And that big light, back there,” she said, pointing toward Jupiter. 

“That’s the other guys’ ship.” 

 

“The pirates. Yeah. That’s prob’ly where Turhan Mot is holed up, with that gross Mokem 

Bet.” 

 

“That’s where Ward is going to be,” Emily said with certainty. “He said he’s going to kill 

them.” 

 

“Yeah, I s’pose. I...” 

 

Jeffrey stopped speaking. The small group of lights that had cut through the invading force 

had made another dive through it, this time dredging out twenty pursuers. Emily and Jeffrey 

watched in dumb silence as the ships grew brighter, larger, and nearer. They flew close to the 

surface of Callisto, one ship in the lead, with the others following close in a tight line. 

 

Behind them their pursuers, firing their forward laser cannons ceaselessly. 

 

The rearmost of the ships being pursued dropped a series of mines in its path, pulse mines 

that would have killed the electronics within any ship near it when it went off. 

 

But the ships in pursuit were too close for the mines to be effective. By the time the mines 

had been both deployed and activated, all the fighter ships, both those being pursued, and 

those in pursuit, had already flown too far ahead, outside their range. 

 

Then one of the fleeing ships took a hit that sent it into a wild spiral. The ship’s controls were 

useless. The pilot could only hold on as the ship spun crazily in the sky. 

 

The ship made a high loop, then came spinning downward gathering speed as it plummeted 

toward Callisto. 
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Jeffrey and Emily watched silently, their breath bated. The ship made a convulsive lurch, as 

the pilot strove to regain control of it. 

 

No chance. 

 

The pilot—Lieutenant, Junior Grade, Cynthia, ‘Cindy’ McAllister, aged twenty-two, 

measured in Earth years—had no choice but to bail. 

 

She tried to aim her ship at the empty brown and purple plains that were the ice deserts of 

Callisto, but quickly saw that was hopeless. There was no control to be had. 

 

So she punched out. 

 

Now close enough that Emily and Jeffrey could see the lines of the rapidly approaching ship, 

the canopy blew off with an explosive force and Lieutenant McAllister was hurled high into 

the sky. Her suit expanded, enclosing her body with a series of inflated balls. As parachutes 

of any sort would be useless in the environments of the moons of Jupiter—their atmospheres 

being far too tenuous—the inflated balls, adapted from use on unmanned planetary landers, 

were developed for emergency use here. 

 

Lieutenant McAllister shot high over the pursuing ships, then came tumbling downward 

toward Callisto. When she hit—looking something like a swollen cluster of silvery grapes—

the balloons absorbed all the shock of impact. Then they sent her bounding high above the 

plains of Callisto again. 

 

A half dozen times did she bounce, the balloons sending her skyward, and a half dozen times 

did she drop down again. Each time the bounce was a little bit less high, and the drop, a little 

bit shorter, until at last, the array of inflated balls came to a stop on the frozen desert, some 

ten miles past Callisto Base 1. 

 

Coming to a halt, the array automatically deflated, this first time this array had been 

successfully deployed in combat. 

 

Lieutenant McAllister was alone on the icy plain. Callisto Base 1 was not visible from where 

she stood, for it had dropped below the horizon behind her in her. 

 

With a ten-mile march ahead of her, and no reason to postpone the march, she immediately 

set off. 

 

Lieutenant McAllister survived. Her ship, on the other hand, hit Callisto hard. 

 

As Emily and Jeffry watched, Lieutenant McAllister’s ship crashed through the ceiling of one 

of the greenhouses outside Callisto Base 1. The explosion sent shards of glass, plants, and 

human limbs spinning. They sailed high into the Callistoan sky, striking several of the 

pursuing craft. Shattered beams and shards of transparent steel cut through four of Turhan 

Mot’s fighter ships, cutting them to pieces. The pieces fell, a storm of burning metal. Many 

pieces hurtled directly toward the Callisto Base 1. 

 

Emily and Jeffrey were spellbound by the sight. Running was futile. The broken shards 

raining down on them would shatter the dome of the colony. 
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They could only watch as the burning wreckage of Turhan Mot’s fighter came crashing down 

upon them. 

 

CONTINUES NEXT WEEK 

 

Carter Ward’s earlier adventures, along with those of other interplanetary rogues, are 

chronicled in Warlords of the Asteroid Belt and Deep Space Dogfights. 
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TALES OF THE DEAD: THE FATED HOUR by Johann August Apel  

 

—“Wan the maiden was, 

Of saintly paleness, and there seem’d to dwell 

In the strong beauties of her countenance 

Something that was not earthly.” 

SOUTHEY’S JOAN OF ARC. 

 

“The clock has toll’d; and, hark! the bell 

Of death beats slow.” 

MASON’S ELEGIES.  

 

A heavy rain prevented the three friends from taking the morning’s walk they had concerted: 

notwithstanding which, Amelia and Maria failed not to be at Florentina’s house at the 

appointed hour. The latter had for some time past been silent, pensive, and absorbed in 

thought; and the anxiety of her friends made them very uneasy at the visible impression left 

on her mind by the violent tempest of the preceding night. 

 

Florentina met her friends greatly agitated, and embraced them with more than usual 

tenderness. 

 

“Fine weather for a walk!” cried Amelia: “how have you passed this dreadful night?” 

 

“Not very well, you may easily imagine. My residence is in too lonely a situation.” 

 

“Fortunately,” replied Maria, laughing, “it will not long be yours.” 

 

“That’s true,” answered Florentina, sighing deeply. “The count returns from his travels to-

morrow, in the hope of soon conducting me to the altar.” 

 

“Merely in the hope?” replied Maria: “the mysterious manner in which you uttered these 

words, leads me to apprehend you mean to frustrate those hopes.” 

 

“I? —But how frequently in this life does hope prove only an untimely flower?” 

 

“My dear Florentina,” said Maria, embracing her, “for some time past my sister and I have 

vainly attempted to account for your lost gaiety; and have been tormented with the idea, that 

possibly family reasons have induced you, contrary to your wishes, to consent to this 

marriage which is about to take place.” 

 

“Family reasons! Am I not the last of our house; the only remaining one, whom the tombs of 

my ancestors have not as yet enclosed? And have I not for my Ernest that ardent affection 

which is natural to my time of life? Or do you think me capable of such duplicity, when I 

have so recently depicted to you, in the most glowing colours, the man of my heart’s choice?” 

 

“What then am I to believe?” inquired Maria. “Is it not a strange contradiction, that a young 

girl, handsome and witty, rich and of high rank, and who, independently of these advantages, 

will not by her marriage be estranged from her family, should approach the altar with 

trembling?” 
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Florentina, holding out her hand to the two sisters, said to them: 

 

“How kind you are! I ought really to feel quite ashamed in not yet having placed entire 

confidence in your friendship, even on a subject which is to me, at this moment 

incomprehensible. At this moment I am not equal to the task; but in the course of the day I 

hope to be sufficiently recovered. In the mean while let us talk on less interesting subjects.” 

 

The violent agitation of Florentina’s mind was so evident at this moment, that the two sisters 

willingly assented to her wishes. Thinking that the present occasion required trifling subjects 

of conversation, they endeavoured to joke with her on the terrors of the preceding night. 

However, Maria finished by saying, with rather a serious air, — 

 

“I must confess, that more than once I have been tempted to think something extraordinary 

occurred. At first it appeared as if someone opened and shut the window of the room in which 

we slept, and then as if they approached my bed. I distinctly heard footsteps: an icy trembling 

seized me, and I covered my face over with the clothes.” 

 

“Alas!” exclaimed Amelia, “I cannot tell you how frequently I heard similar noises. But as 

yet nothing have I seen.” 

 

“Most fervently do I hope,” replied Florentina in an awful tone of voice, “that neither of you 

will ever, in this life, be subject to a proof of this nature!” 

 

The deep sigh which accompanied these words, and the uneasy look she cast on the two 

sisters, produced evident emotions in them both. 

 

“Possibly you have experienced such proof?” replied Amelia. 

 

“Not precisely so: but—suspend your curiosity. This evening—if I am still alive—I mean to 

say—that this evening I shall be better able to communicate all to you.” 

 

Maria made a sign to Amelia, who instantly understood her sister; and thinking that 

Florentina wished to be alone, though evidently disturbed in her mind, they availed 

themselves of the first opportunity which her silence afforded. Her prayer-book was lying 

open on the table, which, now perceiving for the first time, confirmed Maria in the idea she 

had conceived. In looking for her shawl she removed a handkerchief which covered this 

book, and saw that the part which had most probably occupied Florentina before their arrival 

was the Canticle on Death. The three friends separated, overcome and almost weeping, as if 

they were never to meet again. 

 

Amelia and Maria awaited with the greatest impatience the hour of returning to Florentina. —

They embraced her with redoubled satisfaction, for she seemed to them more gay than usual. 

 

“My dear girls,” said she to them, “pardon, I pray you, my abstraction of this morning. 

Depressed by having passed so bad a night, I thought myself on the brink of the grave; and 

fancied it needful to make up my accounts in this world, and prepare for the next. I have 

made my will, and have placed it in the magistrate’s hands: however, since I have taken a 

little repose this afternoon, I find myself so strong, and in such good spirits, that I feel as if I 

had escaped the danger which threatened me.” 
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“But, my dear,” replied Maria, in a mild yet affectionate tone of reproach, “how could one 

sleepless night fill your mind with such gloomy thoughts?” 

 

“I agree with you on the folly of permitting it so to do; and had I encouraged sinister 

thoughts, that dreadful night would not have been the sole cause, for it found me in such a 

frame of mind that its influence was not at all necessary to add to my horrors. But no more of 

useless mystery. I will fulfil my promise, and clear up your doubts on many parts of my 

manner and conduct, which at present must appear to you inexplicable. Prepare yourselves 

for the strangest and most surprising events. —But the damp and cold evening air has 

penetrated this room, it will therefore be better to have a fire lighted, that the chill which my 

recital may produce be not increased by any exterior cause.” 

 

While they were lighting the fire, Maria and her sister expressed great joy at seeing such a 

happy change in Florentina’s manner; and the latter could scarcely describe the satisfaction 

she felt, at having resolved to develop to them the secret which she had so long concealed. 

 

The three friends being alone, Florentina began as follows: — 

 

“You were acquainted with my sister Seraphina, whom I had the misfortune to lose; but I 

alone can boast of possessing her confidence; which is the cause of my mentioning many 

things relative to her, before I begin the history I have promised, in which she is the principal 

personage. 

 

“From her infancy, Seraphina was remarkable for several singularities. She was a year 

younger than myself; but frequently, while seated by her side I was amusing myself with the 

playthings common to our age, she would fix her eyes, by the half hour together, as if 

absorbed in thought: she seldom took any part in our infantine amusements. This disposition 

greatly chagrined our parents; for they attributed Seraphina’s indifference to stupidity; and 

they were apprehensive this defect would necessarily prove an obstacle in the education 

requisite for the distinguished rank we held in society, my father being, next the prince, the 

first person in the country. They had already thought of procuring for her a canonry from 

some noble chapel, when things took an entirely different turn. 

 

“Her preceptor, an aged man, to whose care they had confided her at a very early age, assured 

them, that in his life he had never met with so astonishing an intellect as Seraphina’s. My 

father doubted the assertion: but an examination, which he caused to be made in his presence, 

convinced him that it was founded in truth. 

 

“Nothing was then neglected to give Seraphina every possible accomplishment: —masters of 

different languages, of music, and of dancing, every day filled the house. 

 

“But in a short time my father perceived that he was again mistaken: for Seraphina made so 

little progress in the study of the different languages, that the masters shrugged their 

shoulders; and the dancing-master pretended, that though her feet were extremely pretty, he 

could do nothing with them, as her head seldom took the trouble to guide them. 

 

“By way of retaliation, she made such wonderful progress in music that she soon excelled her 

masters. She sang in a manner superior to that of the best opera-singers. 
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“My father acknowledged that his plans for the education of this extraordinary child were 

now as much too enlarged, as they were before too circumscribed; and that it would not do to 

keep too light a hand over her, but let her follow the impulse of her own wishes. 

 

“This new arrangement afforded Seraphina the opportunity of more particularly studying the 

science of astronomy; which was one they had never thought of as needful for her. You can, 

my friends, form but a very indifferent idea of the avidity with which (if so I may express 

myself) she devoured those books which treated on celestial bodies; or what rapture the 

globes and telescopes occasioned her, when her father presented them to her on her thirteenth 

birth-day. 

 

“But the progress made in this science in our days did not long satisfy Seraphina’s curiosity. 

To my father’s great grief; she was wrapped up in reveries of astrology; and more than once 

she was found in the morning occupied in studying books which treated on the influence of 

the stars, and which she had begun to peruse the preceding evening. 

 

“My mother, being at the point of death, was anxious, I believe, to remonstrate with 

Seraphina on this whim; but her death was too sudden. My father thought that at this tender 

age Seraphina’s whimsical fancy would wear off: however, time passed on, and he found that 

she still remained constant to a study she had cherished from her infancy. 

 

“You cannot forget the general sensation her beauty produced at court: how much the 

fashionable versifiers of the day sang her graceful figure and beautiful flaxen locks; and how 

often they failed, when they attempted to describe the particular and indefinable character 

which distinguished her fine blue eyes. I must say, I have often embraced my sister, whom I 

loved with the greatest affection, merely to have the pleasure of getting nearer, if possible, to 

her soft angelic eyes, from which Seraphina’s pale countenance borrowed almost all its 

sublimity. 

 

“She received many extremely advantageous proposals of marriage, but declined them all. 

You know her predilection in favour of solitude, and that she never went out but to enjoy my 

society. She took no pleasure in dress; nay, she even avoided all occasions which required 

more than ordinary expense. Those who were not acquainted with the singularity of her 

character might have accused her of affectation. 

 

“But a very extraordinary particularity, which I by chance discovered in her just as she 

attained her fifteenth year, created an impression of fear on my mind which will never be 

effaced. 

 

“On my return from making a visit, I found Seraphina in my father’s cabinet, near the 

window, with her eyes fixed and immoveable. Accustomed from her earliest infancy to see 

her in this situation, without being perceived by her I pressed her to my bosom, without 

producing on her the least sensation of my presence. At this moment I looked towards the 

garden, and I there saw my father walking with this same Seraphina whom I held in my arms. 

 

“In the name of God, my sister—!” exclaimed I, equally cold with the statue before me; who 

now began to recover. 

 

“At the same time my eye involuntarily returned towards the garden, where I had seen her; 

and there perceived my father alone, looking with uneasiness, as it appeared to me, for her, 
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who, but an instant before, was with him. I endeavoured to conceal this event from my sister; 

but in the most affectionate tone she loaded me with questions to learn the cause of my 

agitation. 

 

“I eluded them as well as I could; and asked her how long she had been in the closet. She 

answered me, smiling, that I ought to know best; as she came in after me; and that if she was 

not mistaken, she had before that been walking in the garden with my father. 

 

“This ignorance of the situation in which she was but an instant before, did not astonish me 

on my sister’s account, as she had often shewn proofs of this absence of mind. At that instant 

my father came in, exclaiming: ‘Tell me, my dear Seraphina, how you so suddenly escaped 

from my sight, and came here? We were, as you know, conversing; and scarcely had you 

finished speaking, when, looking round, I found myself alone. I naturally thought that you 

had concealed yourself in the adjacent thicket; but in vain I looked there for you; and on 

coming into this room, here I find you.’ 

 

“‘It is really strange,’ replied Seraphina; ‘I know not myself how it has happened.’ 

 

“From that moment I felt convinced of what I had heard from several persons, but what my 

father always contradicted; which was, that while Seraphina was in the house, she had been 

seen elsewhere. I secretly reflected also on what my sister had repeatedly told me, that when 

a child (she was ignorant whether sleeping or awake), she had been transported to heaven, 

where she had played with angels; to which incident she attributed her disinclination to all 

infantine games. 

 

“My father strenuously combated this idea, as well as the event to which I had been witness, 

of her sudden disappearance from the garden. 

 

“‘Do not torment me any longer,’ said he, ‘with these phaenomena, which appear 

complaisantly renewed every day, in order to gratify your eager imagination. It is true, that 

your sister’s person and habits present many singularities; but all your idle talk will never 

persuade me that she holds any immediate intercourse with the world of spirits.’ 

 

“My father did not then know, that where there is any doubt of the future, the weak mind of 

man ought not to allow him to profane the word never, by uttering it. 

 

“About a year and half afterwards, an event occurred which had power to shake even my 

father’s determined manner of thinking to its very foundation. It was on a Sunday, that 

Seraphina and I wished at last to pay a visit which we had from time to time deferred: for 

notwithstanding my sister was very fond of being with me, she avoided even my society 

whenever she could not enjoy it but in the midst of a large assembly, where constraint 

destroyed all pleasure. 

 

“To adorn herself for a party, was to her an anticipated torment; for she said, she only 

submitted to this trouble to please those whose frivolous and dissipated characters greatly 

offended her. On similar occasions she sometimes met with persons to whom she could not 

speak without shuddering, and whose presence made her ill for several days. 

 

“The hour of assembling approached; she was anxious that I should go without her: my father 

doubting her, came into our room, and insisted on her changing her determination. 
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“‘I cannot permit you to infringe every duty.’ 

 

“He accordingly desired her to dress as quickly as possible, and accompany me. 

 

“The waiting-maid was just gone out on an errand with which I had commissioned her. My 

sister took a light to fetch her clothes from a wardrobe in the upper story. She remained much 

longer absent than was requisite. At length she returned without a light:—I screamed with 

fright. My father asked her in an agitated manner, what had happened to her. In fact, she had 

scarcely been absent a quarter of an hour, and yet during that time her face had undergone a 

complete alteration; her habitual paleness had given place to a death-like hue; her ruby lips 

were turned blue. 

 

“My arms involuntarily opened to embrace this sister whom I adored. I almost doubted my 

sight, for I could get no answer from her; but for a long while she leaned against my bosom, 

mute and inanimate. The look, replete with infinite softness, which she gave my father and 

me, alone informed us, that during her continuance in this incomprehensible trance, she still 

belonged to the material world. 

 

“‘I was seized with a sudden indisposition,’ she at length said in a low voice; ‘but I now find 

myself better.’ 

 

“She asked my father whether he still wished her to go into society. He thought, that after an 

occurrence of this nature her going out might be dangerous: but he would not dispense with 

my making the visit, although I endeavoured to persuade him that my attention might be 

needful to Seraphina. I left her with an aching heart. 

 

“I had ordered the carriage to be sent for me at a very early hour: but the extreme anxiety I 

felt would not allow me to wait its arrival, and I returned home on foot. The servant could 

scarcely keep pace with me, such was my haste to return to Seraphina. 

 

“On my arrival in her room, my impatience was far from being relieved. 

 

“‘Where is she?’ I quickly asked. 

 

“‘Who mademoiselle?’ 

 

“‘Why, Seraphina.’ 

 

“‘Mademoiselle, Seraphina is in your father’s closet.’ 

 

“‘Alone?’ 

 

“‘No with his excellency.’ 

 

“I ran to the boudoir: the door, which was previously shut, at that instant opened, and my 

father with Seraphina came out: the latter was in tears. I remarked that my father had an air of 

chagrin and doubt which not even the storms of public life had ever produced in his 

countenance. 

 



50 

 

“He made us a sign full of gentleness, and Seraphina followed me into another room: but she 

first assured my father she would remember the promise he had exacted, and of which I was 

still ignorant. 

 

“Seraphina appeared to me so tormented by the internal conflicts she endured, that I several 

times endeavoured, but in vain, to draw from her the mysterious event which had so recently 

thrown her into so alarming a situation. At last I overcame her scruples, and she answered me 

as follows: 

 

“‘Your curiosity shall be satisfied, in part. I will develop some of the mystery to you; but 

only on one irrevocable condition.’ 

 

“I entreated her instantly to name the condition: and she thus continued: — 

 

“‘Swear to me, that you will rest satisfied with what I shall disclose to you, and that you will 

never urge nor use that power which you possess over my heart, to obtain a knowledge of 

what I am obliged to conceal from you. 

 

“I swore it to her. 

 

“‘Now, my dear Florentina, forgive me, if, for the first time in my life, I have a secret from 

you; and also for not being satisfied with your mere word for the promise I have exacted from 

you. My father, to whom I have confided everything, has imposed these two obligations on 

me, and his last words were to that effect.’ 

 

“I begged her to come to the point. 

 

“‘Words are inadequate to describe,’ said she, ‘the weight I felt my soul oppressed with when 

I went to get my clothes. I had no sooner closed the door of the room in which you and my 

father were, than I fancied I was about to be separated from life and all that constituted my 

happiness; and that I had many dreadful nights to linger through, ere I could arrive at a better 

and more peaceful abode. The air which I breathed on the staircase was not such as usually 

circulates around us; it oppressed my breathing, and caused large drops of icy perspiration to 

fall from my forehead. Certain it is, I was not alone on the staircase; but for a long while I 

dared not look around me. 

 

“‘You know, my dear Florentina, with what earnestness I wished and prayed, but in vain, that 

my mother would appear to me after her death, if only for once. I fancied that on the stairs I 

heard my mother’s spirit behind me. I was apprehensive it was come to punish me for the 

vows I had already made.’ 

 

“‘A strange thought, certainly!’ 

 

“‘But how could I imagine that a mother, who was goodness itself, could be offended by the 

natural wishes of a tenderly beloved child, or have imputed them to indiscreet curiosity? It 

was no less foolish to think that she, who had been so long since enclosed in the tomb, should 

occupy herself in inflicting chastisement on me, for faults which were nearly obliterated from 

my recollection. I was so immediately convinced of the weakness of giving way to such 

ideas, that I summoned courage and turned my head. 
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“‘Although my affrighted survey could discover nothing, I again heard the footsteps 

following me, but more distinctly than before. At the door of the room I was about to enter, I 

felt my gown held. Overpowered by terror, I was unable to proceed, and fell on the threshold 

of the door. 

 

“‘I lost no time, however, in reproaching myself for suffering terror so to overcome me; and 

recollected that there was nothing supernatural in this accident, for my gown had caught on 

the handle of an old piece of furniture which had been placed in the passage, to be taken out 

of the house the following day. 

 

“‘This discovery inspired me with fresh courage. I approached the wardrobe: but judge my 

consternation, when, preparing to open it, the two doors unclosed of themselves, without 

making the slightest noise; the lamp which I held in my hand was extinguished, and—as if I 

was standing before a looking-glass, —my exact image came out of the wardrobe: the light 

which it spread, illumined great part of the room. 

 

“‘I then heard these words: —Why tremble you at the sight of your own spirit, which appears 

to give you warning of your approaching dissolution, and to reveal to you the fate of your 

house?’ 

 

“‘The phantom then informed me of several future events. But when, after having deeply 

meditated on its prophetic words, I asked a question relative to you, the room became as dark 

as before, and the spirit had vanished. This, my dear, is all I am permitted to reveal.’ 

 

“‘Your approaching death!’ cried I: —That thought had in an instant effaced all other. 

 

“Smiling, she made me a sign in the affirmative; and gave me to understand, at the same 

time, that I ought to press her no further on this subject. ‘My father,’ added she, ‘has 

promised to make you acquainted, in proper time, with all it concerns you to know.’ 

 

“‘At a proper time!’ repeated I, in a plaintive voice; for it appeared to me, that since I had 

learned so much, it was high time that I should be made acquainted with the whole. 

 

“The same evening I mentioned my wishes to my father: but he was inexorable. He fancied 

that possibly what had happened to Seraphina might have arisen from her disordered and 

overheated imagination. However, three days afterwards, my sister finding herself so ill as to 

be obliged to keep her bed, my father’s doubts began to be shaken; and although the precise 

day of Seraphina’s death had not been named to me, I could not avoid observing by her 

paleness, and the more than usually affectionate manner of embracing my father and me, that 

the time of our eternal separation was not far off. 

 

“‘Will the clock soon strike nine?’ asked Seraphina, while we were sitting near her bed in the 

evening. 

 

“‘Yes, soon,’ replied my father. 

 

“‘Well then! think of me, dear objects of my affection: —we shall meet again.’ She pressed 

our hands; and the clock no sooner struck, than she fell back in her bed, never to rise more. 
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“My father has since related to me every particular as it happened; for at that time I was so 

much overcome that my senses had forsaken me. 

 

“Seraphina’s eyes were scarcely closed, when I returned to a life which then appeared to me 

insupportable. I was apprehensive that the state of stupefaction into which I was thrown by 

the dread of the loss that threatened me, had appeared to my sister a want of attachment. And 

from that time I have never thought of the melancholy scene without experiencing a violent 

shuddering. 

 

“‘You must be aware,’ said my father to me (it was at the precise hour, and before the same 

chimney we are at this moment placed)—you must be aware, that the pretended vision should 

still be kept quite secret.’ I was of his opinion; but could not help adding, ‘What! still, my 

father, though one part of the prediction has in so afflicting a manner been verified, you 

continue to call it a pretended vision?’ 

 

“‘Yes, my child; you know not what a dangerous enemy to man is his own imagination. 

Seraphina will not be the last of its victims.’ 

 

“We were seated, as I before said, just as we now are; and I was about to name a motive 

which I had before omitted, when I perceived that his eyes were fixed in a disturbed manner 

on the door. I was ignorant of the cause, and could discover nothing extraordinary there: 

notwithstanding, however, an instant afterwards it opened of its own accord.” 

 

Here Florentina stopped, as if overcome anew by the remembrance of her terror. At the same 

moment Amelia rose from her seat uttering a loud scream. 

 

Her sister and her friend inquired what ailed her. For a long while she made them no reply, 

and would not resume her seat on the chair, the back of which was towards the door. At 

length, however, she confessed (casting an inquiring and anxious look around her) that a 

hand, cold as ice, had touched her neck. 

 

“This is truly the effect of imagination,” said Maria, reseating herself: “It was my hand: for 

some time my arm has been resting on your chair; and when mention was made of the door 

opening of its own accord, I felt a wish to rest on some living object—” 

 

“But à-propos, —And the door—?” 

 

‘ “‘Strange incident! I trembled with fear; and clinging to my father, asked him if he did not 

see a sort of splendid light, a something brilliant, penetrate the apartment. 

 

“‘Tis well!’ answered he, in a low and tremulous voice, ‘we have lost a being whom we 

cherished; and consequently, in some degree, our minds are disposed to exalted ideas, and 

our imaginations may very easily be duped by the same illusions: besides, there is nothing 

very unnatural in a door opening of its own accord.’ 

 

“‘It ought to be closely shut now,’ replied I; without having the courage to do it. 

 

“‘Tis very easy to shut it,’ said my father. But he rose in visible apprehension, walked a few 

paces, and then returned, adding, ‘The door may remain open; for the room is too warm.’ 
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“It is impossible for me to describe, even by comparison, the singular light I had perceived: 

and I do assure you, that if, instead of the light, I had seen my sister’s spirit enter, I should 

have opened my arms to receive it; for it was only the mysterious and vague appearance of 

this strange vision which caused me so much fear. 

 

“The servants coming in at this instant with supper, put an end to the conversation. 

 

“Time could not efface the remembrance of Seraphina; but it wore off all recollections of the 

last apparition. My daily intercourse with you, my friends, since the loss of Seraphina, has 

been for me a fortunate circumstance, and has insensibly become an indispensable habit. I no 

longer thought deeply of the prediction relative to our house, uttered by the phantom to my 

sister; and in the arms of friendship gave myself up entirely to the innocent gaiety which 

youth inspires. The beauties of spring contributed to the restoration of my peace of mind. One 

evening, just as you had left me, I continued walking in the garden, as if intoxicated with the 

delicious vapours emitted from the flowers, and the magnificent spectacle which the serenity 

of the sky presented to my view. 

 

“Absorbed entirely by the enjoyment of my existence, I did not notice that it was later than 

my usual hour for returning. And I know not why, but that evening no one appeared to think 

of me; for my father, whose solicitude for everything concerning me was redoubled since my 

sister’s death, and who knew I was in the garden, had not, as was his usual custom, sent me 

any garment to protect me from the chilling night air. 

 

“While thus reflecting, I was seized with a violent feverish shivering, which I could by no 

means attribute to the night air. My eyes accidentally fixed on the flowering shrubs; and the 

same brilliant light which I had seen at the door of the room on the day of Seraphina’s burial, 

appeared to me to rest on these shrubs, and dart its rays towards me. The avenue in which I 

was happened to have been Seraphina’s favourite walk. 

 

“The recollection of this inspired me with courage, and I approached the shrubs in the hope 

of meeting my sister’s shade beneath the trees. But my hopes being frustrated, I returned to 

the house with trembling steps. 

 

“I there found many extraordinary circumstances: nobody had thought of supper, which I 

imagined would have been half over. All the servants were running about in confusion, and 

were hastening to pack up the clothes and furniture. 

 

“‘Who is going away?’ I demanded. 

 

“‘Why surely, mademoiselle!’ exclaimed the steward, ‘are you not acquainted with his 

excellency’s wish to have us all?’ 

 

“‘Wherefore then?’ 

 

“This very night we are to set out for his excellency’s estate.” 

 

“‘Why so?’ 

 

“They shrugged their shoulders. I ran into my father’s cabinet, and there found him with his 

eyes fixed on the ground. 
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“‘Seraphina’s second prophecy is also accomplished,’ said he to me, ‘though precisely the 

least likely thing possible. —I am in disgrace.’ 

 

“‘What! did she predict this?’ 

 

“‘Yes, my child; but I concealed it from you. I resign myself to my fate, and leave others 

better to fill this perilous post. I am about to retire to my own estates, there to live for you, 

and to constitute the happiness of my vassals.’ 

 

“In spite of the violent emotions which were created by my father’s misfortune, and the idea 

of separating from all the friends I loved, his apparent tranquillity produced a salutary effect 

on my mind. At midnight we set off. My father was so much master of himself under his 

change of condition, that by the time he arrived at his estate he was calm and serene. 

 

“He found many things to arrange and improve; and his active turn of mind soon led him to 

find a train of pleasing occupations. 

 

“In a short time, however, he was withdrawn from them, by an illness which the physicians 

regarded as very serious. My father conformed to all they prescribed: he abstained from all 

occupation, though he entertained very little hope of any good resulting from it. ‘Seraphina,’ 

he said to me (entirely changing his former opinion), ‘Seraphina has twice predicted true; and 

will a third time.’ 

 

“This conversation made me very miserable; for I understood from it that my father believed 

he should shortly die. 

 

“In fact, he visibly declined, and was at length forced to keep his bed. He one evening sent 

for me; and after having dismissed his attendants, he, in a feeble voice, and with frequent 

interruptions, thus addressed me: — 

 

“‘Experience has cured me of incredulity; When the clock strikes nine according to 

Seraphina’s prediction) [sic] I shall be no more. For this reason, my dear child, I am anxious 

to address a few words of advice to you. If possible, remain in your present state; never 

marry. Destiny appears to have conspired against our race. —But no more of this. —To 

proceed: if ever you seriously think of marrying, do not, I beseech you, neglect to read this 

paper; but my express desire is, that you do not open it beforehand, as in that case its contents 

would cause you unnecessary misery.’ 

 

“Saying these words, which with sobbing I listened to, he drew from under his pillow a 

sealed paper, which he gave me. The moment was not favourable for reflecting on the 

importance of the condition which he imposed on me. The clock, which announced the fated 

hour, at which my father, resting on my shoulder, drew his last gasp, deprived me of my 

senses. 

 

“The day of his interment was also marked by the brilliant and extraordinary light of which I 

have before made mention. 

 

“You know, that shortly after this melancholy loss I returned to the capital, in hopes of 

finding consolation in your beloved society. You also know, that youth seconded your efforts 
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to render existence desirable, and that by degrees I felt a relish for life. Neither are you 

ignorant that the result of this intercourse was an attachment between the count Ernest and 

me, which rendered my father’s exhortations abortive. The count loved me, and I returned his 

affection, and nothing more was wanting to make me think that I ought not to lead a life of 

celibacy: besides, my father had only made this request conditionally. 

 

“My marriage appeared certain; and I did not hesitate to open the mysterious paper. There it 

is, I will read it to you: — 

 

“‘Seraphina has undoubtedly already told you, that when she endeavoured to question the 

phantom concerning your destiny, it suddenly disappeared. The incomprehensible being seen 

by your sister had made mention of you, and its afflicting decree was, that three days before 

that fixed on for your marriage, you would die at the same ninth hour which has been so fatal 

to us. Your sister recovering a little from her first alarm, asked it, if you could not escape this 

dreadful mandate by remaining single. 

 

“‘Unhappily, Seraphina did not receive any answer: but I feel assured, that by marrying you 

will die. For this reason I entreat you to remain single: I add, however—if it accords with 

your inclinations; as I do not feel confident that even this will ensure you from the effect of 

the prediction. 

 

“‘In order, my dear child to save you from all premature uneasiness, I have avoided this 

communication till the hour of danger: reflect, therefore, seriously on what you ought to do. 

 

“‘My spirit, when you read these lines, shall hover over and bless you, whatever way you 

decide.”‘ 

 

Florentina folded up the paper again in silence; and, after a pause which her two friends 

sensibly felt, added: — 

 

“Possibly, my dear friends, this has caused the change in me which you have sometimes 

condemned. But tell me whether, situated as I am, you would not become troubled, and 

almost annihilated, by the prediction which announced your death on the very eve of your 

happiness? 

 

“Here my recital ends. To-morrow the count returns from his travels. The ardour of his 

affection has induced him to fix on the third day after his arrival for the celebration of our 

marriage.” 

 

“Then ‘tis this very day!’ exclaimed Amelia and Maria at the same moment; paleness and 

inquietude depicted on every feature, when their eyes glanced to a clock on the point of 

striking nine. 

 

“Yes, this is indeed the decisive day,” replied Florentina, with a grave yet serene air. “The 

morning has been to me a frightful one; but at this moment I find myself composed, my 

health is excellent, and gives me a confidence that death would with difficulty overcome me 

to-day. Besides, a secret but lively presentiment tells me that this very evening the wish I 

have so longed formed will be accomplished. My beloved sister will appear to me, and will 

defeat the prediction concerning me. 
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“Dear Seraphina! you were so suddenly, so cruelly snatched from me! Where are you, that I 

may return, with tenfold interest, the love that I have not the power of proving towards you?” 

 

The two sisters, transfixed with horror, had their eyes riveted on the clock, which struck the 

fated hour. 

 

“You are welcome!” cried Florentina, seeing the fire in the chimney, to which they had paid 

no attention, suddenly extinguished. She then rose from her chair; and with open arms walked 

towards the door which Maria and Amelia anxiously regarded, whilst sighs escaped them 

both; and at which entered the figure of Seraphina, illumined by the moon’s rays. Florentina 

folded her sister in her arms. —“I am thine for ever!” 

 

These words, pronounced in a soft and melancholy tone of voice, struck Amelia and Maria’s 

ears; but they knew not whether they were uttered by Florentina or the phantom, or whether 

by both the sisters together. 

 

Almost at the same moment the servants came in, alarmed, to learn what had happened. They 

had heard a noise as if all the glasses and porcelain in the house were breaking. They found 

their mistress extended at the door, but not the slightest trace of the apparition remained. 

 

Every means of restoring Florentina to life were used, but in vain. The physicians attributed 

her death to a ruptured blood vessel. Maria and Amelia will carry the remembrance of this 

heart-rending scene to their graves. 

 

THE END 
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THE MYSTERIOUS ISLAND by Jules Verne 

 

Part Two: Abandoned 

 

Chapter 20 

 

Things happened as Pencroft had predicted, he being seldom mistaken in his 

prognostications. The wind rose, and from a fresh breeze it soon increased to a regular gale; 

that is to say, it acquired a speed of from forty to forty-five miles an hour, before which a 

ship in the open sea would have run under close-reefed topsails. Now, as it was nearly six 

o’clock when the “Bonadventure” reached the gulf, and as at that moment the tide turned, it 

was impossible to enter. They were therefore compelled to stand off, for even if he had 

wished to do so, Pencroft could not have gained the mouth of the Mercy. Hoisting the jib to 

the mainmast by way of a storm-sail, he hove to, putting the head of the vessel towards the 

land. 

 

Fortunately, although the wind was strong the sea, being sheltered by the land, did not run 

very high. They had then little to fear from the waves, which always endanger small craft. 

The “Bonadventure” would doubtlessly not have capsized, for she was well ballasted, but 

enormous masses of water falling on the deck might injure her if her timbers could not 

sustain them. Pencroft, as a good sailor, was prepared for anything. Certainly, he had great 

confidence in his vessel, but nevertheless he awaited the return of day with some anxiety. 

 

During the night, Cyrus Harding and Gideon Spilett had no opportunity for talking together, 

and yet the words pronounced in the reporter’s ear by the engineer were well worth being 

discussed, together with the mysterious influence which appeared to reign over Lincoln 

Island. Gideon Spilett did not cease from pondering over this new and inexplicable incident, 

the appearance of a fire on the coast of the island. The fire had actually been seen! His 

companions, Herbert and Pencroft, had seen it with him! The fire had served to signalize the 

position of the island during that dark night, and they had not doubted that it was lighted by 

the engineer’s hand; and here was Cyrus Harding expressly declaring that he had never done 

anything of the sort! Spilett resolved to recur to this incident as soon as the “Bonadventure” 

returned, and to urge Cyrus Harding to acquaint their companions with these strange facts. 

Perhaps it would be decided to make in common a complete investigation of every part of 

Lincoln Island. 

 

However that might be, on this evening no fire was lighted on these yet unknown shores, 

which formed the entrance to the gulf, and the little vessel stood off during the night. 

 

When the first streaks of dawn appeared in the western horizon, the wind, which had slightly 

fallen, shifted two points, and enabled Pencroft to enter the narrow gulf with greater ease. 

Towards seven o’clock in the morning, the “Bonadventure,” weathering the North Mandible 

Cape, entered the strait and glided on to the waters, so strangely enclosed in the frame of 

lava. 

 

“Well,” said Pencroft, “this bay would make admirable roads, in which a whole fleet could lie 

at their ease!” 

 

“What is especially curious,” observed Harding, “is that the gulf has been formed by two 

rivers of lava, thrown out by the volcano, and accumulated by successive eruptions. The 
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result is that the gulf is completely sheltered on all sides, and I believe that even in the 

stormiest weather, the sea here must be as calm as a lake.” 

 

“No doubt,” returned the sailor, “since the wind has only that narrow entrance between the 

two capes to get in by, and, besides, the north cape protects that of the south in a way which 

would make the entrance of gusts very difficult. I declare our ‘Bonadventure’ could stay here 

from one end of the year to the other, without even dragging at her anchor!” 

 

“It is rather large for her!” observed the reporter. 

 

“Well! Mr. Spilett,” replied the sailor, “I agree that it is too large for the ‘Bonadventure,’ but 

if the fleets of the Union were in want of a harbour in the Pacific, I don’t think they would 

ever find a better place than this!” 

 

“We are in the shark’s mouth,” remarked Neb, alluding to the form of the gulf. 

 

“Right into its mouth, my honest Neb!” replied Herbert, “but you are not afraid that it will 

shut upon us, are you?” 

 

“No, Mr. Herbert,” answered Neb, “and yet this gulf here doesn’t please me much! It has a 

wicked look!” 

 

“Hallo!” cried Pencroft, “here is Neb turning up his nose at my gulf, just as I was thinking of 

presenting it to America!” 

 

“But, at any rate, is the water deep enough?” asked the engineer, “for a depth sufficient for 

the keel of the ‘Bonadventure’ would not be enough for those of our iron-clads.” 

 

“That is easily found out,” replied Pencroft. 

 

And the sailor sounded with a long cord, which served him as a lead-line, and to which was 

fastened a lump of iron. This cord measured nearly fifty fathoms, and its entire length was 

unrolled without finding any bottom. 

 

“There,” exclaimed Pencroft, “our iron-clads can come here after all! They would not run 

aground!” 

 

“Indeed,” said Gideon Spilett, “this gulf is a regular abyss, but, taking into consideration the 

volcanic origin of the island, it is not astonishing that the sea should offer similar 

depressions.” 

 

“One would say too,” observed Herbert, “that these cliffs were perfectly perpendicular; and I 

believe that at their foot, even with a line five or six times longer, Pencroft would not find 

bottom.” 

 

“That is all very well,” then said the reporter, “but I must point out to Pencroft that his 

harbour is wanting in one very important respect!” 

 

“And what is that, Mr. Spilett?” 
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“An opening, a cutting of some sort, to give access to the interior of the island. I do not see a 

spot on which we could land.” And, in fact, the steep lava cliffs did not afford a single place 

suitable for landing. They formed an insuperable barrier, recalling, but with more wildness, 

the fiords of Norway. The “Bonadventure,” coasting as close as possible along the cliffs, did 

not discover even a projection which would allow the passengers to leave the deck. 

 

Pencroft consoled himself by saying that with the help of a mine they could soon open out the 

cliff when that was necessary, and then, as there was evidently nothing to be done in the gulf, 

he steered his vessel towards the strait and passed out at about two o’clock in the afternoon. 

 

“Ah!” said Neb, uttering a sigh of satisfaction. 

 

One might really say that the honest Negro did not feel at his ease in those enormous jaws. 

 

The distance from Mandible Cape to the mouth of the Mercy was not more than eight miles. 

The head of the “Bonadventure” was put towards Granite House, and a fair wind filling her 

sails, she ran rapidly along the coast. 

 

To the enormous lava rocks succeeded soon those capricious sand dunes, among which the 

engineer had been so singularly recovered, and which seabirds frequented in thousands. 

 

About four o’clock, Pencroft leaving the point of the islet on his left, entered the channel 

which separated it from the coast, and at five o’clock the anchor of the “Bonadventure” was 

buried in the sand at the mouth of the Mercy. 

 

The colonists had been absent three days from their dwelling. Ayrton was waiting for them 

on the beach, and Jup came joyously to meet them, giving vent to deep grunts of satisfaction. 

 

A complete exploration of the coast of the island had now been made, and no suspicious 

appearances had been observed. If any mysterious being resided on it, it could only be under 

cover of the impenetrable forest of the Serpentine Peninsula, to which the colonists had not 

yet directed their investigations. 

 

Gideon Spilett discussed these things with the engineer, and it was agreed that they should 

direct the attention of their companions to the strange character of certain incidents which had 

occurred on the island, and of which the last was the most unaccountable. 

 

However, Harding, returning to the fact of a fire having been kindled on the shore by an 

unknown hand, could not refrain from repeating for the twentieth time to the reporter, — 

 

“But are you quite sure of having seen it? Was it not a partial eruption of the volcano, or 

perhaps some meteor?” 

 

“No, Cyrus,” answered the reporter, “it was certainly a fire lighted by the hand of man. 

Besides; question Pencroft and Herbert. They saw it as I saw it myself, and they will confirm 

my words.” 

 

In consequence, therefore, a few days after, on the 25th of April, in the evening, when the 

settlers were all collected on Prospect Heights, Cyrus Harding began by saying, — 
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“My friends, I think it my duty to call your attention to certain incidents which have occurred 

in the island, on the subject of which I shall be happy to have your advice. These incidents 

are, so to speak, supernatural—” 

 

“Supernatural!” exclaimed the sailor, emitting a volume of smoke from his mouth. “Can it be 

possible that our island is supernatural?” 

 

“No, Pencroft, but mysterious, most certainly,” replied the engineer; “unless you can explain 

that which Spilett and I have until now failed to understand.” 

 

“Speak away, captain,” answered the sailor. 

 

“Well, have you understood,” then said the engineer, “how was it that after falling into the 

sea, I was found a quarter of a mile into the interior of the island, and that, without my having 

any consciousness of my removal there?” 

 

“Unless, being unconscious—” said Pencroft. 

 

“That is not admissible,” replied the engineer. “But to continue. Have you understood how 

Top was able to discover your retreat five miles from the cave in which I was lying?” 

 

“The dog’s instinct—” observed Herbert. 

 

“Singular instinct!” returned the reporter, “since notwithstanding the storm of rain and wind 

which was raging during that night, Top arrived at the Chimneys, dry and without a speck of 

mud!” 

 

“Let us continue,” resumed the engineer. “Have you understood how our dog was so 

strangely thrown up out of the water of the lake, after his struggle with the dugong?” 

 

“No! I confess, not at all,” replied Pencroft, “and the wound which the dugong had in its side, 

a wound which seemed to have been made with a sharp instrument; that can’t be understood, 

either.” 

 

“Let us continue again,” said Harding. “Have you understood, my friends, how that bullet got 

into the body of the young peccary; how that case happened to be so fortunately stranded, 

without there being any trace of a wreck; how that bottle containing the document presented 

itself so opportunely, during our first sea-excursion; how our canoe, having broken its 

moorings, floated down the current of the Mercy and rejoined us at the very moment we 

needed it; how after the ape invasion the ladder was so obligingly thrown down from Granite 

House; and lastly, how the document, which Ayrton asserts was never written by him, fell 

into our hands?” 

 

As Cyrus Harding thus enumerated, without forgetting one, the singular incidents which had 

occurred in the island, Herbert, Neb, and Pencroft stared at each other, not knowing what to 

reply, for this succession of incidents, grouped thus for the first time, could not but excite 

their surprise to the highest degree. 

 

“‘Pon my word,” said Pencroft at last, “you are right, captain, and it is difficult to explain all 

these things!” 
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“Well, my friends,” resumed the engineer, “a last fact has just been added to these, and it is 

no less incomprehensible than the others!” 

 

“What is it, captain?” asked Herbert quickly. 

 

“When you were returning from Tabor Island, Pencroft,” continued the engineer, “you said 

that a fire appeared on Lincoln Island?” 

 

“Certainly,” answered the sailor. 

 

“And you are quite certain of having seen this fire?” 

 

“As sure as I see you now.” 

 

“You also, Herbert?” 

 

“Why, captain,” cried Herbert, “that fire was blazing like a star of the first magnitude!” 

 

“But was it not a star?” urged the engineer. 

 

“No,” replied Pencroft, “for the sky was covered with thick clouds, and at any rate a star 

would not have been so low on the horizon. But Mr. Spilett saw it as well as we, and he will 

confirm our words.” 

 

“I will add,” said the reporter, “that the fire was very bright, and that it shot up like a sheet of 

lightning.” 

 

“Yes, yes! exactly,” added Herbert, “and it was certainly placed on the heights of Granite 

House.” 

 

“Well, my friends,” replied Cyrus Harding, “during the night of the 19th of October, neither 

Neb nor I lighted any fire on the coast.” 

 

“You did not!” exclaimed Pencroft, in the height of his astonishment, not being able to finish 

his sentence. 

 

“We did not leave Granite House,” answered Cyrus Harding, “and if a fire appeared on the 

coast, it was lighted by another hand than ours!” 

 

Pencroft, Herbert, and Neb were stupefied. No illusion could be possible, and a fire had 

actually met their eyes during the night of the 19th of October. Yes! they had to acknowledge 

it, a mystery existed! An inexplicable influence, evidently favourable to the colonists, but 

very irritating to their curiosity, was executed always in the nick of time on Lincoln Island. 

Could there be some being hidden in its profoundest recesses? It was necessary at any cost to 

ascertain this. 

 

Harding also reminded his companions of the singular behaviour of Top and Jup when they 

prowled round the mouth of the well, which placed Granite House in communication with the 

sea, and he told them that he had explored the well, without discovering anything suspicious. 
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The final resolve taken, in consequence of this conversation, by all the members of the 

colony, was that as soon as the fine season returned they would thoroughly search the whole 

of the island. 

 

But from that day Pencroft appeared to be anxious. He felt as if the island which he had made 

his own personal property belonged to him entirely no longer, and that he shared it with 

another master, to whom, willing or not, he felt subject. Neb and he often talked of those 

unaccountable things, and both, their natures inclining them to the marvellous, were not far 

from believing that Lincoln Island was under the dominion of some supernatural power. 

 

In the meanwhile, the bad weather came with the month of May, the November of the 

northern zones. It appeared that the winter would be severe and forward. The preparations for 

the winter season were therefore commenced without delay. 

 

Nevertheless, the colonists were well prepared to meet the winter, however hard it might be. 

They had plenty of felt clothing, and the musmons, very numerous by this time, had furnished 

an abundance of wool necessary for the manufacture of this warm material. 

 

It is unnecessary to say that Ayrton had been provided with this comfortable clothing. Cyrus 

Harding proposed that he should come to spend the bad season with them in Granite House, 

where he would be better lodged than at the corral, and Ayrton promised to do so, as soon as 

the last work at the corral was finished. He did this towards the middle of April. From that 

time Ayrton shared the common life, and made himself useful on all occasions; but still 

humble and sad, he never took part in the pleasures of his companions. 

 

For the greater part of this, the third winter which the settlers passed in Lincoln Island, they 

were confined to Granite House. There were many violent storms and frightful tempests, 

which appeared to shake the rocks to their very foundations. Immense waves threatened to 

overwhelm the island, and certainly any vessel anchored near the shore would have been 

dashed to pieces. Twice, during one of these hurricanes, the Mercy swelled to such a degree 

as to give reason to fear that the bridges would be swept away, and it was necessary to 

strengthen those on the shore, which disappeared under the foaming waters, when the sea 

beat against the beach. 

 

It may well be supposed that such storms, comparable to water-spouts in which were mingled 

rain and snow, would cause great havoc on the plateau of Prospect Heights. The mill and the 

poultry-yard particularly suffered. The colonists were often obliged to make immediate 

repairs, without which the safety of the birds would have been seriously threatened. 

 

During the worst weather, several jaguars and troops of quadrumana ventured to the edge of 

the plateau, and it was always to be feared that the most active and audacious would, urged 

by hunger, manage to cross the stream, which besides, when frozen, offered them an easy 

passage. Plantations and domestic animals would then have been infallibly destroyed, without 

a constant watch, and it was often necessary to make use of the guns to keep those dangerous 

visitors at a respectful distance. Occupation was not wanting to the colonists, for without 

reckoning their out-door cares, they had always a thousand plans for the fitting up of Granite 

House. 

 

They had also some fine sporting excursions, which were made during the frost in the vast 

Tadorn Marsh. Gideon Spilett and Herbert, aided by Jup and Top, did not miss a shot in the 
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midst of myriads of wild-duck, snipe, teal, and others. The access to these hunting-grounds 

was easy; besides, whether they reached them by the road to Port Balloon, after having 

passed the Mercy Bridge, or by turning the rocks from Flotsam Point, the hunters were never 

distant from Granite House more than two or three miles. 

 

Thus passed the four winter months, which were really rigorous, that is to say, June, July, 

August, and September. But, in short, Granite House did not suffer much from the 

inclemency of the weather, and it was the same with the corral, which, less exposed than the 

plateau, and sheltered partly by Mount Franklin, only received the remains of the hurricanes, 

already broken by the forests and the high rocks of the shore. The damages there were 

consequently of small importance, and the activity and skill of Ayrton promptly repaired 

them, when sometime in October he returned to pass a few days in the corral. 

 

During this winter, no fresh inexplicable incident occurred. Nothing strange happened, 

although Pencroft and Neb were on the watch for the most insignificant facts to which they 

attached any mysterious cause. Top and Jup themselves no longer growled round the well or 

gave any signs of uneasiness. It appeared, therefore, as if the series of supernatural incidents 

was interrupted, although they often talked of them during the evenings in Granite House, 

and they remained thoroughly resolved that the island should be searched, even in those parts 

the most difficult to explore. But an event of the highest importance, and of which the 

consequences might be terrible, momentarily diverted from their projects Cyrus Harding and 

his companions. 

 

It was the month of October. The fine season was swiftly returning. Nature was reviving; and 

among the evergreen foliage of the coniferae which formed the border of the wood, already 

appeared the young leaves of the banksias, deodars, and other trees. 

 

It may be remembered that Gideon Spilett and Herbert had, at different times, taken 

photographic views of Lincoln Island. 

 

Now, on the 17th of this month of October, towards three o’clock in the afternoon, Herbert, 

enticed by the charms of the sky, thought of reproducing Union Bay, which was opposite to 

Prospect Heights, from Cape Mandible to Claw Cape. 

 

The horizon was beautifully clear, and the sea, undulating under a soft breeze, was as calm as 

the waters of a lake, sparkling here and there under the sun’s rays. 

 

The apparatus had been placed at one of the windows of the dining-room at Granite House, 

and consequently overlooked the shore and the bay. Herbert proceeded as he was accustomed 

to do, and the negative obtained, he went away to fix it by means of the chemicals deposited 

in a dark nook of Granite House. 

 

Returning to the bright light, and examining it well, Herbert perceived on his negative an 

almost imperceptible little spot on the sea horizon. He endeavoured to make it disappear by 

reiterated washing, but could not accomplish it. 

 

“It is a flaw in the glass,” he thought. 

 

And then he had the curiosity to examine this flaw with a strong magnifier which he 

unscrewed from one of the telescopes. 
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But he had scarcely looked at it, when he uttered a cry, and the glass almost fell from his 

hands. 

 

Immediately running to the room in which Cyrus Harding then was, he extended the negative 

and magnifier towards the engineer, pointing out the little spot. 

 

Harding examined it; then seizing his telescope he rushed to the window. 

 

The telescope, after having slowly swept the horizon, at last stopped on the looked-for spot, 

and Cyrus Harding, lowering it, pronounced one word only, — 

 

“A vessel!” 

 

And in fact a vessel was in sight, off Lincoln Island! 

 

CONTINUES NEXT WEEK 

Return to Contents  
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THE WANDERER’S NECKLACE by H Rider Haggard 

 

Book II: Byzantium 

 

Chapter IV: Olaf Offers His Sword 

 

The Emperor had gone, drunk; the ape had gone, dead; and its keeper had gone, weeping. 

Irene and I alone were left in that beautiful place with the wine-stained table on which stood 

the jar of poisoned figs and the bent golden cup lying on the marble floor. 

 

She sat upon the couch, looking at me with a kind of amazement in her eyes, and I stood 

before her at attention, as does a soldier on duty. 

 

“I wonder why he did not send for one of my servants to eat those figs—Stauracius, for 

instance,” she mused, adding with a little laugh, “Well, if he had, there are some whom I 

could have spared better than that poor ape, which at times I used to feed. It was an honest 

creature, that ape; the only creature in the palace that would not rub its head in the dust before 

the Augusta. Ah! now I remember, it always hated Constantine, for when he was a child he 

used to tease it with a stick, getting beyond the length of its chain and striking it. But one day, 

as he passed too near, it caught him and buffeted him on the cheek and tore out some of his 

hair. He wanted to kill it then, but I forbade him. Yet he has never forgotten it, he who never 

does forget anything he hates, and that is why he sent for the poor beast.” 

 

“The Augusta will remember that the Augustus did not know that the figs were poisoned.” 

 

“The Augusta is sure that the Augustus knew well enough that those figs were poisoned, at 

any rate from the moment that I dashed one of them from your lips, Olaf. Well, I have made a 

bitterer enemy than before, that’s all. They say that by Nature’s rule mother and child must 

love each other, but it is a lie. I tell you it’s a lie. From the time he was tiny I hated that boy, 

though not half as much as he has hated me. You are thinking to yourself that this is because 

our ambitions clash like meeting swords, and that from them spring these fires of hate. It is 

not so. The hate is native to our hearts, and will only end when one of us lies dead at the 

other’s hand.” 

 

“Terrible words, Augusta.” 

 

“Yes, but true. Truth is always terrible—in Byzantium. Olaf, take those drugged fruits and set 

them in the drawer of yonder table; lock it and guard the key, lest they should poison other 

honest animals.” 

 

I obeyed and returned to my station. 

 

She looked at me and said: 

 

“I grow weary of the sight of you standing there like a statue of the Roman Mars, with your 

sword half hid beneath your cloak; and, what’s more, I hate this hall; it reeks of Constantine 

and his drink and lies. Oh! he’s vile, and for my sins God has made me his mother, unless, 

indeed, he was changed at birth, as I’ve been told, though I could never prove it. Give me 

your hand and help me to rise. So, I thank you. Now follow me. We’ll sit a while in my 

private chamber, where alone I can be happy, since the Emperor never comes there. Nay, talk 
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not of duty; you have no guards to set or change to-night. Follow me; I have secret business 

of which I would talk with you.” 

 

So she went and I followed through doors that opened mysteriously at our approach and shut 

mysteriously behind us, till I found myself in a little room half-lighted only, that I had never 

seen before. It was a scented and a beautiful place, in one corner of which a white statue 

gleamed, that of a Venus kissing Cupid, who folded one wing about her head, and through 

the open window-place the moonlight shone and floated the murmur of the sea. 

 

The double doors were shut, for aught I knew locked, and with her own hands Irene drew the 

curtains over them. Near the open window, to which there was no balcony, stood a couch. 

 

“Sit yonder, Olaf,” she said, “for here there is no ceremony; here we are but man and 

woman.” 

 

I obeyed, while she busied herself with the curtains. Then she came and sat herself down on 

the couch also, leaning against the end of it in such a fashion that she could watch me in the 

moonlight. 

 

“Olaf,” she said, after she had looked at me a while, rather strangely, as I thought, for the 

colour came and went upon her face, which in that light seemed quite young again and 

wonderfully beautiful, “Olaf, you are a very brave man.” 

 

“There are hundreds in your service braver, Empress; cowards do not take to soldiering.” 

 

“I could tell you a different story, Olaf; but it was not of this kind of courage that I talked. It 

was of that which made you offer to eat the poisoned fig in place of Constantine. Why did 

you do so? It is true that, as things have happened, he’ll remember it in your favour, for I’ll 

say this of him, he never forgets one who has saved him from harm, any more than he forgets 

one who has harmed him. But if you had eaten you would have died, and then how could he 

have rewarded you?” 

 

“Empress, when I took my oath of office I swore to protect both the Augustus and the 

Augusta, even with my life. I was fulfilling my oath, that is all.” 

 

“You are a strange man as well as a brave man to interpret oaths so strictly. If you will do as 

much as this for one who is nothing to you, and who has never paid you a gold piece, how 

much, I wonder, would you do for one whom you love.” 

 

“I could offer no more than my life for such a one, Empress, could I?” 

 

“Someone told me—it may have been you, Olaf, or another—that once you did more, 

challenging a heathen god for the sake of one you loved, and defeating him. It was added that 

this was for a man, but that I do not believe. Doubtless it was for the sake of Iduna the Fair, 

of whom you have spoken to me, whom it seems you cannot forget although she was faithless 

to you. It is said that the best way to hold love is to be faithless to him who loves, and in truth 

I believe it,” she added bitterly. 

 

“You are mistaken, Empress. It was to be avenged on him for the life of Steinar, my foster-

brother, which he had taken in sacrifice, that I dared Odin and hewed his holy statue to pieces 
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with this sword; of Steinar, whom Iduna betrayed as she betrayed me, bringing one to death 

and the other to shame.” 

 

“At least, had it not been for this Iduna you would never have given battle to the great god of 

the North and thus brought his curse upon you. For, Olaf, those gods live; they are devils.” 

 

“Whether Odin is or is not, I do not fear his curse, Empress.” 

 

“Yet it will find you out before all is done, or so I think. Look you, pagan blood still runs in 

me, and, Christian though I am, I would not dare one of the great gods of Greece and Rome. 

I’d leave that to the priests. Do you fear nothing, Olaf?” 

 

“I think nothing at all, since I hewed off Odin’s head and came away unscathed.” 

 

“Then you are a man to my liking, Olaf.” 

 

She paused, looking at me even more strangely than before, till I turned my eyes, indeed, and 

stared out at the sea, wishing that I were in it, or anywhere away from this lovely and 

imperious woman whom I was sworn to obey in all things. 

 

“Olaf,” she said presently, “you have served me well of late. Is there any reward that you 

would ask, and if so, what? Anything that I can give is yours, unless,” she added hastily, “the 

gift will take you away from Constantinople and from—me.” 

 

“Yes, Augusta,” I answered, still staring out at the sea. “In the prison yonder is an old bishop 

named Barnabas of Egypt, who was set upon by other bishops at the Council while you were 

away and well-nigh beaten to death. I ask that he may be freed and restored to his diocese 

with honour.” 

 

“Barnabas,” she replied sharply. “I know the man. He is an Iconoclast, and therefore my 

enemy. Only this morning I signed an order that he should be kept in confinement till he died, 

here or elsewhere. Still,” she went on, “though I would sooner give you a province, have your 

gift, for I can refuse you nothing. Barnabas shall be freed and restored to his see with honour. 

I have said.” 

 

Now I began to thank her, but she stopped me, saying: 

 

“Have done! Another time you can talk to me of heretics with whom you have made friends, 

but I, who hear enough of such, would have no more of them to-night.” 

 

So I grew silent and still stared out at the sea. Indeed, I was wondering in my mind whether I 

dared ask leave to depart, for I felt her eyes burning on me, and grew much afraid. Suddenly I 

heard a sound, a gentle sound of rustling silk, and in another instant I felt Irene’s arms 

clasped about me and Irene’s head laid upon my knee. Yes, she was kneeling before me, 

sobbing, and her proud head was resting on my knee. The diadem she wore had fallen from it, 

and her tresses, breaking loose, flowed to the ground, and lay there gleaming like gold in the 

moonlight. 

 

She looked up, and her face was that of a weeping saint. 
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“Dost understand?” she whispered. 

 

Now despair took me, which I knew full well would soon be followed by madness. Then 

came a thought. 

 

“Yes,” I said hoarsely. “I understand that you grieve over that matter of the Augustus and the 

poisoned figs, and would pray me to keep silence. Have no fear, my lips are sealed, but for 

his I cannot answer, though perhaps as he had drunk so much—” 

 

“Fool!” she whispered. “Is it thus that an Empress pleads with her captain to keep silence?” 

Then she drew herself up, a wonderful look upon her face that had grown suddenly white, a 

fire in her upturned eyes, and for the second time kissed me upon the lips. 

 

I took her in my arms and kissed her back. For an instant my mind swam. Then in my soul I 

cried for help, and strength came to me. Rising, I lifted her as though she were a child, and 

stood her on her feet. I said: 

 

“Hearken, Empress, before destruction falls. I do understand now, though a moment ago I did 

not, who never thought it possible that the queen of the world could look with favour upon 

one so humble.” 

 

“Love takes no account of rank,” she murmured, “and that kiss of yours upon my lips is more 

to me than the empire of the world.” 

 

“Yet hearken,” I answered. “There is another wall between us which may not be climbed.” 

 

“Man, what is this wall? Is it named woman? Are you sworn to the memory of that Iduna, 

who is more fair than I? Or is it, perchance, her of the necklace?” 

 

“Neither. Iduna is dead to me; she of the necklace is but a dream. The wall is that of your 

own faith. On this night seven days ago I was baptised a Christian.” 

 

“Well, what of it? This draws us nearer.” 

 

“Study the sayings of your sacred book, Empress, and you will find that it thrusts us apart.” 

 

Now she coloured to her hair, and a kind of madness took her. 

 

“Am I to be preached to by you?” she asked. 

 

“I preach to myself, Augusta, who need it greatly, not to you, who mayhap do not need it.” 

 

“Hating me as you do, why should you need it? You are the worst of hypocrites, who would 

veil your hate under a priest’s robe.” 

 

“Have you no pity, Irene? When did I say that I hated you? Moreover, if I had hated you, 

should I—” and I ceased. 
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“I do not know what you would or would not have done,” she answered coldly. “I think that 

Constantine is right, and that you must be what is called a saint; and, if so, saints are best in 

heaven, especially when they know too much on earth. Give me that sword of yours.” 

 

I drew the sword, saluted with it, and gave it to her. 

 

“It is a heavy weapon,” she said. “Whence came it?” 

 

“From the same grave as the necklace, Augusta.” 

 

“Ah! the necklace that your dream-woman wore. Well, go to seek her in the land of dreams,” 

and she lifted the sword. 

 

“Your pardon, Augusta, but you are about to strike with the blunt edge, which may wound 

but will not kill.” 

 

She laughed a little, very nervously, and, turning the sword round in her hand, said: 

 

“Truly, you are the strangest of men! Ah! I thank you, now I have it right. Do you 

understand, Olaf, I mean, Sir Saint, what sort of a story I must tell of you after I have struck? 

Do you understand that not only are you about to die, but that infamy will be poured upon 

your name and that your body will be dragged through the streets and thrown to the dogs with 

the city offal? Answer, I say, answer!” 

 

“I understand that you must cause these things to be done for your own sake, Augusta, and I 

do not complain. Lies matter nothing to me, who journey to the Land of Truth, where there 

are some whom I would meet again. Be advised by me. Strike here, where the neck joins the 

shoulder, holding the sword slantwise, for there even a woman’s blow will serve to sever the 

great artery.” 

 

“I cannot. Kill yourself, Olaf.” 

 

“A week ago I’d have fallen on the sword; but now, by the rule of our faith, in such a cause I 

may not. My blood must be upon your hands, for which I grieve, knowing that no other road 

is open to you. Augusta, if it is worth anything to you, take my full forgiveness for the deed, 

and with it my thanks for all the goodness you have shown to me, but most for your woman’s 

favour. In after years, perhaps, when death draws near to you also, if ever you remember 

Olaf, your faithful servant, you will understand much it is not fitting that I should say. Give 

me one moment to make my peace with Heaven as to certain kisses. Then strike hard and 

swiftly, and, as you strike, scream for your guards and women. Your wit will do the rest.” 

 

She lifted the sword, while, after a moment’s prayer, I bared my neck of the silk robe. Then 

she let it fall again, gasping, and said: 

 

“Tell me first, for I am curious. Are you no man? Or have you forsworn woman, as do the 

monks?” 

 

“Not I, Augusta. Had I lived, some day I might have married, who would have wished to 

leave children behind me, since in our law marriage is allowed. Forget not your promise as to 

the Bishop Barnabas, who, I fear, will weep over this seeming fall of mine.” 
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“So you would marry, would you?” she said, as one who speaks to herself; then thought 

awhile, and handed me back the sword. 

 

“Olaf,” she went on, “you have made me feel as I never felt before—ashamed, utterly 

ashamed, and though I learn to hate you, as it well may hap I shall, know that I shall always 

honour you.” 

 

Then she sank down upon the couch, and, hiding her face in her hands, wept bitterly. 

 

It was at this moment that I went very near to loving Irene. 

 

I think she must have felt something of what was passing in my mind, for suddenly she 

looked up and said: “Give me that jewel,” and she pointed to the diadem on the floor, “and 

help me to order my hair; my hands shake.” 

 

“Nay,” I said, as I gave her the crown. “Of that wine I drink no more. I dare not touch you; 

you grow too dear.” 

 

“For those words,” she whispered, “go in safety, and remember that from Irene you have 

naught to fear, as I know well I have naught to fear from you, O Prince among men.” 

 

So presently I went. 

 

On the following morning, as I sat in my office at the prison, setting all things in order for 

whoever should succeed me, Martina entered, as she had done before. 

 

“How came you here unannounced?” I asked, when she was seated. 

 

“By virtue of this,” she answered, holding up her hand and showing on it a ring I knew. It 

was the signet of the Empress. I saluted the seal, saying: 

 

“And for what purpose, Martina? To order me to bonds or death?” 

 

“To bonds or death!” she exclaimed innocently. “What can our good Olaf have done worthy 

of such woes? Nay, I come to free one from bonds, and perhaps from death, namely, a certain 

heretic bishop who is named Barnabas. Here is the order for his release, signed by the 

Augusta’s hand and sealed with her seal, under which he is at liberty to bide in 

Constantinople while he will and to return to his bishopric in Egypt when it pleases him. 

Also, if he holds that any have harmed him, he may make complaint, and it shall be 

considered without delay.” 

 

I took the parchment, read it, and laid it on the table, saying: 

 

“The commands of the Empress shall be done. Is there aught else, Martina?” 

 

“Yes. To-morrow morning you will be relieved of your office, and another governor—

Stauracius and Aetius are quarrelling as to his name—will take your place.” 

 

“And I?” 
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“You will resume your post as captain of the private guard, only with the rank of a full 

general of the army. But that I told you yesterday. It is now confirmed.” 

 

I said nothing, but a groan I could not choke broke from my lips. 

 

“You do not seem as pleased as you might be, Olaf. Tell me, now, at what hour did you leave 

the palace last night? While waiting for my mistress to summon me I fell asleep in the 

vestibule of the ante-room, and when I awoke and went into that room I found there the gold-

broidered silk robe you wore, cast upon the ground, and your armour gone.” 

 

“I know not what was the hour, Martina, and speak no more to me, I pray, of that accursed 

womanish robe.” 

 

“Which you treated but ill, Olaf, for it is spotted as though with blood.” 

 

“The Augustus spilt some wine over it.” 

 

“Aye, my mistress told me the story. Also that of how you would have eaten the poisoned fig, 

which you snatched from the lips of Constantine.” 

 

“And what else did your mistress tell you, Martina?” 

 

“Not much, Olaf. She was in a very strange mood last night, and while I combed her hair, 

which, Olaf, was as tangled as though a man had handled it,” and she looked at me till I 

coloured to the eyes, “and undid her diadem, that was set on it all awry, she spoke to me of 

marriage.” 

 

“Of marriage!” I gasped. 

 

“Certainly—did I not speak the word with clearness? —of marriage.” 

 

“With whom, Martina?” 

 

“Oh! grow not jealous before there is need, Olaf. She made no mention of the name of our 

future divine master, for whosoever can rule Irene, if such a one lives, will certainly rule us 

also. All she said was that she wished she could find some man to guide, guard and comfort 

her, who grew lonely amidst many troubles, and hoped for more sons than Constantine.” 

 

“What sort of a man, Martina? This Emperor Charlemagne, or some other king?” 

 

“No. She vowed that she had seen enough of princes, who were murderers and liars, all of 

them; and that what she desired was one of good birth, no more, brave, honest, and not a fool. 

I asked her, too, what she would have him like to look upon.” 

 

“And what did she say to that, Martina?” 

 

“Oh! she said that he must be tall, and under forty, fair-haired and bearded, since she loved 

not these shaven effeminates, who look half woman and half priest; one who had known war, 
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and yet was no ruffler; a person of open mind, who had learnt and could learn more. Well, 

now that I think of it, by all the Saints! —yes, much such a man as you are, Olaf.” 

 

“Then she may find them in plenty,” I said, with an uneasy laugh. 

 

“Do you think so? Well, she did not, neither did I. Indeed, she pointed out that this was her 

trouble. Among the great of the earth she knew no such man, and, if she sought lower, then 

would come jealousies and war.” 

 

“Indeed they would. Doubtless you showed her that this was so, Martina.” 

 

“Not at all, Olaf. I asked her of what use it was to be an Empress if she could not please her 

own heart in this matter of a husband, which is one important to a woman. I said also, as for 

such fears, that a secret marriage might be thought of, which is an honest business that could 

be declared when occasion came.” 

 

“And what did she answer to that, Martina?” 

 

“She fell into high good humour, called me a faithful and a clever friend, gave me a 

handsome jewel, told me that she would have a mission for me on the morrow—doubtless 

that which I now fulfil, for I have heard of no other—said, notwithstanding all the trouble as 

to the Augustus and his threats, that she was sure she would sleep better than she had done 

for nights, kissed me on both cheeks, and flung herself upon her knees at her praying-stool, 

where I left her. But why are you looking so sad, Olaf?” 

 

“Oh! I know not, save that I find life difficult, and full of pitfalls which it is hard to escape.” 

 

Martina rested her elbows on the table and her chin upon her little hand, staring me full in the 

face with her quick eyes that pierced like nails. 

 

“Olaf,” she said, “your star shines bright above you. Keep your eyes fixed thereon and follow 

it, and never think about the pitfalls. It may lead you I know not where.” 

 

“To heaven, perhaps,” I suggested. 

 

“Well, you did not fear to go thither when you would have eaten the poisoned fig last night. 

To heaven, perchance, but by a royal road. Whatever you may think of some others, marriage 

is an honourable estate, my Christian friend, especially if a man marries well. And now good-

bye; we shall meet again at the palace, whither you will repair to-morrow morning. Not 

before, since I am engaged in directing the furnishment of your new quarters in the right 

wing, and, though the workmen labour all night, they will not be finished until then. Good-

bye, General Olaf. Your servant Martina salutes you and your star,” and she curtsied before 

me until her knees almost touched the ground. 

 

CONTINUES NEXT WEEK 
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be rejected. Contact me prior to submitting if this presents an issue for you.) 

 

Font and formatting: Please submit in Times New Roman, 12-point font; single line spacing. 

Please format the document to 1st line indentation of 1″. The page margin should be set to.1″ 

on all sides. 

mailto:editor@schlock.co.uk?subject=Lovecraftiana%20submission
http://www.lulu.com/shop/rogue-planet-press/lovecraftiana-volume-1-issue-3/paperback/product-22895528.html
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No headers, footers or page numbers. 

 

Please check grammar. 

 

Upon acceptance into the anthology, you agree that Horrified Press holds exclusive 

publishing rights for six months from the date of publication. All intellectual property rights 

over the author’s work remain with the author, with the proviso that Horrified Press retains 

distribution rights in the format of the contracted anthology. 

 

This title will be available as an e book and trade quality paperback. 

 

Gavin Chappell will be presiding over this anthology. 

 

Email your submission as an attachment to: editor@schlock.co.uk 

 

The email subject line must read ‘SUBMISSION SAC: Dark Age—your story title’ or your 

submission will not be considered for this anthology. 

 

Successful applicants will be notified before the deadline has expired. 

mailto:editor@schlock.co.uk

