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EDITORIAL 

 

This week a prisoner tells the story of a mirror. A mother watching the news has intimations of 

her daughter's horrible fate—but what of her own? A father also worries about his daughter, in 

the hands of Dr Lawrence. Another doctor comes under suspicion in Darkwater. And four young 

adventurers escape into danger. 

 

General Howe learns that his limousine has been bugged, while Carter Ward asks his virtual 

companion for her opinion. Our visitor to Mars goes for a drive in the countryside. And 

meanwhile our visitors from the same planet lay waste to Edwardian London. 

 

—Gavin Chappell 

 

Available from Rogue Planet Press: the Candlemas 2018 edition of Lovecraftiana—the 

Magazine of Eldritch Horror. 
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CRACKED by Jessica Dufty 

 

I’m sorry. I really am. I didn’t mean to—no. I did mean to. I knew what I was doing and at the 

time, it made perfect sense but now—I don’t know; now it sounds mad. But— 

 

Okay. Look, can I tell you something? I need to start at the beginning. Right at the beginning. 

Have you got time? Can you tell the shop I’m sorry? Really sorry but if I tell you everything 

you’ll understand?  

 

Can we stay in here? Has it got cameras? That’s fine. I don’t mind cameras. But no glass? No 

mirrors? Okay. Good. Cameras are better. Cameras are safe.  

 

Right.  

 

Okay, so the mirror came from Europe. What? No. The mirror in my house. My mirror. I don’t 

know where the ones in the shop came from. I assume Europe, they were expensive so probably 

Venice? Isn’t that where posh mirrors come from?  

 

Anyway. Yep. The mirror in my house came from Europe. I think. I bought it off a couple at a 

car boot sale and they didn’t speak English, not to me anyway, well just £15. That’s what the 

man said. “Fifteen pounds” and his wife—I think she was his wife, they looked annoyed with 

each other, so I assumed they were married, she didn’t say anything. But—she looked like she 

didn’t want to sell it. They had a bit of a row. I think they were Albanian or Romanian. From the 

language, it sounded sort of proper Eastern bloc, you know? But not like Polish. You hear that a 

lot now, it sounded sort of—older than that. No, not older. More rural. Do you know what I 

mean? I’m not making sense. I know. I’m tired. I am so tired. Will I be here all night?  

 

In a cell?  

 

But no mirrors though? Okay. That’s fine. I’ll be fine. No mirrors.  

 

Where was I?  

 

Yeah. So, I went to the car boot at the hospital car park. The big one they have every month. 

Yeah and I wasn’t looking for a mirror. I was just browsing. I went over to their stall to look at 

the books they had. But in the corner they’d shoved the mirror and covered it with a blanket or 

something. I think to protect the glass. Anyway, I fell in love with it. It’s all ornate and—what’s 

the word—Baroque. Yeah. The frame is all gilded and swirly. And in the corners there’s those 

little shell-like things. Not conches. The flat ones. Not flat, the ones that sort of look like fingers. 

You know the ones? I can draw it. Okay. Let me know if you want me to though. And it was a 

bit chipped and battered and the gilding is peeling but it’s lovely. It was lovely.  

 

And the glass. That’s all spotty and old, you can tell it’s old because it’s got a sort 

of—warm—patina to it. Like it reflects light differently to modern mirrors. And you can see 

where the stuff is peeling a bit off the back, but I could still use it to do my make up so—and £15 

for a mirror that size—well. I mean, I imagine I owe that shop a lot of money. Mirrors are 



weirdly expensive. So getting it for fifteen quid was. I snatched their hands off. Even with the 

scratches in the corners. The man helped me get it into my car and the woman waved me off with 

a weird flick of her fingers.  

 

My neighbour helped me get it from my car into my flat and onto the mantelpiece. It’s quite 

heavy. Heavier than it looks. I’ve balanced it on the mantelpiece and strung fairy lights round it. 

Well, I did. I thought it looked pretty.  

 

Can I have a drink? Water please. Thank you. 

 

Thanks. 

 

Anyway. Where—oh yeah. I got it home and I absolutely loved it. Some nights I didn’t even put 

the telly on, I’d just put all my lamps on and relax, I liked the way the light reflected into the 

room.  

 

About three weeks ago. I bought it on the Sunday. And on the Tuesday, I heard it for the first 

time. It woke me up. Early hours of Tuesday morning. The scratching. No, they are connected. 

They are. I told the woman in the shop I could hear it. That’s why I—Well she looked at me a bit 

funny when I said it then obviously it got a bit noisy.  

 

Because of the scratching! 

 

Sorry. I am calm. I’m calm. I just, I want to tell you it all in order.  

 

No, I am calm. I’ll stay sitting down. Sorry.  

 

Yep. So, on the Tuesday, I woke up about three o’clock, in the morning. And I didn’t notice it at 

first. But I couldn’t get back to sleep. And so I was just lying there, trying to drop off and I could 

hear like this, scratchy sort of—you know when hamsters scrabble about in those ball things. It 

sounded like that. I thought it was in the walls. Or next door’s cat on their balcony. We’re not 

supposed to have pets, but they got it anyway. I think I finally got back to sleep at about six and 

then I was late to work.  

 

But it happened the next night as well, and the next. It was like, every night that week I could 

hear this scratching noise. It was so persistent and—insidious, like it got right into the back of 

my brain like an itch. It was all I could hear when I was trying to sleep. I haven’t slept a night 

through for days. I am so tired. I just want to cry. It’s like the worst kind of jet lag.  

 

Anyway, after a couple of days I spoke to my neighbours—Frank and Bella. The ones with the 

cat. Well, it turns out they got rid of it because she’s gone allergic and so his mum has got it now 

over the other side of town. So it wasn’t the cat. So I called the council and got a man in to check 

for rats or beetles or whatever. In the walls. And while he was there, I noticed it.  

 

I’m getting to it. I am trying to explain.  

 



While he was messing about with all his stuff, I was watching and I noticed the damage in the 

corner.  

 

No. The corner of the mirror, well, the frame. It was peeling away from the glass. The bottom 

right hand corner.  

 

You’re not writing any of this down.  

 

Oh, okay. The camera. Yeah. Easy to forget about them. Where are they? Oh yeah. 

 

Anyway, in the bottom right hand corner, on the glass there had always been these scratchy 

crackly bits. I assumed from when they put the frame on. But now the little shell bit was coming 

away from the glass. Like it was warping. Or being pushed out. I didn’t think much of it. But I 

tried to glue it back but I only had some cheap stuff so it got put on my list of things to do.  

 

The rat man said there was nothing.  

 

Rentokil. Um, I think his name was James. I’ve got the paperwork back at the flat.  

 

He said there was nothing in the walls. No sign of pests anywhere. But it started up again that 

night.  

 

Just constant scratching. All the time. Relentless. I just— I just— 

 

I stopped sleeping. It’s impossible to sleep with a constant itch in your brain.  

 

It messes with your perception as well. Being shattered all the time. I started thinking I could 

see— 

 

It sounds barking. I know that. Don’t think I don’t know. I know how mad this all sounds.  

 

But I started to think my reflection was different. Darker. Slower. Like when I was doing my 

makeup. My reflection seemed to be a beat slower than I was. Like it was copying me.  

 

I know.  

 

I didn’t say it made sense.  

 

I do know it’s impossible. But I was—so tired.  

 

And I saw the cracks in the bottom of the glass getting longer. Deeper.  

 

Like scratches, yeah. Exactly like scratches.  

 

Yep. It sounds bonkers. I know but when I bought the mirror the scratched were tiny. And on the 

front of the glass and last night, when I looked, they were deep. Deep gouges, like something 



was trying to get out.  

 

And  

 

And  

 

And when I looked at myself— 

 

— 

 

— 

 

No. I’m fine. I’m really fine. I just—need a moment. 

 

 

 

It wasn’t me looking back.  

 

So I smashed it. I smashed the whole thing. It’s in pieces on my front room floor.  

 

No, I just stayed out all night.  

 

Starbucks. The one by the station. It’s twenty four hours.  

 

I was going home to get changed for work. I walked past the shop. I didn’t mean to. I’m just so 

tired. And I caught sight of myself in the window. In the mirrors in the window. 

 

I just flipped. 

 

I am really, really sorry. Is the shop lady okay?  

 

Okay. 

 

I am quite tired, yeah. 

 

In the cell though? And there’s no mirror? Definitely? No glass? Nothing reflective? 

 

A little nap would be nice.  

 

Thank you. 

 

THE END 

 

Available from Rogue Planet Press  
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ROCK AND ROLL by Gerald E Sheagren  

 

Woodstock Festival—Monday, August 18, 1969  

 

After three full days of music and partying, Nancy Hodgson still couldn’t believe she was here. 

This was going to make history—rock & roll history; social history; counterculture history. It 

was the summer of free love, free spirit and letting it all hang out.  

 

They’d all been here—The Grateful Dead, Creedence Clearwater Revival, Jefferson Airplane, 

The Who and Blood, Sweat & Tears, as well as Janis Joplin, Santana, Joe Cocker, Richie Havens 

and Arlo Guthrie.  

 

And now, to top it off, the festival had been held over for a day, and Jimi Hendrix was on stage, 

playing The Star-Spangled Banner, his amplified guitar whining across the field of revellers.  

 

From outbreaks of rain, ranging from sprinkles to thunder—accompanied downpours, the vast 

field was wet and mired in mud. It’d dampened the spirits of many, but for some it had made it 

all the more crazy—a wonderful kind of crazy. 

 

Nancy looked at her boyfriend Jimmy. He was up and dancing solo, shirtless and barefooted, his 

long brown hair hanging to his shoulders, love beads dangling around his neck, his denim 

bellbottoms soaked and streaked with mud. When it came to hippies, Jimmy was their poster 

child. She couldn’t help noticing how thin he was, his cheeks sunken, his eyes glazed and 

bloodshot with dilated pupils. He was taking far too many psychedelic drugs. She’d have to talk 

to him about that. She was a user too, but nowhere as bad as him. 

 

Then she turned her attention to her friends Sonja and Kyle. Kyle was passed out on the soggy 

blanket, not moving a muscle, having fallen victim to too much wine and marijuana. Sonja was 

seated Indian-fashion next to him, her blonde hair wet and stringy, and her eyes as glazed as 

Jimmy’s. She’d shed her jersey and bra, and rubbed mud all over her midsection and boobs. It 

was hard to believe she was an honours student at Wellesley. The girl had a heck of a brain, but 

she’d totally shut it down for the past three days.  

 

After some 300,000 or so of the attendees had left, the four of them had managed to move a lot 

closer to the stage, and Nancy could see Hendrix fairly good, dressed in a white fringed outfit 

and sporting a red cloth headband. He’d just finished The Star-Spangled Banner and was starting 

up with Purple Haze. Next to Janis Joplin and Richie Havens, he was her favourite.  

 

Letting go with an ear-piercing shout, Jimmy begin to jump in the mud and pump his fist in the 

air. Then he quickly calmed himself down, squatted, and reached into a knapsack he’d brought. 

His hand came out with a sugar cube laced with LSD, holding it out to Nancy. 

 

“C’mon, babe, here’s some Acid. It’s time you did a little tripping.” 

 

“No thanks. The festival’s almost over.” 

 



“That’s all the more reason you should take this. It’ll keep you boogying on the long ride home. 

Look at Sonja. She hasn’t come down yet.” 

 

Nancy snorted. “She hasn’t been straight since she got here.” 

 

“C’mon, get with it.” Jimmy forced the sugar cube into Nancy’s hand. “Just imagine it—tripping 

while Jimi Hendrix plays? Man, that’d be better than an orgasm. Make it five orgasms—ten 

orgasms.” 

 

“You’re not going to stop nagging me, are you?” 

 

“No, I’m not.” 

 

“Oh, for fuck-sake,” snapped Nancy, grabbing the sugar cube. “That’s all I do is satisfy you.” 

 

Jimmy smiled, rubbing his crotch. “And you do a damn good job of it.” 

 

Nancy sighed, popping the cube into her mouth. When it started to dissolve it had a slightly bitter 

taste. It was a powerful dose. She knew it wouldn’t take long.  

 

Kyle groaned and rolled onto his side, vomiting into the mud. Moments later, Sonja struggled 

onto her feet and began to dance, her boobs bouncing to her movements, drawing the attention of 

every male around. Smiling from ear-to-ear, Jimmy was soon her dancing partner.  

 

Jimi Hendrix finished up with Purple Haze and began to improvise. 

 

By this time Nancy’s brow was laced with sweat and her heartbeat had picked up. Closing her 

eyes she began to see a kaleidoscope of colours, fantastic images surging in, opening and closing 

themselves into circles and spirals. What looked like a fountain exploded, spewing bright red 

water. Then multi-coloured fireworks began to explode, their sound practically vibrating her 

skull. 

 

“How’re you feeling, Babe?” shouted Jimmy. “I hope you’re tripping big time.” 

 

His voice seemed far away, slurred, barely hearable in her head noise.  

 

“Ye…ye…yeah—feeling good.”  

 

“That’s my girl!” 

 

Sonja slipped in the mud, losing her balance and falling onto Kyle’s vomit. 

 

Hendrix’s guitar was whining and twanging, magnified by the amp system. Nancy’s eardrums 

felt as though they were ready to split open.  

 

Then, when she opened her eyes she saw them—maybe three dozen forms, zooming in, with red 



eyes, fangs, and long fingernails as sharp as scalpels. 

 

Holy fuck—they…they…they look like…no, it couldn’t be. I’m tripping. I’m so tripping.  

 

One of the faces loomed in, very nearly touching hers—red eyes shining like rubies, mouth 

yawing with pointed teeth. She started to squeal, but it was cut short by a searing pain in her 

neck. Jimmy and Sonja’s screams seemed to be a hundred miles away. 

 

 

 

Nancy’s mother, Miriam, was watching the CBS Evening News when pictures suddenly came 

on, showing scenes from the Woodstock music festival in Bethel, New York. There were scores 

of police cars, emergency vehicles and ambulances parked in a vast field that was thickly littered 

with lawn chairs, wet cardboard, cigarette butts, scraps of rotting food and castaway underwear. 

And, if her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her, in one of the pictures she could have sworn she 

saw a severed arm lying amongst the debris. With that, she sat bolt upright in her chair, eyes 

wide, blood pounding in her ears. 

 

Sweet mother of Jesus—what happened there? Nancy was at Woodstock! 

 

She leapt to her feet, shouting “Ed, get in here quick!” 

 

“What is it?” 

 

“Just get your ass in here!” 

 

“I’ll be there in a second. This better be good.” 

 

“No—it’s not good!”  

 

Miriam began to pace, her brain whirling. When Walter Cronkite came on, she was so unnerved 

she was only able to catch bits and pieces of what he was saying. 

 

“Death toll mounting”— “hundreds seriously injured”— “countless witnesses in state of 

shock”— “Vampires”. 

 

Vampires? What the fuck are you talking about? 

 

Cronkite continued: “blood and gore everywhere”— “Jimi Hendrix among dead”— “his head yet 

to be found.” 

 

Feeling her legs turning to Jell-O, Miriam slumped to the floor, just as Ed was hurrying into the 

living room. 

 

“Holy Christ—what’s wrong with you?”  

 



“There…there…there,” she stammered, pointing weakly at the TV set. “Some…something 

terrible has happened at Woodstock. And Cronkite said something about…about…about….” 

 

“About what?” 

 

“Vampires.” 

 

“Oh, for shit-sake—you must have heard him wrong.” 

 

“I…I didn’t. That’s what he said.”  

 

Just then, there was a knock on the front door. 

 

“Who the hell can that be, at this time of night?” 

 

Ed went over, and without looking through the peep-hole first, he released the lock and swung 

the door open. Whimpering with fright, he took a big jump backwards.  

 

His daughter Nancy stepped through the doorway, her long black hair stringy and covered in 

mud, face as white as a sheet, her eyes twinkling red in the living room light. When she opened 

her mouth to speak, she had fangs rather than teeth. 

 

“Hi, Dad—I couldn’t find my key.” 

 

THE END 

Cyrus Song 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Cyrus-Song-Mr-Steve-Laker/dp/1548250112/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1507290165&sr=8-1&keywords=Cyrus+Song


 
Return to Contents



PALLBEARERS by Hristo Goshev 

 

A mist of dread surrounds me. As I stand motionless amidst the towering pines, only the uneven 

rustling of branches in the wind disrupts the stillness. This forest is way too dark and quiet. Not 

another soul stirs here. As this reality dawns on me, invisible claws constrict my throat, and my 

heartbeat pounds in my eardrums. 

 

Strain as I might, I can’t recall how I wound up in this wilderness, but it couldn’t be by choice. 

No urban man in his thirties should be wandering about here in the wee hours. I need to find my 

way back home before my growing fear consumes me, leaving me helpless. 

 

I look around, trying to get my bearings. There’s no trace of the typical forest fauna 

anywhere—only huge, tightly-knit pines rising toward the starless sky, as if they aim to penetrate 

an invisible dome that envelops the whole world. A piercing wind shakes their crowns, which 

intertwine high overhead like the tentacles of some unthinkable leviathan. Between them lies a 

narrow path—whether it’s natural or not is hard to tell with such scarce illumination. Moonlight 

would have filtered down from above, but instead faint rays project between the trunks like the 

headlights of a distant vehicle. Even so, I perceive no engine rumbling in the distance, no cosy 

sanctuary waiting to whisk me to familiar safety. 

 

Another blast of wind rushes through the trees, bringing with it an acrid, suffocating stench that 

turns my stomach. Unlike the natural odour of death and rot that I know well from the long 

summers on Uncle Greg’s farm, this miasma bears something malignant, something alien. It 

creeps in reeking tendrils as if from the broken seal of an antediluvian tomb, which had collected 

those unholy fumes since time immemorial. 

 

I start hustling through the pines, driven by a sense of urgency rising from the edges of my 

panicked mind. Somehow, I’m certain that I shouldn’t stay still, that this place is mortally 

dangerous, and only constant movement can hide my trespass from some ancient predator 

stalking its domain. The soft, spongy soil allows my feet to sink with every step. I stumble and 

lose my balance, falling face first to the ground. The matted undergrowth, coarse enough to nick 

my palms, sprouts a multitude of rapier-thin shoots that entwine around my fingers with swift, 

rapacious desire. I thrash my arms, breathing rapidly. The sudden flood of oxygen to my brain 

makes me dizzy, but if I relent now, I’m done for. The devilish plant is tough, and it takes all my 

strength to break free from its grasp. Hands grazed and aching, I jump up and hurry onward. 

 

As I approach the trail, a distant crack grabs my attention. It’s so uncanny in the emptiness of 

this evergreen kingdom that it makes me shiver. I stop and turn toward it. For a few seconds, 

there’s nothing. When I allow myself to breathe at last, it happens again, much clearer and closer 

than before. There’s no mistaking the crunch of broken wood—not the sharp snap of a stick you 

break on your knee but the sound of a much more massive object giving in under the pressure of 

tremendous force. Trying not to falter, trying not to scream, and most of all trying not to 

visualize whatever trundles nearer, I swing about and start running. 

 

For a short while, it feels like I’m putting distance between myself and the creature. Then I hear 

it once more, crashing through the thick web of trees—a foreshadowing of something baleful yet 



to come. It must be colossal, for a tangible trembling of the earth accompanies its advance. 

 

It’s closing in on me. 

 

 

 

I spring up, shouting and disoriented, then recognize my bedroom around me. I don’t remember 

how the nightmare ended, only that I caught a glimpse of a ravenous void, scrabbling to free my 

mind from my skull. Certain madness lurked in that abyssal nothingness. 

 

I’ve been dreaming of this gargantuan forest for weeks, arriving every night in the same spot not 

far from the trail. The dream is so unnervingly weird that it makes me wonder what could have 

sparked its genesis. Something so vivid and consistent couldn’t be a random blend of 

impressions. Although completely unfamiliar, the place is incredibly lifelike. Whenever I’m 

there, I have a clear sense of the passage of time and full control over my actions, unlike any 

other dream I’ve ever had. 

 

After tossing off the crumpled sheets, I trudge to my cramped galley kitchen to make some toast. 

I don’t have much of an appetite, but another day in a long and pointless chain of days lies ahead 

of me, so I should get a bite to eat if I hope to make it through it. 

 

The milk carton cools my palm with a pleasant chill as I pour its contents into the first cup I grab 

from the shelf. Then I notice the fine golden letters that decorate the mug: Adeline Kraft, best 

mom in the world. Seeing the inscription makes me pause for a moment, and the dull pain in my 

chest flares up again. Apparently, I still love her, even after all this time. 

 

Our home has been frozen in time for two years now—ever since Del left. The apartment is full 

of mementos of her that I still can’t muster the strength to throw out. They pull me back to a 

chapter of my life that was much simpler and happier. Without these islands of deceitful serenity 

in the chaos of my daily existence, I probably would have imploded long ago. 

 

I never believed that my wife had fallen victim to some sort of accident or crime. Del knew how 

to take care of herself, and she wasn’t one to associate with shady characters. Hell, she could 

sense danger coming from a mile away. I guess she couldn’t bear the pain anymore, and that 

drove her to run away from us. An intelligent woman—certainly smarter than me—I’m sure she 

could find a way to disappear for good if she so desired. After months of fruitless investigation, 

the police gave up their search for her. 

 

I understand why she did it. I often feel the same urge to ditch everything and run, but that would 

mean leaving Vi all alone. The last thing she deserves is both of her parents abandoning her 

before the end. 

 

The burnt bread has a bitter, ashen taste, which even generous amounts of butter and strawberry 

jam fail to suppress. I quickly finish my breakfast and sit in front of the computer to do some 

work on my current project before my afternoon drive. Although it’s not my preferred 

occupation, freelancing as a landscape architect has its perks: it allows me to manage my time 



and take on as many clients as I want. It also enables me to cover Vi’s ever-increasing medical 

expenses. As someone once said, the only fate worse than being sick in this country is being sick 

and poor. 

 

As I go through my emails, the rotating news box on my screen displays headlines about new 

psychosis-inducing designer drugs, the worsening oil crisis, and the latest developments in the 

Indian-Australian war. One headline draws my attention, and I click on it. The epidemic of 

unexplained suicides, which city authorities stubbornly refused to acknowledge until recently, 

has now been recognized as a crisis, and public protection services will seek ways to contain it. 

It’s about time. Over a hundred people taking their own lives in just under two months is way too 

many, even for such an overcrowded city. 

 

 

 

Even in broad daylight, Trinity Heights General gives off such an austere and gloomy air that it 

makes the professional in me shudder with distaste. A concrete monstrosity whose massive, 

featureless walls loom ominously over me, it resembles an ancient monolith, fashioned by the 

hand of a demented titan. Everything about it is forbidding, and the fact that it’s a good hour’s 

drive away from the nearest hub of civilization only reinforces that impression. The reason to 

commit my little girl to a place like this is its level of medical care, unparalleled across the state, 

especially for a condition like hers. 

 

Since turning three, Vi has been afflicted with ataxia-telangiectasia. AT is an incredibly rare 

genetic disorder that she inherited from both her mom and me. She would have been fine if only 

one of us had carried that damn gene, but even so, she had three chances out of four to lead a 

perfectly normal life. She had simply drawn the short straw. At the age of nine, she has already 

had to battle cancer, severe motor impairment, breathing problems, and all kinds of bacterial 

infections. Most AT patients survive into their twenties, but Vi’s health has been deteriorating at 

a frightful pace. Her doctors believe that it would take a miracle for her to live long enough to 

become a teenager. 

 

Of course, I could never tell her that. 

 

The hospital’s hallways echo, strangely deserted today, which is a welcome relief—I can’t stand 

the sympathetic glances of the staff, as I walk past with the bunch of golden chrysanthemums 

and the children’s storybook I always bring. Vi’s room is on the sixth floor, at the end of the 

main building’s east wing. With a view of the evergreen forest outside and removed from the 

racket of the crowded wards, this oppressive place has been her home for the last few years. Or 

her prison, depending on perspective. 

 

I’m in luck today. She’s wide awake, and her gaze follows me as I walk toward her. Even though 

she cannot speak or even move after her stroke six months ago, all her senses are intact, and the 

shimmering emeralds of her eyes lock onto mine with an unsettling persistence. Lately, I’ve been 

unable to decipher this stare, filled with a certain angst and some sort of plea that I wish I could 

satisfy. Her lack of expression offers no clues either. 

 



I swore not to cry in front of Vi, although it takes everything I have not to burst into sobs at the 

sight of her frail body covered with dark purple bruises and sore needle marks. I know the 

hospital staff does its best to keep her muscle atrophy in check, but even so, she’s growing ever 

weaker from the prolonged immobility. Her lightly freckled face is as graceful and delicate as 

ever, even without the shiny auburn hair that fell victim to radiation therapy long ago. However, 

her skin is so pale that I fear one day she’ll vanish, becoming an apparition to haunt the 

building’s deaf corridors at night. 

 

The IV drips a mixture of chemicals into her veins at a slow, steady pace. It’s a necessary 

measure to combat the five different diseases that are eating away at her—not meant to cure but 

merely to delay the inevitable. In moments like this, I realize how much I miss her joyous 

laughter and incessant babbling, untroubled by anything in the world. How I long for those 

distant summer days the three of us would spend at Dad’s lakeside cabin, playing in the sunny 

water or chasing each other through the fields in blissful abandon. And the feeling of her little 

head resting on my shoulder, the sound of her peaceful breathing, and those three words I’ll 

never hear her say again. 

 

For years, I cursed God, science, and even sheer chance for Vi’s cruel fortune. A brave and 

beautiful kid like her shouldn’t have to suffer such a crippling malady. But beneath that thought 

always lurked others: that I have done nothing to deserve the torment of seeing my child go 

through so much pain; that a release from this waking nightmare is long overdue for the both of 

us. I know I mustn’t open that door, for only madness waits behind it, but the temptation grows 

with each passing day. I wonder if that’s how Del felt, if she was almost ready to give in. That’s 

why I never dared to judge her for leaving. 

 

“Hey, munchkin.” I kiss Vi’s forehead and place the flowers in the vase on her bedside table. 

“Feeling better today? Kathy and Auntie Carla treating you well? ‘Cause if they’re not, Daddy’s 

gonna scold them.” 

 

I don’t expect an answer; I’m just looking for ways to cheer her up. Sitting down next to her, I 

open the book, The Sunset Grove and Other Stories, by A.M. Kraft. Its cover depicts a rufous 

bunny squabbling with a mischief of grey mice in the middle of an idyllic forest meadow. This 

one is a bit of a bittersweet tale; in the end, the rabbit prevails and takes the unearthed treasure 

home, only to find that it wasn’t worth fighting with his friends. Vi has heard it a hundred times 

already, but I know it’s her favourite. It used to calm her when she was younger, and it still does. 

Then again, it could be the morphine—I can’t tell anymore. 

 

When her eyes close and her breaths become slower and deeper, I stop reading and quietly set 

the book on the table. I remain there for a few moments, the cool forest breeze brushing against 

my face through the open window as I try not to ponder on the hopelessness of it all. Then it 

occurs to me that there’s someone else I should meet before I leave here. 

 

 

 

The person sitting before me is all wrong: a middle-aged, dwarfish man so thin that his sunken 

eyes and protruding cheekbones give him a skeletal look. A small black fly crawls around his 



bald pate, but he doesn’t seem to give a damn. The dried coppery stains on his dingy white coat 

and the nasty swollen scar, which runs down his neck and disappears beneath his collar, make 

him resemble a character from a third-rate splatter flick. It’s as if some unknown parasite had 

burrowed beneath his skin, where it had grown and eventually died, leaving its carcass to rot 

over the years. For all its repulsiveness, the sight is strangely enthralling, and I find myself 

unable to look away from the scar, however rude that may be. So I just stand at the door of the 

scantily lit room, hesitant to enter. 

 

“I’m sorry. I must have the wrong office,” I blurt out when I realize that we’ve been staring at 

each other in silence for what feels like minutes. 

 

“I am afraid not.” The man’s toneless voice carries a foreign accent, his unblinking gaze fixed 

firmly on the centre of my chest. “Please, come in.” 

 

“I’m Matthew Kraft, Violet’s father,” I explain as I take a seat at his desk. “I was looking for Dr. 

Lawrence. This is still her office, right?” 

 

“Dr. Lawrence didn’t show up for work this week, and we have been unable to reach her. Until 

we do, I will be assuming her responsibilities.” He abruptly pauses, seemingly disturbed by a 

sound he alone can hear. His head shudders briefly, and then he carries on, like nothing has 

happened. “My name is Igor Kozloff, and I head Trinity’s neurology department.” 

 

“Carla—I mean, Dr. Lawrence—left me a voice message last week, hinting at something that 

had to be discussed in person. I assume you are familiar with my daughter’s condition?” 

 

“Intimately. Her case is most curious indeed.” 

 

“What do you mean, Doctor?” I tense involuntarily and lean toward him. “Vi isn’t some lab rat. 

She’s in a lot of pain, you know.” 

 

“I have been following her progress for a while now,” he continues, brushing off my reproach. 

His eyes keep avoiding mine, a vexing habit, but I decide to indulge him for a bit longer. “Has 

Dr. Lawrence shared Violet’s latest EEG results with you? It appears that your daughter’s brain 

is shutting down for several hours every night. When that happens, it produces no alpha, delta, or 

theta waves… no sign of any neural activity, as if we had attached the electrodes to her hands or 

feet instead of her head. One could argue that she is not here at all during these episodes.” 

 

I sink back into the creaky chair, allowing the disclosure to sink in. Carla had never mentioned 

these findings to me, and she’d been directing Vi’s care ever since we admitted her into Trinity. 

Hell, she adores my girl. Why would she hide this? It makes as little sense as her sudden 

disappearance. 

 

“How’s that possible?” I mutter, my rational mind still struggling to fathom the inconceivable. 

 

“Well, it should not be. There are no records of human beings, or any other mammals for that 

matter, suppressing their brain activity for extended periods of time and then recovering it 



instantaneously. If I did not know any better, I would suggest that her consciousness is being 

transferred elsewhere. Dr. Lawrence was working on a theory regarding this phenomenon, but 

she never shared it with the rest of us.” 

 

Another stretch of uneasy silence settles between us. I can’t help but think this creep is messing 

with me. He just said transferred. If so, where to? It’s ridiculous to even entertain the notion, but 

here I am, spinning it around in my mind like the 3D model of a building, looking at it from all 

possible angles in search of ways to reinforce its structure. What if it’s not impossible after all? 

Even if I disregard the how of it, the why keeps rearing its ugly head, baring its fangs at me. Is 

Vi’s situation really so intolerable that she’d rather run away from reality to a place where pain 

has no hold on her, where she can run freely instead of being forced to lie in her own excrement 

all day long? Why hasn’t this occurred to me before? 

 

As I brood over this enigma, the darkness in the room grows denser. My weird interlocutor 

appears to have been swallowed by the shadows that the wall behind him casts, his morose 

visage remaining the sole recognizable part of his figure. But even in the thickening gloom, his 

scar is somehow more pronounced now and glows ever so slightly in a dark shade of crimson, as 

if his dormant guest has awoken and is trying to get out. And I know—as absurd as it 

sounds—that if I remain in this room one second longer, I’ll most surely be infected by the same 

lunacy that holds him. 

 

I dash out of the door without a word of explanation and keep going until I’m out of the hospital, 

which for the first time feels genuinely sinister. Though it’s barely five p.m. when I rush through 

the front portal, the sky’s leaden uniformity casts the encircling forest in twilight. Desperate to 

escape this domain of anguish, I vow to run away without ever looking back. Then I remember 

Del again, and a chill crawls down my spine. 

 

 

 

The silent sentinels surround me inexorably, a familiar ghostly light seeping between their 

trunks. The wind gushes against my face, threatening to grow into a hurricane any moment now. 

My body feels bruised and weary. Pine needles and moss cover my clothes. My swollen, achy 

feet attest to hours of walking. I have no recollection of how I ended up here again. The last 

thing I remember is an empty bottle of whiskey rolling on the floor next to me. I can’t shake the 

feeling that I’m missing something crucial—the answer to some unasked question that 

encompasses all the weirdness of the last few days. 

 

Every sensation here is so frighteningly palpable that, despite my best efforts, I start considering 

the possibility that this is reality, and the waking realm is a dreamscape. No… that’s psychotic 

thinking, and I know I’m not unhinged. The world itself may have gone mad but not me. I know 

who I am: a good man, a good father. And I’m getting out of here. 

 

At the foot of a hill, I start climbing in search of a vantage point to overlook the forest. I find no 

sign of the creature that pursued me the last time I was here, but from higher ground, I should 

spot it before it spots me. The pines wither and thin as I near the summit. More wan light 

breaches their fencing, allowing me to move with greater ease. 



 

As I reach the edge of a clearing, an unexpected vista unfurls before me. The woods below 

stretch as far as I can see—an endless sea of conifers that covers the ground in all directions. 

Homogeneous ambient light illuminates them, as if innumerable fireflies nestle among their 

stems and branches. But in the nearby valley an aberration violates the landscape’s perfect 

monotony: the shattered remains of a manmade structure. I instantly recognize the colossal front 

wall of Trinity Heights General, part of the institution’s emblem still visible even from a 

distance. The rest of the building lies in ruins, its courtyard reclaimed by nature. 

 

Again, I’m possessed by the terrible inkling that this is no dream but a place as real as any, 

somewhere I’m transported to whenever my consciousness becomes too exhausted to resist. 

Perhaps this is what is yet to be, a possible version of the future. But where are all the people, all 

the animals? And what is that hulking brute that roams these parts? It makes no sense that the 

only inhabitant of this vast forest should be an implacable, mute wraith whose one instinct is to 

devour anyone who crosses its path. What if it’s not a monster at all but an intelligent being 

that’s simply trying to establish contact? That may very well be, but I’d rather not encounter it to 

find out. 

 

I know I mustn’t look up, but my eyes seem to possess a will of their own. And there it is—an 

eternal, all-consuming blackness whose existence no human mind can bear, much less 

comprehend. It’s as if all the stars have died or the Earth has been encircled by some unholy veil 

that no light can penetrate. I immediately avert my gaze from the impossibly empty sky, but the 

sight is already etched into my mind. The infinite darkness refuses to release my thoughts. I fall 

to my knees and cover my face, shaking in the grip of a panic I’m powerless to combat. Dread 

overpowers me, so tremendous and unnatural that I can’t help but whisper inarticulate prayers to 

a god I’ve long since forsaken. Is this how lunatics feel? When the veil between fact and reverie 

is rent asunder, how do you tell when you’ve crossed over? 

 

Minutes pass like hours, but my trembling slows, then subsides. Once I regain control of myself, 

I rise to explore my surroundings. Further ahead, in the centre of the clearing, a small mound 

stands erect. Morbid, obsessive curiosity drives me toward it—a primal human flaw that has 

claimed the lives of so many. As I near the strange formation, it increasingly resembles an altar 

built of stone and wood, not unlike those used by the pagan tribes of old in their sacrificial 

rituals. Atop it lies a figure with delicate, feminine bone structure. She must have died long ago. 

Her skin, wrinkled and brittle like dried parchment, crumbles to dust at my slightest touch, but 

otherwise she appears barely affected by the natural process of decomposition. That’s not what 

disturbs me the most about her though. 

 

The woman’s body is disfigured in a way that suggests it was meant to serve as some sort of 

example or warning. Innumerable thin stems twist out of the ground and burrow into her open 

womb, throbbing steadily. Little remains of her face, as if it’s been flayed off, leaving only faded 

carmine marks in the lacerated flesh. I’m turning from the gruesome scene when I catch sight of 

a silvery reflection, a ring on a shrivelled finger. Recognition wrenches a gasp from me; I had 

that solitaire custom made when I proposed to Del. 

 

Can this really be her, the woman I cherished and admired, whose disappearance left me a husk 



of a man? Why is she here, and what could she possibly have done to earn such inhuman 

treatment? The answers elude me, and the warmth of tears gathers behind my eyes as I grip her 

bony hand. 

 

The same harrowing sound of trees being crushed echoes from far behind, plucking me from my 

daze. Before I know it, I’m running again. What else can I do? 

 

 

 

I wake up in a stinking pool of vomit in the middle of my living room, my head throbbing so 

hard that every chime of my phone feels like a pair of bricks crashing against my temples. I 

hadn’t had a drink in years, so something extraordinary must have happened last evening to push 

me over the edge. I manage to crawl to my bathroom cabinet and stuff a couple of aspirins in my 

mouth. After a while, the ringing mercifully stops. 

 

The hot shower and a cup of day-old coffee help clear my head a bit. Bolts of pulsing pain surge, 

then wane, but at least now I can walk a straight line. The wall clock claims it’s just after three 

a.m. when I shamble into the living room. Cleaning up the mess on the floor will have to wait. 

 

The large computer screen beckons me with its insistent glow. An email from Carla Lawrence’s 

personal account fills its entire space. With no subject, it has a single file attached. I don’t 

remember reading it, but there it is, open on my monitor, so I might as well look through it now. 

If anything, it would be a relief to know that she’s all right: 

 

Dear Matt, 

 

You won’t receive this unless five days have passed since I last accessed my mailbox. This means 

that we won’t be seeing each other again, and there’s so much you need to know—things I 

should have told you long ago, but I couldn’t summon the courage. The following will likely 

sound preposterous at first, but I need you to trust me so that what happened to me won’t happen 

to you as well. 

 

I’ve known your family for a long time, and it breaks my heart to even think about this, let alone 

put it in writing. I’m sure you recall that day in March two years ago, the day Adeline 

disappeared. That’s when Vi should have died. Her immune system was wrecked after the latest 

round of chemo, and she was suffering from an antibiotic-resistant pulmonary infection that was 

virtually untreatable at that point. She shouldn’t have survived the night, but not only did she 

pull through, she improved dramatically afterward. For a couple of months most of her 

symptoms receded entirely. 

 

My medical experience offered no explanation for such a radical turn in a terminal patient’s 

status. We doctors are a cynical and godless bunch, but that was nothing short of a miracle if I 

had ever seen one. 

 

For a while, I felt truly happy for Vi… and for you. 

 



As Vi’s condition worsened again, the atmosphere around her began to shift too, as if reality 

were reflecting the deterioration of her mind and body. The changes were barely noticeable at 

first and spread slowly, so no one grew suspicious. The deaths started with birds falling out of 

the sky, rodents turning up mangled in the corridors and courtyard. Then IT gradually took hold 

of people as well: patients, staff, caregivers. Eventually everyone looked hag-ridden. Several of 

my colleagues vanished, left for no apparent reason. We even had a few fatalities in the psych 

ward—a first in Trinity’s history. And now IT’s stronger, reaching out much farther. I’ve seen 

things that I wish I could forget and can’t bring myself to describe. More and more often, I feel 

like I’m trapped in a dream, in someone’s memory of a world that has ended long ago, while 

reality is too hellish to accept. 

 

Do you recall when you last saw the sun? Me neither. 

 

Beware of IT, Matt. What lies in that bed in room 616 is not your daughter anymore. That sweet 

little angel is gone for good and has been for a while now. I can’t tell you how or why; I just 

know it. If the photo in this email strikes a chord in your memory, then you must believe me and 

leave the city as soon as you can. Drive west or south, fly overseas—it doesn’t matter, as long as 

it’s far away from here. Don’t bring any of your daughter’s belongings with you. 

 

I’d like you to know that, despite everything, I’ll always be thankful for meeting you and that I’m 

sorry. I wish it had been otherwise, I really do. 

 

Please take care of yourself. 

 

Love, 

Carla 

 

I slowly move away from the computer and let out my breath. My heart threatens to burst out of 

my ribcage, and I have to hold my hands together to calm their shaking. For a while, Carla was 

my sole source of comfort, but apparently even the strongest minds can crack when put under 

enough pressure. There’s no doubt that she’d lost it, as no sane person could have authored such 

ravings. Still, I can’t blame her. All that talk about the suicides on TV, combined with the awful 

weather and the sight of my innocent daughter wasting away in agony despite her best attempts 

to help, it must have been too much for her to endure. 

 

But if all of this is just folly, why am I scared out of my mind? 

 

I approach my desk again and click on the attachment. It’s a photo of a corpse, maimed in the 

exact same manner as Del was in my dream. A patch of curly greyed hair hanging off the 

cadaver’s head catches my eye, and recollection sends the heat of bile surging up my throat. 

 

Fingers trembling, I pick up my phone and navigate to one of the few numbers I have on speed 

dial. It belongs to James Perry, the detective who was in charge of the search for my missing 

wife. Even after I gave up, he didn’t, not until his superiors forced him to abandon the case. I 

remember his haggard appearance well. Although he wasn’t much older than me, his hair had 

more of that silver in it than his original black. 



 

Five tones ring, and I’m ready to hang up when a click tells me that someone has picked up the 

phone. 

 

“Yes?” says a faint woman’s voice. Her ghastly tone startles me at first, and then I remember the 

detective was married. 

 

“I’m sorry to bother you at this hour, madam. Can I speak to Detective Perry? It’s urgent.” 

 

“Who is this?” she hisses, her apathy giving way to pain and spite. “If it’s about those fucking 

dogs, I already told you people, I don’t know where they went! Can’t you just leave me alone?” 

 

“No, what? I’m—no,” I stammer in confusion. “Can you please put your husband on?” 

 

“Jim is gone!” she screams in my ear, nearly causing me to jump out of my chair. A few tense 

seconds follow, with only her harsh breathing breaking the silence. “Don’t call again.” 

 

There’s no time to recuperate from the shock. Before I can even put my phone away, it starts 

ringing again. It’s the same caller who woke me up half an hour ago. Judging from their 

insistence, maybe I should have called back. 

 

“Hello?” 

 

“Mr. Kraft, this is Kathy Alderson,” says my daughter’s nurse in a hurried voice, and I 

immediately know what she’s going to tell me. “It’s about Violet.” 

 

 

 

Gasping for breath, I sprint through the tenebrous hospital corridors. Walls and room doors 

merge into a nauseating blue-and-brown kaleidoscope, and the clacking of my soles against the 

marble floor is the only sound that disturbs the nightly silence. I’m near the east wing; a few 

moments more and I’ll be with her. 

 

The words I exchanged with the night shift doctor echo in my head. Earlier tonight, Vi suffered 

another stroke, and they don’t believe she’ll make it. Yes, they’ve done all in their power to help. 

No, it’s much worse than last time. I barely stopped myself from striking him down when he 

proposed calling a priest to perform last rites. 

 

I turn one last corner, and there it is, the accursed room 616 where my poor kid spent half her 

life. That black vortex had swallowed everything beautiful and good in my life. Without slowing 

down, I burst through its door. 

 

Vi is lying in her bed. If not for the hideous plastic tube sinking into her throat, it would be 

impossible to tell anything had transpired earlier. Kathy is also there, standing guard over her 

like an overgrown hawk. I give the nurse a pleading gaze, but she averts her eyes. 

 



“We had to put her on a ventilator,” she says at last, almost apologetically. “Otherwise—” 

 

“Where the hell is Dr. Kozloff?” I yell, desperate to prevent her from finishing the thought. I fear 

that, should I hear those words spoken aloud, they will become an irreversible prophecy. 

 

“We’re trying to reach him, but he’s not answering,” she replies, still focused on the floor. “It’s 

very unlike him.” 

 

“Then keep trying, god damn it!” It’s not my intention to upset her, but I find I can’t think 

straight when my dearest person in the world is lingering between life and death before my very 

eyes. 

 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Kraft.” The woman staggers as if punched in the stomach, and only now I notice 

her trembling lips and puffy eyes. That’s right: everyone here loves Vi. “We really did 

everything we could. You should be with her now.” 

 

She exits the room before I can apologize, and I’m left alone with my daughter’s ghost. I hate 

myself for seeing Vi in such a way, but it’s hard not to, considering that these might be her final 

hours. A faint but perceptible smell of something organic, which I can’t quite identify, hangs in 

the stagnant air, adding to the weight in my chest. 

 

I open the window and glance outside. The same oppressive shroud of clouds covers the sky. 

Below, a ghastly spectacle unfolds: eight fleshless dogs trot into the sterile light of the hospital 

lamps. They slowly patrol the courtyard in a diamond formation surrounding another beast. That 

one is even scrawnier than the rest—a hairless phantasm so grotesque and pathetic that it’s a 

miracle it can move at all. The whole display reminds me of a funeral procession; only canines 

aren’t known to hold such. A tingling thought teases the back of my mind, but I don’t have time 

to contemplate it right now. 

 

As I sit next to Vi and watch her closely, pity squeezes my insides like a vice. More than ever, 

she looks like she’s about to disappear if I but blink. Even with eyelids closed and unmoving, her 

frozen expression is twisted in pain, her frail fingers cold as metal against mine. I choke at the 

thought that the trials of all the martyrs of legend pale in comparison to what she has endured. 

 

“Daddy’s here, kiddo,” I whisper between sobs. Chances are she can’t hear me in this state, but 

I’ll be damned if I see her off without telling her how much I love her. “You’ll get better, I 

promise. So please… don’t go…” 

 

Exhaustion, sudden and extreme, forces my eyelids to sag, then close. The adrenaline in my 

system must have finally run out. Still, I keep clasping Vi’s tiny hand between my palms. Her 

pulse is irregular and weak, like the fluttering wings of a wounded bird. 

 

As I start to drift into oblivion, a distant sound resonates from outside… from the forest? 

 

 

 



The nightmare resumes: I’m fleeing downhill in a panic, and my nemesis is closing in from 

behind. Damn it all to hell! My place isn’t here but by Vi’s side during her last battle. I yearn to 

wake up, but this infernal realm has seized me. 

 

The raging wind is rising into a full-blown storm that threatens to buffet me off the ground. My 

screams echo between the trees as I run from the unspeakable abomination. Any moment now, 

the fiend will overtake and dismember me. No… it will do something even worse. It will show 

me visions I don’t want to witness; truths I’ve already grasped subconsciously but have been 

refusing to accept for a while now. Somehow, that’s scarier than death. 

 

A treacherous root catches my right foot and sends me rolling down the ravine. My head hits 

something hard, and the world disappears. I lie on my face, unable to move, unable to see, unable 

to feel anything except the searing pain in my muscles and bones. Then my senses return, my 

focus abruptly turns sharp. Instead of relief, a horrible realization claws its way out of the prison 

of my soul. 

 

As I grovel through the thicket, staring at my bloodied hands, a twitch emerges underneath the 

skin of my left forearm. And even in this unnatural twilight, I can tell it’s the same red, pulsing 

mar that has been haunting both my dreams and waking life of late. 

 

I now know that Del had never really abandoned us. No, she had done the one thing she could to 

appease the angry god ruling over this place and thus save my life. She had come to terms with 

her guilt. 

 

It’s my turn to atone for my culpability. For how does one exist in perpetual agony, forever 

deprived of the right to function as a complete human being, to enjoy life’s simplest pleasures, to 

grow and be someone? How could we have demanded that of a blameless child? 

 

Her friends, tutors, caretakers, and doctors, even Del and I—we’re not her champions. Instead, 

we are her torturers, her wardens, an incompetent mob of pallbearers who can’t even do one 

simple job right: lay her to rest. Oh, how she must have craved that peace. But blinded by love, 

religion, hope, and a myriad of other excuses—each more vapid and hollow than the one 

before—we failed her, and she resented us for it. She loathed our thoughtless desires with a 

passion so fierce that it devoured her kindness and twisted her mind. Our selfishness alone 

propelled her to embrace this future filled with nothing but suffering and dread. 

 

There’s no point in running anymore. I can’t escape the demon at my back any more than I can 

escape my own thoughts and feelings. Finally, I turn around to face the source of my terrors, and 

it’s right there, waiting for me. I can’t discern the shape of its body—it’s too huge to encompass 

from such a close distance—but I see countless unblinking eyes that shine in the dark with a 

shade of green I would recognize anywhere. 

 

As maddening as the sight is, I have no right to cringe from it. Because I did this. None of this 

torment is divine punishment; it is my creation, my responsibility. 

 

The creature’s voice crashes down like an avalanche’s rumble, carrying all the unspoken 



emotions from years of forced silence, from a lifetime of unjustifiable pain. Its speech is 

unintelligible, but in my heart, I understand what it conveys, what it demands of me. 

 

God help me, I understand. 

 

My idiotic fear and useless grief evaporate without a trace, replaced by a cold, dark void. That 

emptiness I see mirrored in the shimmering eyes before me, bottomless pools frozen in 

anticipation. I take a step toward them, and a crackling whisper leaves my lips—a single word 

that carries all that’s left of me. 

 

“Vi.” 

 

THE END 
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GENERAL PRACTITIONER by John C Adams 

 

After I graduated, Uncle James arranged for me to get some work experience at Dr Rainer’s GP 

surgery in Darkwater. My sixteen-year-old cousin Henry met me off the train at Darkwater Halt.  

 

Seeing Henry standing by the ticket barrier waiting for me was like looking into a mirror. People 

often remarked that we looked more like brothers.  

 

As we walked to the Darkwater Spa Hotel, I mussed Henry’s floppy blond hair and pushed him 

playfully. 

 

“Maybe Uncle wants free help tending bar in the evenings.”  

 

Henry shook his head. He pushed his hair out of his eyes. It wasn’t like him to be so quiet. 

 

“What’s your Dr Rainer like, then? Let me guess!” I started chuckling. “He charges patients a 

fortune for pointless pills and potions that don’t do a thing, because there’s nothing wrong with 

them in the first place. You’ve the Darkwater air to thank for that. Bet every patient looks as 

hearty when they leave the surgery as when they arrive.” 

 

“Not quite,” Henry muttered. 

 

I shouldered my rucksack. A sudden chill fell and we walked on in silence. Henry had stopped 

swinging my suitcase in his right hand and he looked at his feet instead of around him at the 

lakeside teashops and art galleries. He had stiffened and he was hunching over.  

 

Henry pulled me to a stop just as we reached the steps of the hotel. He lowered his voice and 

kept glancing over his shoulder as he spoke. 

 

“Gerald, Dad says to keep your wits about you around Dr Rainer.” 

 

Henry took me out down into the basement kitchens. We found Uncle James sharpening the end 

of a piece of wood with a penknife. There was a pile of similar stakes lying on the floor. 

 

“Juniper,” he said. “Best to be prepared.” 

 

I reported to Dr Rainer’s surgery at eight the next morning. He ushered me into his room and 

motioned for me to sit down. It was a bright July morning, but the curtains were all drawn and 

the lights were very dim. 

 

Dr Rainer wore a tailored black suit with a waistcoat. There was a white gardenia in his 

buttonhole. His patent-leather shoes were immaculate. He sat down and rested his hands on the 

desk and puffed out his chest. His white hair was smoothed back. His skin was perfect, although 

some tightness around the eyes and some lines around the mouth suggested that he was far older 

than your usual country doctor. His black eyes darted across my face. 

 



I shrank from the man’s scrutiny. He was full of vitality and life. I hated the way that he stared 

into my eyes, as if he could see down into my soul. He reminded me of my father, with his 

egocentric self-importance. 

 

“So, you’re Gerald Flint. I’ve heard all about the rising star from your proud uncle.” 

 

Dr Rainer laid his stethoscope on the desk and buzzed for the first patient to come in.  

 

“I’ve instigated a programme of preventative consultations. Everyone in Darkwater comes to the 

surgery at least once a year for me to check them over.” 

 

I didn’t answer. 

 

“I suppose you young chaps from the Metropolis, with your new-fangled ideas and medical 

tunics that can read all a patient’s vital signs, consider me rather quaint and old-fashioned. But I 

can tell an immense amount about a patient from the power of touch, believe me.” 

 

Uncle James thought Dr Rainer a very dangerous presence in Darkwater. I was beginning to see 

why. I muttered something about how much of life he must’ve seen over the years. 

 

Dr Rainer smiled. He tapped the desk with his finger. 

 

“More than you’ll ever know, Gerald.” 

 

The patient bounced into the room. She sat down and grinned at me. She didn’t seem in the least 

bothered about who I was. She rolled back the sleeve of her scarlet dress and plonked her elbow 

down on the table. 

 

“Come on, Doc, get on with it. I’ve customers wanting breakfasts and there’s the lunches to start 

thinking about.” 

 

Dr Rainer drew a syringe out of a metal case on his desk. He prodded the woman’s arm until he 

found a vein and pricked her skin with the needle. He got up and wheeled over a stand, hanging 

from which was a blood sample bag. 

 

“Darkwater folk are a public-spirited lot. Every season I ask for donors, and you just can’t keep 

them away.” 

 

The woman giggled.  

 

“Somehow we get through more blood in Darkwater than anywhere else.” 

 

I frowned. Uncle James had been right. Dr Rainer was sucking this little town dry. 

 



After the woman left, Dr Rainer quizzed me about my knowledge of blood-based diseases and 

their cures. Before I could say much, a doddery old lady poked her head around the door. Dr 

Rainer ushered her in. He helped her into the chair with exaggerated gallantry. 

 

The old lady shared a list of symptoms that made me want to drive her straight to the emergency 

room in Lancaster. She’d been feeling worse since visiting Dr Rainer. She’d been fainting away 

and feeling very weak. Even a beefsteak every night for dinner hadn’t helped her to feel stronger. 

I wondered how, limp and drained as she was, she’d made it over to the surgery at all. 

 

Dr Rainer stood over her. He placed his fingers around her neck and left them there. He stayed 

perfectly still. The old lady’s eyes glazed over. I had never seen anyone turn so pale. She looked 

exactly like the dead body I’d been given to dissect in my first term at LabColl. 

 

Dr Rainer’s eyes turned very bright and vivid. His skin became suffused with a warm glow. He 

was sucking the life out of the old woman just from the power of his touch. 

 

That evening, I waited for darkness to fall before I left the hotel and crept into Darkwater Town. 

Dr Rainer lived in a beautiful, white Georgian terrace house, with wonderful lakefront views. It 

was set way back from the more modest bed and breakfasts, and teashops, that straggled along 

the lakeshore eking out a living from the tourist trade stoked by the general fascination with the 

notorious Darkwater Beast. 

 

Uncle James had suggested that I watch to see who came and went from Rainer’s home. He 

wanted to build up a picture of which locals were helping the doctor. He’d asked Henry to keep 

an eye on the back gate, visible from his bedroom in the attics of the hotel. Henry had protested 

about favouritism, until my uncle had been forced to point out that I was five years older and 

knew how to handle myself. 

 

There was a large rhododendron just beside the front gate. I crawled inside, scratching myself, 

and watched the road from there. Occasionally, I patted my jacket pocket to check that my gun 

was still safely there. Apart from a couple of Land Rovers swishing past, nothing came along the 

small lane for half an hour. I began to get a nasty cramp in my left ankle. I was just about to 

crawl out and move around to shake it off when a black car drove up from the lake road. As it 

slowed down and turned in at Rainer’s house, I shrank back into the bush.  

 

The driver was hunched over the wheel. They were wearing a hooded cloak, but I saw her face as 

the car turned into the driveway. It was the woman from the surgery earlier! I scrambled out of 

the bush and ran up the driveway, keeping to the shadows. As I stumbled into the bushes in the 

darkness, I felt something graze my face and fly on past me. I pushed it away frantically, trying 

to stop it getting tangled in my hair. The bat flapped lazily towards the house. 

 

I crept up to the house, hiding behind the trees and bushes that lined the driveway. The woman 

was dragging something out of the boot of her car. Dr Rainer stood on the front doorstep, the 

light from the hallway shining behind him, without making any move to help. As I squatted 

behind a yew bush, I saw that the woman was half-lifting, half-carrying a body up the stairs to 

the house. 



 

Dr Rainer looked under the blanket covering the person’s face and laughed. 

 

“A fine physical specimen, like the rest of his family.” 

 

As I leant forward to see who it was, a twig cracked under my foot and I froze. Dr Rainer and the 

woman stared in my direction. I flung myself out of the bushes and onto the driveway. I sprinted 

down the drive. I jumped out in front of a car coming along the shore road, waving my arms and 

shouting for it to stop. 

 

The jeep screeched to a halt. Uncle James leant out. 

 

“Gerald! Henry’s gone missing!” 

 

I scrambled into the vehicle. I told my uncle what I’d seen. He thumped the jeep’s accelerator 

and we sped towards the house. Just out of sight, we pulled over and Uncle James yanked on the 

handbrake and turned the lights off. 

 

Uncle James nodded towards the glove compartment. I drew out a small chrome box. I pushed 

open the lid and stroked the neat rows of silver bullets nestling inside. They were beautiful, 

almost mesmeric somehow. 

 

Uncle James smiled. 

 

“If you want to chance taking down a vampire with a silver bullet, be my guest. The old school 

favours a stake through the heart. I’ve only got those bullets in case we run into a werewolf.” 

 

I dug around in the glove compartment and found the juniper stake hidden right at the back. I got 

out of the jeep. Uncle James wound the window down. He handed me a torch and squeezed my 

arm. Our eyes met. For a moment, I saw why everyone thought Henry and me were brothers. In 

that instant, I saw more resemblance between us three than I’d recognised before. 

 

I set off across the lawn, with the flashlight sending out a strong beam. The bat swooped down 

from the eaves of the house and dive-bombed me. I heard the crack of a pigeon rifle behind me 

from the jeep, and the bat fell with a thud onto the grass at my feet. I stalked onwards, keeping 

an eye out for any other acolytes Dr Rainer might have keeping watch. 

 

I crept up to the drawing room window and peeped in through a chink in the curtains. The 

window was open and the white drapes were billowing back into the room. Dr Rainer was 

standing over a medical examination table. Henry was lying on it, white as a sheet.  

 

The woman screamed as I flung myself through the open window. I scrambled to my feet and 

shoved her to the floor.  

 

Dr Rainer stood by the fireplace, unabashed. I brandished the stake in front of me, slowly 

walking towards him. 



 

“Gerald, my boy, the door would’ve done just as well, but I suppose we ought to give you your 

moment of drama. Young people always like to be the centre of attention.” 

 

Dr Rainer picked at his fingernails. He barely gave me a second glance.  

 

I rammed Dr Rainer with the full weight of my body, and he hit his head against the fireplace 

with an almighty crack. He thudded to the floor and I stood over him, holding the stake. He was 

unconscious.  

 

I stared into his ancient face, wondering what had happened to make him so depraved. It couldn’t 

have been his choice. 

 

The woman tried to grapple with me. I held my foot down on her neck until she fainted. I 

plunged the stake into Rainer’s heart, pressing down until I was sure he was dead. Henry began 

to stir and I helped him up. He was weak but Rainer hadn’t fed from him: that was no small 

consolation. 

 

THE END 
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OLD ENEMIES by Gavin Chappell 

 

‘What do you mean, there was no army?’ Gerald demanded. ‘There was an army in the 

mountains! A fuck-off huge army! The army of the king! We saw it! It destroyed Ogres’ Gate 

and then it was coming after us as we went through the Duchy of Overwold!’ 

 

Murcio gave him a level look. 

 

‘We reached that duchy,’ he said, ‘and it had been laid waste, I’ll admit. But there was not a sign 

of any army. Fighting there had been indeed; and we saw not a living being. It seemed there had 

been a peasant’s uprising… All around the duke’s citadel there were signs of a great battle…’ 

 

‘That was them!’ Percy broke in. ‘That must have been the army! We sent the zombies of 

Overwold against it, you see. The people of the duchy were all zombies, under vampire control... 

But we got them under our control and sent them to fight the king’s army…’ He broke off, 

scowling at his own absurd words. 

 

‘Was there no one there?’ Gerald asked. ‘Did you not enter the citadel?’ 

 

‘Men were sent in there, men from Kayliff’s Troop,’ Murcio replied. ‘They found nothing and no 

one, except fresh corpses in the crypt.’ 

 

Gerald looked at his fellow adventurers. ‘That must have been Lord Gurak and Lady Candida!’ 

He turned back to Murcio, eager to explain about their vampire friends. ‘Was this in daylight? 

Didn’t you have the sense to wait till nightfall? They would have woken then, and explained. 

They must have defeated the king and his army!’ 

 

‘What about those ogres who were chasing Estraldio when we met him?’ Norman asked, 

aggrieved by the dark looks Murcio was giving them. 

 

Gerald shrugged. ‘Survivors, I suppose,’ he said. ‘But most of the army must have been killed 

off by the zombies. Maybe the zombies were wiped out as well, or maybe they’d gone back to 

their farms. Maybe Gurak and Candida rule over the zombies now. Murcio, don’t you see what 

happened?’ 

 

‘I only know that the Prince deems the entire business some kind of hoax,’ Murcio said. ‘He is 

concerned. He was speaking with Kayliff on the return journey. I wasn’t allowed near them. I 

don’t know what they plan….’ 

 

At that moment, Gerald heard a clatter of booted feet from the entrance and in marched a group 

of halberdiers. At their head was the popinjay figure of Kayliff. He surveyed Estraldio and his 

companions with a sneer. 

 

‘My lord the Prince of Trinovant has given orders for the House of Estraldio to be put under 

house arrest,’ he announced. ‘He is tired after the long ride and has taken to his bed. But he 

wishes to see you in the morning. You will be questioned by his inquisitors.’ 



 

Estraldio’s face paled. ‘Not the inquisitors…’ he said hopelessly. 

 

Kayliff indicated the halberdiers. ‘These men will remain on watch in the courtyard,’ he said. 

‘Should any of you attempt to escape, you will be killed. Tomorrow you will face the wrath of 

the Prince.’ 

 

Leaving the halberdiers in the courtyard, Kayliff rode off. The halberdiers stood in grim silence, 

watching Estraldio and the others. 

 

The merchant adventurer turned to his family and guests. 

 

‘Come inside,’ he urged them, distressed. ‘Come inside!’ 

 

Later that evening, the four youths sat together in their sleeping chamber. The arguments and 

recriminations were over, and everyone had sought their beds. Now Gerald and his friends had 

the morning to think about. 

 

‘I reckon we leg it,’ said Percy. 

 

Gerald shook his head. ‘You saw all those guards,’ he said. ‘No way could we fight our way 

through that lot.’ 

 

‘Let’s at least try!’ said Brian. 

 

‘No!’ said Gerald. ‘It’s all a misunderstanding. We just explain it to Prince Augustus tomorrow.’ 

 

Percy crossed to the window. ‘Those guards aren’t going to be paying attention all night.’ He 

said. ‘Anyway, they’re guarding the gateway. If we go round the side, down the girders and onto 

the roadway…’ 

 

‘Escape into the city?’ Gerald asked. ‘The whole place hates us. We won’t get far.’ 

 

‘How many people even know what we look like?’ Percy challenged him. ‘No one will recognise 

us. I still say we leg it.’ 

 

Gerald shook his head. ‘I’m not going.’ 

 

‘I agree with Gerald,’ said Norman. ‘All we have to do is explain!’ 

 

Percy shook his head. ‘I’m not surprised you think that, Norman,’ he said, ‘but Gerald…! What’s 

got into you?’ 

 

‘We stay here,’ Gerald said. ‘Go to sleep.’ 

 

 



 

He waited until they were all snoring deeply, then crept out of bed and pulled on his clothes. He 

had his reasons for staying… It was worth a try, he thought to himself, though he didn’t rate his 

chances highly. But he had to try, despite everything that was going on. 

 

He crept through the house, downstairs and out into the scented darkness of the terrace garden. 

The lights of an angry city blazed far below. Another light still burned in Estraldio’s study, but 

otherwise the house was in darkness. Had she come? Maybe she had, but she’d gone when he 

didn’t turn up. Maybe she hated him now. He felt an idiot. He should have stayed in the 

bedchamber, or even agreed to Percy’s plan. But he couldn’t leave Cassalina. 

 

And there she was! A slim, white-clad figure slipping through the bushes and across the lawn. 

Had she not seen him? Gerald hurried after her, afraid to call out even in a hiss, for fear of 

waking people, or attracting the guards.  

 

Where was she going? She reached a side door and opened it. Bewildered, Gerald followed. 

He’d said to meet in the garden, not indoors. Then he worried. Maybe he had misinterpreted 

everything. Maybe she hadn’t fallen for him. Maybe she was in love with that fool Murcio. 

Surely not, though. Anyway, where was she going, so mysteriously? 

 

He followed her down a short passage, then up a narrow flight of steps. It reached a landing and 

turned, and Gerald followed circumspectly. He felt like he was stalking the girl.  

 

He peered round the bannister at the landing. The steps ended at another doorway and she was 

pushing it open quietly. Lamplight flooded out. She closed it behind her to a crack. Then he 

heard her speaking quietly, and someone else answered. Then silence. 

 

Gerald crept up the steps and opened the door to a crack. His eyes widened. 

 

Cassalina stood in the middle of a cluttered room. Before her was a desk, lit by a lamp. Even as 

Gerald watched, the girl slid her gown down to reveal slim, pale, bare skin. She stood proudly 

naked on the flagstones. The dark figure sitting behind the lamp came forward and embraced her. 

Their lips met and his face entered the light. 

 

Gerald gagged with revulsion, recognising Estraldio. 

 

They kissed long. Then the middle aged merchant adventurer guided her to a couch. As he did 

so, she was tugging at his robe. They sank down onto the couch as the robe fell upon the 

flagstone floor. 

 

Mouth dry, mind a whirl of confusion, Gerald turned and slipped away. 

 

 

 

Moments later, he was shaking Percy’s shoulder. 

 



‘Mmmm, wassup?’ the youth mumbled. ‘Wass happenin’?’ 

 

‘Come on, Percy,’ Gerald said urgently. ‘You’re right. Time we were getting out of here.’ 

 

‘Why?’ Percy said. ‘What’s changed your mind?’ Suddenly he was awake and bolt upright. 

 

Gerald shrugged, embarrassed. ‘Just been thinking about it,’ he said.  

 

If Cassalina was secretly Estraldio’s lover, then that explained why she seemed so distant from 

Murcio. And Gerald had thought she fancied him. He’d been such a fool. But he wasn’t going to 

hang around here now. 

 

‘You’re right,’ Percy said. ‘I reckon that the Prince will want revenge. He thinks we’ve 

deliberately humiliated his entire city. We get out of here and we’ll be okay. Get moving. Get on 

the way to the Northern Wastes. Get the fuck outa this world.’ 

 

Gerald nodded. There was nothing he wanted more, now. He leaned over and shook Brian. The 

youth leapt awake, gripping him by the throat. Norman woke up and saw them struggling. It took 

the combined weight of Percy and Norman to drag Brian off. 

 

‘Fucking idiot,’ Gerald snapped, looking around in worry. ‘Everyone’ll have heard us fighting. 

We’re trying to escape in secret.’ 

 

‘I thought it was someone come to kill me,’ Brian complained. ‘Anyone would have done what I 

did… What’s this about escape?’ 

 

‘We’re getting out,’ Gerald hissed. ‘Like Percy said before.’ 

 

‘What!’ Norman exclaimed. ‘You mean climb down those girders? I’m not going.’ 

 

Gerald and Percy exchanged glances. 

 

‘Brian,’ said Percy. ‘We’ll need your help.’ 

 

A quarter of an hour later, they were dragging a struggling Norman along a ledge that ran all 

round the House of Estraldio. 

 

‘I think we should stay!’ the youth argued. 

 

‘Shut up!’ Gerald spat, peering down into the courtyard, where the guards had gathered around a 

brazier and played knucklebones. ‘They’ll hear us!’ 

 

Slowly they inched along the ledge. In places, it widened to form window ledges. The windows 

themselves were shuttered. At last, they reached the corner. Just round here and they would be 

out of sight of the guards. But the wind that whistled between the cliff-walls of the ravine was 

strong here, and bitingly cold. Gerald found his knuckles turning blue. 



 

‘R-r-round here?’ he stammered, his teeth chattering as he turned slowly to look at Percy. 

 

‘Go on!’ Percy urged. Gerald was at the head of the little group. ‘Get round there!’ 

 

Slowly, painfully, Gerald inched his way round the corner. The wind howled and seized hold of 

his clothes, his hair, seemed to slip airy tentacles round his arms and playfully try to tug him to 

his doom. He gripped the carved mouldings of the wall and dragged himself round the corner. 

 

Here the wind was bitter. It screamed as it passed him, chilling him to the bone, to the very 

marrow. Where was the way down to the girder that Percy had seen? He looked back. 

 

Norman came to join him, his eyes tight shut as he negotiated the corner.  

 

‘Open your eyes!’ Gerald snapped. 

 

Norman did so guiltily. ‘Where are we?’ he asked tremulously. ‘Where do we go now? Can’t we 

go back?’ 

 

‘No, you tit!’ Brian said, swinging round, apelike, to join them. ‘We’re outa here! On the road 

again!’ 

 

‘Where do we go now?’ Gerald asked, his voice high-pitched. 

 

Nonchalantly hanging from the wall by one hand, Brian picked his nose.  

 

‘I dunno,’ he said vaguely. ‘Percy’ll tell ya.’ 

 

At last, Percy joined them. ‘What are you waiting for?’ he said, annoyed. The wind howled and 

tried to tug his words away into the torch lit abyss. ‘Those guards were getting suspicious. I saw 

them getting up and staring at the wall just as I rounded the corner.’ 

 

Gerald heard the sounds of movement, over the scream of the wind, from the courtyard. He 

panicked.  

 

‘We’d better get moving!’ he said. ‘Where do we go now?’ 

 

Percy pointed straight downwards. 

 

‘You really are mad,’ Gerald sad flatly. He took a quick peek. The walkways and roadways of 

Trinovant crisscrossed and crisscrossed in the lamp lit gloom below. They must be as high up as 

any skyscraper in New York.  

 

‘It’ll be easy,’ said Percy breezily. ‘Anyway, we’d better get moving before the guards catch up.’ 

 

He climbed over the side of the ledge and lowered himself onto a joist that led down onto the 



huge girder that was only one of several keeping the House of Estraldio in place. Gerald and the 

other two followed cautiously. 

 

The wind continued to howl as they made their dizzying descent. Gerald’s body was numb with 

cold. His fingers were red raw as he scrabbled for handholds. Slowly but surely, however, they 

were making their way downwards. 

 

The great girder slanted crossways above a roadway. They were about twenty feet above it. No 

chance of jumping down; they’d break their necks. They continued as the wind blew and blew 

through the great ravine. 

 

Up ahead, the girder reached the cliff wall where it had been thrust into a great crack, a cave 

entrance, effectively. Near this, a platform had been built out from a wide ledge and on it was a 

modest villa from whose walls a roadway extended, joining the main road somewhere below the 

adventurers.  

 

‘That’s the way to go!’ Percy shouted over the moaning wind. ‘Come on!’ 

 

Gerald shuddered but followed despite his horror. The vertical city seemed to lurch and spin 

beneath him, its lights like red staring eyes in the darkness. 

 

At last, they found the girder curving downwards, towards the cliff side where it rested. Percy 

halted, indicating the villa that stood on the platform to their right. Trees grew in a garden that 

had been constructed on the platform, and the branches of one waved and twisted in their 

direction. 

 

‘We could jump into that tree then make our way down,’ Percy shouted. 

 

‘Don’t be stupid…’ Gerald began, but before he could finish, Brian leapt across the wind torn 

gap and vanished into the tree. Seconds later, his face reappeared, peering through the leaves. 

 

‘You lot not coming?’ he asked. 

 

Gerald looked at Percy who shrugged. 

 

‘Norman, you’re next,’ Gerald said. 

 

Norman seemed unperturbed. He gathered himself together and leapt. 

 

He hit a branch side-on, tried to grab it but slipped and fell helplessly through the branches. 

Gerald’s heart fell with him as the pillock pitched down into the abyss. 

 

At the last moment, he hit a branch that somehow caught him by the belt. Norman dangled there, 

struggling feebly. 

 

‘Fuck,’ said Gerald. ‘He was nearly a goner.’ 



 

‘Get moving, Gerald,’ said Percy. 

 

Gerald gave his friend a look, then flung himself across. 

 

Legs and arms flailing, he hit the branch and grabbed hold. The branch bowed beneath his 

weight and he heard it break. He caught a glimpse of the roadways and houses far below. Then 

the branch came to a rest.  

 

He looked up to see that it had caught among other branches and was dangling from the tree. 

Slowly, agonisedly, Gerald reached out for another branch and hauled himself towards the trunk. 

 

He heard a crash from nearby, and Percy appeared, having leapt onto another branch. 

 

‘Brian, stop looking like a twat and help Norman up,’ he said. 

 

Soon all four of them were sitting in the tree. The trunk itself grew on the edge of the platform, 

which Gerald now saw had been piled with what must have been tonnes of earth before the trees 

and shrubs had been planted.  

 

‘We’ve got to get down into that garden, then out again down the roadway,’ Percy said. ‘Then 

we can start looking for somewhere to spend the night.’ 

 

‘That’s assuming no one in that house heard all the noise and comes looking,’ said Norman. 

 

Gerald heard shouting from the villa. Glancing that way, he saw several dark figures with 

nasty-looking dogs racing at their sides. 

 

‘Time we were outa here,’ he said, leapt down out of the tree, and started sprinting across an 

ornamental lawn. 

 

 

 

The pursuit petered out a few roadways and walkways downwards. After a while, the four 

fugitives found themselves in a slanting street of taverns and alehouses. They slipped into one 

called the Ship o’ Fools and sought refuge in a booth off the main bar. 

 

A cloud of gloom seemed to hang over the regulars. They were discussing the embarrassing 

expedition into the mountains in raised voices that made Gerald twitch with guilt. 

 

‘And what’ll you be having?’ a buxom barmaid enquired as they regained their breath. She 

looked like a particularly aggrieved Wagnerian Valkyrie. 

 

Brian surged forward, eyeing her ample cleavage. ‘I’ll have that one and my mates’ll have the 

other puppy…’ 

 



Gerald grabbed him by the hair and hauled him backwards.  

 

‘Ales all round, love,’ he said with a broad smiled. Giving the wincing Brian a slitted glance, the 

well-padded Valkyrie left. 

 

Panicked, Percy patted his pockets. He gave everyone else a stricken look. 

 

‘I’ve got no money,’ he said. ‘Who’s gonna pay?’ 

 

Gerald pulled a face. ‘Not still trying that one, are you?’ he asked with a groan. ‘For that, it can 

be your round.’ 

 

‘No, he’s right,’ said Norman worriedly. ‘I’m skint too.’ 

 

Gerald searched himself for cash. Boracic, as the Cockneys put it; wankers that they are. He 

looked hopefully at Brian, who shook his head. 

 

‘Shit,’ he muttered. Here they were again, in a new city filled with potential and—let’s be 

honest—pussy, and they were skint: not to mention already in debt. 

 

A scrawny, black-clad figure oozed confidingly into the booth. 

 

‘The word on the street says you can’t cover your drinks,’ it murmured. 

 

Gerald stared at it. Beneath a cowl was a face that was thin and pitted with scars. The eyes were 

in shadow. The mouth was a quirk of laughter. The nose was as sharp as a fox’s.  

 

‘You’re not from the Watch?’ he asked guiltily. 

 

‘No Watch in Trinovant,’ the black-clad figure replied with an easy smile. ‘In this city the 

citizens are so ardent for their own liberty they protect it themselves, or with hired hands. So the 

pickings are all the richer than in states burdened with legislature and its defenders. For thieves.’ 

 

Gerald started. He had been thinking that this guy sounded like a right wanker, then he’d heard 

that word. 

 

‘You saying we’re thieves?’ he asked, rising a little. 

 

‘Who isn’t, in this world?’ asked the black-clad figure. ‘I recognised you. As graduates of that 

seat of learning, the Thieves’ Guild Academy in Kashamash.’ 

 

Percy leaned forward. ‘Who says we are?’ he demanded.  

 

Gerald scratched his head. ‘Did we graduate?’ he asked Percy in an aside. ‘Thought we buggered 

off beforehand.’ 

 



‘Anyway, Kashamash has been destroyed,’ Percy added. ‘By the barbarians.’ 

 

‘The latest news we have in Trinovant,’ said the man in black, ‘is that the barbarians have moved 

on and the city folk—and the thieves who truly rule the city—have returned to rebuild. We have 

had messages from Grandmaster Mohock himself. He spoke of you…’ 

 

Before Gerald could query this, the buxom barmaid returned with a tray full of drinks. Gerald 

looked at Percy. Percy looked at Brian. Brian looked at Norman. Norman rose to his feet. 

 

‘I’m sorry, miss,’ he began, despite the series of kicks he received under the table. ‘But we’ve 

got…’ 

 

‘They’ve got me paying for their drinks,’ said the black-clad stranger, oozing forward to fling a 

pouch of coins at the barmaid. She caught it instinctively, glanced inside, bit one, then nodded to 

the stranger and placed the drinks down on the table. 

 

‘Keep the change,’ the black-clad man added. 

 

‘And one for yourself?’ the barmaid asked. ‘On the house, of course…’ 

 

He nodded. She swept away. He turned to the adventurers. 

 

‘Off the hook, eh, lads?’ he said. 

 

‘Who are you?’ asked Brian in tones usually reserved for the Lone Ranger. 

 

‘A friend,’ the man replied. ‘A fellow thief! I recognise you all.’ 

 

Gerald started again. ‘You do?’ he asked. 

 

‘Your fame has spread,’ the black-clad stranger replied slyly. ‘And now here you are in 

Trinovant. Have you anywhere to stay?’ 

 

Gerald shook his head. He drank deeply from his pint pot. ‘We’re fucking skint,’ he said frankly. 

‘We’ve got nowhere to stay.’ He didn’t add that he reckoned they had very few friends in this 

city since the recent expedition. 

 

‘Then the thieves’ guild of Trinovant open their doors to you,’ the man replied. 

 

‘You have a thieves’ guild here?’ Percy asked. 

 

The man nodded. ‘Ours is the original, you might say,’ he said. ‘It extends its sway over the 

guilds of the lesser cities, those under Trinovantian hegemony. Kashamash’s guild, with its 

delightful innovations, is little more than a colony of the true thieves’ guild, that of Trinovant. 

While in Cosht and its cities, although thieves rule there as they do everywhere, they are less… 

well-organised.’ 



 

‘And you recognised us?’ Gerald preened himself. ‘We weren’t there for long… What d’you say, 

lads?’ 

 

Percy shrugged. ‘We need a place to stay before we head up into the Northern Wastes. They 

sound friendlier than…’ 

 

‘Yes, exactly,’ Gerald said loudly. ‘It’s decided, Norman, Brian?’ The other two nodded. Gerald 

turned back to the stranger. His pint pot seemed to have emptied itself somehow. ‘Another drink, 

then?’ he said. ‘Before we go back to your place?’ 

 

The black-clad stranger sighed and dug deep into his pockets. He seemed to be regretting this. 

 

Some time later, staggering slightly, the adventurers departed from the Ship o’ Fools, following 

the black-clad stranger who had identified himself as Mallakin the Master-Thief. The 

night-breeze whistled down the crowded street, which was deserted. 

 

‘Most nights it would be packed with revellers,’ Mallakin remarked as he led them down the 

street towards a ramp down to another level. ‘But since the city met shame when it fell for the 

wild tales of outlanders and set out on a fruitless war expedition, the citizens have felt little 

desire for jubilations. They sulk at home, and keep their coin to themselves. It is to be hoped that 

this will not last. Terrible for trade.’ 

 

‘That is terrible,’ said Percy in a wooden voice. ‘Who would have done such a thing.’ 

 

Mallakin shot him a sardonic look. ‘I like to see nothing so much as the citizens make fools of 

themselves,’ he said. ‘Yet it makes them harder to rob if they stay indoors.’ 

 

‘You’re not a citizen yourself, then?’ Gerald asked as they descended the wide ramp. 

 

Mallakin shook his head. ‘We bold thieves are all fugitives from the menial caste, outlanders 

such as yourselves. Thieves turn to theft as the only alternative to a life of serfdom.’ 

 

‘Cassalina told me about it,’ Gerald whispered to Percy. ‘They have to work for the citizens all 

their lives in return for food and lodging, until they can save enough to buy their freedom.’ 

 

Percy raised an eyebrow. ‘Just like working to keep up the mortgage repayments.’ 

 

Mallakin led them down several winding alleyways and over narrow bridges across windswept 

gaps until Gerald was no longer sure where they were. Finally, at the end of one alleyway that 

seemed to be somewhere near the lower parts of the city, he halted in front of a scruffy, 

nondescript door. 

 

He rapped on it several times; three long, two short, one long. Nothing happened. 

 

‘Maybe they’re all out,’ said Brian helpfully. 



 

Mallakin favoured him with a glower. ‘Patience, bold adventurer,’ he said. 

 

Slowly, the door creaked open. A dark figure appeared in the unlit doorway. 

 

‘Yonder flies the wingworm at midnight,’ it croaked. 

 

‘Verily is it the time of the shiftless,’ replied Mallakin. 

 

‘Pass, bold thief,’ said the doorkeeper. He gave Mallakin’s companions a curious stare from 

beneath beetling brows. 

 

‘The apprentice thieves from Kashamash we were told of,’ Mallakin explained, and led Gerald 

and the others down a dark, stinking passageway. 

 

Gerald stumbled. The floor beneath his feet was uneven and cluttered. Where was the light? 

Were they expected to wander around in complete darkness? 

 

He heard a grinding noise from up ahead, along with some cursing. A vertical crack of light 

appeared in the darkness, with another running at right angles above it. Music and the sounds of 

voices flooded out. The cracks grew larger, joined, and the whole things resolved itself into 

another open doorway from which came the sound of feasting, in which Mallakin’s dark figure 

was silhouetted against red torchlight.  

 

He turned and gestured at them. 

 

‘Enter the thieves’ den,’ he said in a whisper. They followed him into a vast, opulent room lit by 

torches and containing a u-shaped trestle table, spread with white cloths, piled with platters and 

plates filled with food. At it sat men in dark cloaks, cowls pushed back. At the centre of the 

mid-section sat a red bearded, stocky man in dark ermine robes, a gold chain hanging over his 

chest. 

 

‘Mallakin!’ this man boomed. ‘You return!’ 

 

‘With my quest accomplished, Grandmaster,’ Mallakin boasted, pushing the four youths forward 

into the space between the tables. The assembled thieves peered down haughtily at them. 

 

‘Then these lads,’ said the stocky man who Gerald understood to be the grandmaster of the guild, 

‘are the apprentices of whom we had word?’ 

 

‘Aye,’ replied Mallakin. 

 

The Grandmaster looked at each youth in turn. ‘You must be tired and hungry after your 

journey,’ he said as if this was an accusation. ‘It is a long way on foot over the mountains. Let 

Mallakin take you to your chambers.’ 

 



The adventurers exchanged glances. ‘Look, we only want to stay the night,’ Percy protested. 

‘We’re on our way to the Northern Wastes!’ 

 

‘Of course, of course,’ said the Grandmaster slyly. ‘Mallakin will ensure that you are 

well-treated. Mallakin! Take them to the rooms prepared for them. Then you may join us at the 

feast…’ 

 

With Mallakin in the lead and two large thieves who came forward at the Grandmaster’s order 

escorting them, they were led across the hall and down a side passage. 

 

Norman remarked, ‘They’re a lot friendlier here than they were in Kashamash.’ 

 

Gerald felt weighed down by a growing sense of doom. Before he could voice his misgivings, 

Mallakin halted outside an ironbound door and produced a heavy set of iron keys. They looked 

uncommonly like the keys of a gaoler.  

 

Gerald ran.  

 

He hadn’t got more than a couple of feet before the two big thieves grabbed him and dragged 

him back. 

 

‘What’s happening?’ Brian demanded, reaching for his war-hammer to find that it was no longer 

there. Percy and Norman glanced down to find their own weapons mysteriously absent. Gerald 

struggled vainly in the arms of the two thieves. Mallakin heaved open the cell door and the four 

former apprentices were pushed or dragged into the cramped dungeon beyond.  

 

The great door slammed behind them, leaving them in darkness except for a slight shaft of light 

from the barred window in the door. 

 

‘Shit,’ said Percy. 

 

They sat in the darkness, sighing dolefully. Why was it that they always seemed to end up 

banged up somewhere? Gerald pondered. What had they done this time? It was something to do 

with the thieves’ guild. Really, he thought they’d put that behind them long ago. He tried to work 

out how long it was since they’d escaped apprenticeship in Kashamash. After some 

thinking—there wasn’t much else to do—he realised it had been something like a week or two. 

He wasn’t quite sure. It had been a busy week (or two, or whatever it was), crossing the 

mountains. Witches, ogres, vampires and zombies had all troubled them since their flight from 

Kashamash. 

 

‘So,’ said Norman. ‘Looks like this is it.’ 

 

‘What d’you mean?’ Brian demanded. ‘If I just had my war-hammer…’ 

 

‘What would you do?’ Percy asked sardonically. ‘Smash the wall down?’ 

 



‘No,’ said Brian puzzled. ‘I’d smash the door down.’ 

 

‘Didn’t you see it when they opened it?’ Gerald broke in. ‘It was three feet of solid oak.’ 

 

‘Try banging your head against it,’ Percy suggested. 

 

Brian sulked. It was dark, pitch-black, but Gerald knew Brian’s sulks when he smelt them. 

 

He turned his head suddenly as he heard a key scrape in the lock. A grinding noise began. 

Gradually a line of light appeared in the gloom of the wall. Slowly the door ground open.  

 

A dark, stocky figure appeared, silhouetted against the light. Beside it crouched a scrawny form. 

 

‘So,’ said the stocky figure. ‘You are now my prisoner.’ 

 

‘They are,’ oozed his scrawny companion. ‘Thanks to I, Mallakin the Master-Thief. Is that not 

true, Grandmaster?’ 

 

‘It is,’ the stocky figure replied testily. ‘It is your duty to obey my orders.’ 

 

‘Of course, Grandmaster,’ replied Mallakin in oily tones. ‘As I obeyed your orders to bring these 

renegades, these independents, these rogue traders, to meet the justice of the guild.’ 

 

‘Quiet, Mallakin,’ said the Grandmaster. He turned towards the prisoners. ‘I received messages 

from my opposite number in Kashamash of your flight. He asked me to seize you, should you 

appear in my city, and have you sent back to Kashamash.’ 

 

‘What d’you mean?’ Gerald demanded. ‘We’ve got to go back to that wasteland? The barbarians 

destroyed the city.’ 

 

‘I told you they had been defeated,’ Mallakin oozed. 

 

‘Messages come quickly from our colleagues in other cities. Kashamash has recovered from the 

barbarian sack,’ the Grandmaster added. ‘We in the thieves’ guild take it ill when our apprentices 

run from our tutelage. You must be sent back to the academy to complete your education.’ 

 

‘Fuck off!’ said Brian.  

 

Enthusiastically, he kicked the Grandmaster in the crotch and surged forward over the man’s 

writhing, doubled-up form and landed a sock to Mallakin’s jaw, which Gerald applauded 

inwardly, having been itching to do the same ever since they’d met the bastard. 

 

Brian landed in the torch-lit brightness of the passage. He turned to grin at his friends. Then he 

beckoned with a jerk of his head. 

 

The table nearby was piled with their weapons. They hurried forwards to grab them 



 

‘Come on!’ he barked. ‘We’re getting the fuck outa here.’ 

 

It had all happened too quickly for Gerald. First they’d been banged up, then Brian had banged 

the bastards who’d banged them up. What now? He was confused. 

 

Percy hit his arm. ‘Get moving, you pillock!’ he bellowed. 

 

‘I really think we should stay here,’ Norman argued. 

 

Percy clouted him. ‘Get moving!’ he repeated. 

 

In a bunch, they staggered out into the passage. For a moment they stood there, glancing up and 

down. Then the Grandmaster came wheezing out of the cell after them.  

 

‘Guards! Guards!’ he gasped, but his voice travelled very little in the dank, forbidding air. Brian 

kicked him again. He fell back, tangling with Mallakin who was coming out of the cell, clutching 

his jaw. 

 

‘This way!’ Gerald hazarded, leading them down the passage in what he was pretty sure was the 

opposite direction from the guild hall. 

 

‘Follow Gerald!’ Percy barked, pushing Norman and Brian after him. 

 

‘Where are we going, anyway?’ Norman groused as Percy, glancing over his shoulder, saw two 

brawny figures—no doubt alerted by the noise they’d been making—charging after them through 

the torchlight. 

 

‘Anywhere that’s outa here!’ Percy replied. 

 

They turned round a corner, Gerald in the lead. He skidded to a halt. The other three collided 

with him. 

 

‘Careful!’ Gerald shouted but the collision of the other three had knocked him off-balance. A 

narrow flight of steps led downwards to the right, but directly ahead of them the wall ended in a 

louvered window. He hit this with his face, hard enough to send pain wincing out from his right 

cheekbone as he smashed straight through followed by the others. Not for the first time they 

went pitching through cold, dark air. He caught a glimpse of something white moving in the 

gloom beneath him; it looked like another roadway was directly below, and a merchant caravan 

was crossing it. Then he hit something cold, wet, hard yet tearable. He knew it was the latter as 

he went straight through it.  

 

Darkness enveloped him as he hit a soft yet unyielding material. Into his nostrils drifted wreaths 

of scented smoke and a luxurious perfume.  

 

Several heavy objects landed on his back with punishing force.  



 

After a brief, stunned silence, a familiar voice cooed from nearby, ‘Don’t I know you?’ 

 

Half-stunned, he gazed up into the sphinx-like face of Cassalina. 

 

 

 

‘Ow…’ he moaned, shortly after. 

 

‘Quiet!’ Percy hissed, crouching nearby. 

 

‘You can say that,’ Gerald mumbled. ‘You landed on top of me…! Oooh! … Bastards…’ 

 

In a drift of exotic scent, Cassalina re-entered the wagon from the front. 

 

‘Sssh!’ she remonstrated. ‘We’re passing through the gates now. We don’t want the guards to 

know that you of all people are aboard!’ 

 

‘Are you truly leaving the city?’ Percy asked her. 

 

She shrugged. ‘Master Estraldio has no choice,’ the girl replied. ‘The Prince told him that the 

alternatives were simple. Either he and all his household face a humiliating death or else he yield 

to his eminence all his worldly wealth and set off on a new expedition across the Desert of Dread 

all the way back to Hollowdale. By the time we return, he reasoned, the fuss will have died 

down, the city will have found new scandals to rail against, and all this will have been forgotten.’ 

 

‘But you don’t mind us joining you?’ Percy probed tentatively. ‘Despite us running out on you?’  

 

Gerald listened dully. There was a pounding in his ears. The fall, followed by the descent of his 

three friends right on top of him, had left him feeling unwell; quite faint in fact. He was about to 

pass out, he could tell. Not for the first time. He hoped that Cassalina wouldn’t think he was a 

wuss. He heard her speaking, but it sounded as if she was at the top of a well, and he was down 

at the bottom. 

 

‘Master Estraldio was furious at first,’ she told them. ‘But then he relented. It will be a long and 

hard journey across the desert at this season. The threat of the sand-behemoths and the desert 

orcs will be at its greatest. We will need warriors to defend us as we travel. The master would 

prefer those warriors to be… expendable. 

 

‘You are welcome to re-join the caravan as menials, despite your treacherous departure. In return 

for certain… duties…’ 

 

At those words, like the biggest wuss ever, Gerald fainted dead away. 

 

TO BE CONTINUED 
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THE SEARCH FOR ASTRA PALACE by Gregory KH Bryant  

 

Part Five 

 

“L’ill chickie likes to chirp, eh?’ 

 

That voice. 

 

It was the voice of that nasty man, the one everybody called `Rat’. Lacey never liked that nasty 

man. But before she had a chance to respond, to spin about and to slap his face as he deserved, 

she felt her elbows pinned to her waist. A gag was thrust into her mouth and a bag thrown over 

her head. With a swiftness that astonished her, she was bound and plunged into a world of 

suffocating darkness. 

 

“Horst Dal doesn’t like chatty chickies,” another voice hissed. It was a voice Lacey didn’t 

recognize. But she liked this voice even less than the voice of that nasty `Rat’. It was thin, and 

harsh. It grated in her ear. 

 

“Horst Dal wants to have you for dinner,” it said. 

 

 

 

Before he rose from bed, General Howe put in his order for breakfast. A widower, breakfast for 

him was always a minimal affair, with little variation. Cold cereal, or hot, followed by a plate of 

sausage or bacon—a man needs his protein, after all—balanced with a fistful of hominy, or 

straight-up grits and toast, without butter, of course. A man in his sixties has to be careful when 

it came to his cholesterol. 

 

Orange juice, and a small bowl of peaches, and he was done. His breakfast order rarely varied, 

and when it did, the variations were more a matter of style rather than substance. Wheat toast 

over white, grapefruit juice over orange, and so on. General Howe, Commander of Earth Space 

Forces, was a man of routine. He arose every morning at 4:00am, drank his coffee black, and 

was done with breakfast each day at 4:30 sharp. 

 

Howe had but a single vice, the one cigarette he smoked each morning after his breakfast, which 

he followed with a second, each evening, just as the sun was setting. 

 

His greying crew cut, the colour of cigarette ash, was every bit as severe as his personality. 

Rarely did the man smile. On the rare occasions that he did, usually in response to a sardonic 

joke of some kind or another, the smile only emphasized the scar on his left cheek which he 

earned on the battlefield as a young man of eighteen. His posture was rigid—ramrod straight as 

the expression goes—his eyes, unemotional and blue-grey. Howe was of a narrow build, a very 

thin man with muscles that clung tightly to his bones. 

 

Though he was a man in his early sixties, he could still snap a neck with a single motion. Over 

forty years of service with Earth Space Forces had made of him a man of extraordinary 



discipline, and a profound lack of humour. His wife June had provided a counterbalance, 

humanizing the man. When she died in a traffic accident twenty years earlier, after nearly twenty 

years of marriage, the utter randomness of it devastated him. Death in combat is something one 

expects. Death as the culmination of a disease was also written within the realm of the expected. 

 

But, when one kisses one’s wife goodbye in the morning after breakfast as he prepares to meet 

the limousine that will take him to the office, in as dull a routine as can be possibly imagined, 

only to learn over the phone three hours later that his companion of two decades had been simply 

obliterated, wiped out of existence by a random intersection of metal, glass and asphalt, and 

rendered instantly into a mass of quivering hamburger... well, that will take the salt out of a man. 

 

Howe was never the same, afterwards. He never again trusted life, or the worlds that harboured 

it. It was the utter randomness of her death that had shut him up so completely, the complete 

meaninglessness of it. Death in combat one may mitigate by calling it various things—`heroic’, 

`noble’ and `sacrifice’ were the words that came to his mind. Indeed, it was for the sake of those 

words that he became a military man in the first place. But the absurd and meaningless death of 

June—on her way to her hair stylist, for Christ’s sake—it was that meaninglessness of her death 

that put the lie to all the proud speeches he had listened to, and which he had uttered himself, 

about these `noble sacrifices’, and `they who lay down their lives for others’ and all the rest of 

that happy horseshit. After June’s meaningless death, Howe had become filled with a rigid, a 

humourless and inflexible distrust of the world and everything in it. It was that rigid, inflexible 

distrust of the world that made General Howe so very reliable as a military man. That much, 

Secretary Benson thought he understood. 

 

What Benson did not understand, and what Howe kept very much to himself, was that his wife’s 

completely unexpected death taught Howe to appreciate the sacredness of life, of all life, even 

the most insignificant. We all teeter upon a knife edge, every moment we live. And we can, and 

eventually we will, be tossed off that knife edge into oblivion, irreversibly so, with no way to 

ever speak to, or hear from, those we love ever again. 

 

And this knowledge made of General Howe a man who, though he had lost all trust of it himself, 

treasured life. All life. Even the lives of those he hated. 

 

He hated war. Not as only a soldier can hate it, no. That is but a cliché. General Howe hated war, 

all war, and the unthinking, indiscriminate slaughter of it only as one who has lost the one thing 

he ever truly loved can hate war. He hated war for its slaughter not only of soldiers and civilians, 

but also for its slaughter of animals and of plants, too. He hated war for the wholesale slaughter 

of cats and dogs, of horses and sheep, of frogs and toads and butterflies and moths. 

 

He hated war for the murder of tree and cornfields, of rice and roses, he hated war for the wanton 

killing of tulips and wheat and orchids and ivy. He hated war for its destruction of art and 

architecture, of grand cathedrals and farmers’ cottages, of tapestries, of ancient mosaics and 

sculptures, of libraries and paintings and poetry and song, and all the things that fill this random, 

dangerous world with its rare moments of beauty. 

 

And all of it, all the murder, the slaughter, the aimless destruction, solely to assuage the petty 



ambition of a few petty men, men who acted as if their childish tantrums were God’s own 

thunder. 

 

And there was no better place to thwart the ambitions of these petty madmen than from within. 

In those long, hellish months that General William Anderson Howe ruminated over the 

completely, idiotically random death of his wife, June, when he contemplated leaving the 

service, when he considered leaving civilization entirely and retreating wholly to the cabin they 

shared in the mountains, never to return, Howe came to the conclusion that he could continue his 

service by making it as difficult for the warmongers to peddle their wars as he could. 

 

There are no medals given to those who thwart war. So it was that Howe’s efforts in that 

direction went almost completely unrecognized. He had stalled, or stopped, over half a dozen in 

the twenty years following June’s death. Now his greatest achievement was in stalling the war 

that Secretary Benson was dead-set on inflicting on Mars. 

 

Benson was not the only petty, ambitious man that Howe had crossed swords with. He was only 

but the latest, and all things considered, he was hardly the most sophisticated. Yes, the loss of his 

old friend, Fred Sherman, had been devastating to him. But when Sherman, now living on 

Callisto under the name of Story Talbot, finally managed to get back in touch with Howe, Howe 

was exultant, as far as a stiff-necked man like Howe could be. 

 

When further, Howe learned that Fred Sherman’s entire family had somehow miraculously 

survived the trip to Callisto, his trust in life, devastated with the death of his own wife, June, was 

somewhat renewed. General Howe loved Sherman’s wife, Joyce. Her Christmas banquets, to 

which he was a regular guest, gave him some of the happiest memories he had, in the years 

following his wife’s death. Emily’s Christmas songs delighted his heart, especially her a cappella 

version of “Oh, Holy Night” which only got better each year. And he was as proud of Fred’s son, 

Jeffrey, as he could have been of his own son, had he and June ever had any children. But they 

didn’t. William Howe had no children. He had nothing, except a few photographs to carry on the 

memory of his wife. 

 

The possibility that Sherman and his entire family had been disappeared by that soulless ratfuck, 

Secretary Benson, had sucked out few embers of dying interest in life still dwelt in the heart of 

the otherwise friendless General Howe. 

 

But, upon hearing that Sherman still lived, and his wife, and his children, too! That they still 

lived sent Howe’s heart soaring. It was perhaps the intoxication that came with that discovery, 

that Fred Sherman and family still lived that caused General Howe to act a bit carelessly. 

 

Which aroused Benson’s suspicions. Already an untrustworthy man himself, Secretary Benson 

found nothing to trust in any of the people he knew, or met. 

 

“Liars, all of them,” Benson frequently complained, he being the foremost liar among them. 

 

So, after a few less than cautious utterances falling from his lips, Secretary Benson called up a 

more than usual surveillance on General Howe. Even at his most complacent, however, General 



Howe was always alert to his surroundings, so it was only a matter of a few days before Howe 

was well aware that he was being watched. He gave himself only but sufficient time to confirm 

that very interesting fact before he sent the subspace communication that assured for Frederick 

Sherman that any further discussion between them should be initiated solely by Howe, himself. 

 

This morning unfolded much as every other morning had for Howe. Undramatically he stepped 

out of his apartment and strode down the walkway toward the waiting limousine. He’d earned 

two stars since the death of his wife—both before Secretary Benson had appointed himself Chief 

Operating Officer and Chief Executive officer of the Alliance of Western States—making of 

Howe one of the few six-star generals in the history of the Western States. 

 

But he was not given to any ostentatious displays. He wore the six stars on his shoulders as an 

obligatory designation of rank, but for three-quarters of the year, these stars were hidden beneath 

his plain overcoat. Otherwise, he never wore any of the several dozen ribbons or medals he had 

earned during his four decades of service. 

 

As he approached the limousine his driver, who in twenty years had never once been even so 

much as a minute late in arriving for the general, stepped out of the car and hurried round to open 

the door for Howe. 

 

This was unusual, for Howe had made it very clear years before that he did not need to have any 

door opened for him. His driver, a man by the name of Charles, was normally very respectful of 

Howe’s wishes, so Howe took special note of the attention. 

 

“Is there something?” he asked. 

 

“Chatter, sir,” Charles said as his opened the door. 

 

Howe made ready to step into the car. 

 

“Chatter?” he asked, removing his hat and his gloves. 

 

“Yes, sir. It would be well, sir, if you were to exercise more than your usual caution. Most 

particularly here, sir, in the car.” 

 

“Thank you, Charles,” Howe said. He climbed into the limousine and settled into his seat. 

 

So that was it. He was being watched. He knew that already. Since Benson had appointed 

himself CEO and COO of the Alliance of Western States, everyone above the rank of colonel 

was put under surveillance. But apparently the level of surveillance had been stepped up for 

Howe. Even his limousine had been bugged. 

 

Well. He’d have to inform Fred, somehow. The two had become far too casual, lately. 

 

 

 



“So. Whatcha think, Dimara?” 

 

“Is the Carter Ward referring to the Scroungers with whom the Carter Ward was speaking?” 

 

“Yeah. So whatcha think? Straight-up deal, or are these ratfucks screwing with me?” 

 

Ward had just stepped back into the O8-111A after the Scroungers were done speaking with him. 

Dimara was Ward’s quantum-based artificial companion. Programmed to function as part of the 

ship itself, when she manifested, it was as Ward had programmed her, in the form of a woman of 

indeterminate age. She could have been twenty. She could have been forty. Her hair, which she 

wore usually in short nags cut severely across her forehead, just above her eyebrows was most 

generally of a purple coloration. At other times, she wore it in blue. Ward left such niceties as the 

colour and the style of her hair up to her. Her garments she normally modelled after Ward’s own 

silver jumpsuit, though she varied the colour of it on occasion, to amuse herself. 

 

Ward had half-purchased, half-extorted Dimara, from an acquaintance at Deimos Labs. 

 

Barely legal—other, earlier versions had glitched out with some deadly consequences—Dimara 

was intensely loyal to Ward who had, as she saw it, given her the gift of consciousness. Prior to 

his purchase of her, Dimara was an undifferentiated mass of subatomic quasi-particles. In that 

world, there were neither past nor future, no left or right, no up or down. 

 

It was Ward who introduced her to all these things, and all the things that these things made 

possible. Consequently, Dimara was profoundly grateful, and loyal, to Carter Ward. She was also 

deadly dangerous to anyone who might to Ward any hard. 

 

“Dimara is most puzzled that Carter Ward should speak with the Scroungers for any reason…” 

 

“Yeah. I’d rather kill the fuckers. But we’ve been chasin’ after Turhan Mot for the damnedest 

time, and these fuckwits give us the only clue we’ve got so far.” 

 

“Scroungers are never reliable, except in the pursuit of their own selfish interests. What certainty 

do they offer, that they can be taken at their word?” 

 

“You heard `em yerself,” Ward replied. “None, nuthin’. We got nuthin’. But all I can say is they 

give us the only clue we’ve had since we left Callisto.” 

 

“It is true,” Dimara pondered, “That we cannot expect the Turhan Mot to hide among the Earth 

Space Forces. If the man is to be found at all, it will be among those of his own kind, the 

Scroungers themselves.” 

 

“Yeh. I’m guessing so myself. And these shits do come across halfway plausible.” 

 

“That is so,” Dimara agreed. 

 

“And wha’d they wanna sucker me in for, anyway? Huh?’ he shrugged. “It’s not like I’m a 



walkin’ money pile. Anyone looks at me can see I don’t have shit.” 

 

“All this is true,” Dimara agreed. “And rightly considered. But Dimara should counsel the Carter 

Ward against any alliances with any of the Scroungers, for any reasons. The Scroungers have 

proven themselves, time after time, to be most untrustworthy.” 

 

“Yeah…” Ward was forced to agree. “Yer right on that.” 

 

“Tell ya what,” he said after a long pause. “I’m gonna have to think on it. 

 

“Dimara has come to a decision. It will not change. The Scroungers are never to be trusted.” 

 

Ward pursed his lips. He studied Dimara closely. 

 

Finally he shook his head and said, “Gotta kill that bastard. Whatever it takes. I’m gonna kill that 

bastard, Turhan Mot, even if it kills me.” 

 

CONTINUES NEXT WEEK 
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ACROSS THE ZODIAC by Percy Greg  

 

Chapter XI—A Country Drive 

 

Like all Martialists, I had been accustomed since my landing to wake with the first light of dawn; 

but the draught, though its earlier effects were anything but narcotic or stupefying, deepened and 

prolonged my sleep. It was not till the rays of sunlight came clear and full through the crystal 

roof of the peristyle, and the window of our bridal chamber, that my eyes unclosed. The first 

object on which they opened startled me into full waking recollection. Exactly where the 

sunbeams fell, just within reach of my hand, Eveena stood; the loveliest creature I ever beheld, a 

miniature type of faultless feminine grace and beauty. By the standard of Terrestrial humanity 

she was tiny rather than small: so light, so perfect in proportion, form, and features, so absolutely 

beautiful, so exquisitely delicate, as to suggest the ideal Fairy Queen realised in flesh and blood, 

rather than any properly human loveliness. In the transparent delicacy of a complexion 

resembling that of an infant child of the fairest and most tenderly nurtured among the finest races 

of Europe, in the ideally perfect outline of face and features—the noble but even forehead—the 

smooth, straight, clearly pencilled eyebrows—the large almond-shaped eyes and drooping lids, 

with their long, dark, soft fringe—the little mouth and small, white, even regular teeth—the rosy 

lips, slightly compressed, save when parted in speech, smile, or eager attention—she exhibited in 

their most perfect but by no means fullest development the characteristics of Martial 

physiognomy; or rather the characteristic beauty of a family in which the finest traits of that 

physiognomy are unmixed with any of its meaner or harsher peculiarities. The hands, long, 

slight, and soft, the unsandalled feet, not less perfectly shaped, could only have belonged to the 

child of ancestors who for more than a hundred generations have never known hard manual toil, 

rough exposure, or deforming, cramping costume; even as every detail of her beauty bore 

witness to an immemorial inheritance of health unbroken by physical infirmity, undisturbed by 

violent passions, and developed by an admirable system of physical and mental discipline and 

culture. The absence of veil and sleeves left visible the soft rounded arms and shoulders, in 

whose complexion a tinge of pale rose seemed to shine through a skin itself of translucent white; 

the small head, and the perfection of the slender neck, with the smooth unbroken curve from the 

ear to the arm. Her long hair, fastened only by a silver band woven in and out behind the small 

rounded ears, fell almost to her knee; and, as it caught the bright rays of the morning sun, I 

discerned for the first time the full beauty of that tinge of gold which varied the colour of the 

rich, soft, brown tresses. As her sex are seldom exposed to the cold of the night or the mists, their 

underclothing is slight and close fitting. Eveena’s thin robe, of the simplest possible form—two 

wide straight pieces of a material lustrous as satin but rivalling the finest cambric in texture 

(lined with the same fabric reversed), sewn together from the hem of the skirt to the arm, and 

fastened again by the shoulder clasps—fell perfectly loose save where compressed by the zone or 

by the movements of the wearer; and where so compressed, defined the outlines of the form as 

distinctly as the lightest wet drapery of the studio. Her dress, in short, achieved in its pure 

simplicity all at which the artistic skill of matrons, milliners, and maidens aims in a Parisian ball 

costume, without a shadow of that suggestive immodesty from which ball costumes are seldom 

wholly free. Exactly reversing Terrestrial practice, a Martial wife reserves for strictest domestic 

privacy that undressed full-dress, that frank revelation of her beauty, which the matrons of 

London, Paris, or New York think exclusively appropriate to the most public occasions. Till 

now, while still enjoying the liberty allowed to maidens in this respect, Eveena, by the 



arrangement of her veil, had always given to her costume a reserve wholly unexceptionable, even 

according to the rules enforced by the customs of Western Europe on young girls not yet 

presented in the marriage market of society. A new expression, or one, at least, which I had 

never before seen there, gave to her face a strange and novel beauty; the beauty, I wish to think, 

of shy, but true happiness; felt, it may be, for the first time, and softened, I fear, by a doubt of its 

possible endurance which rendered it as touching as attractive. Never was the sleep even of the 

poet of the Midsummer Night’s Dream visited by a lovelier vision—especially lovely as the soft 

rose blush suffused her cheeks under my gaze of admiration and delight. Springing up, I caught 

her with both hands and drew her on my knee. Some minutes passed before either of us cared to 

speak. Probably as she rested her head on my arm and looked into my eyes, each read the other’s 

character more truly and clearly than words the most frank and open could ever enable us to do. I 

had taught her last night a few substitutes in the softest tongue I knew for those words of natural 

tenderness in which her language is signally deficient: taught her to understand them, certainly 

not to use them, for it was long before I could even induce her to address me by name. 

 

“My father bade me yesterday,” she said at last, “ask you in future to wear the dress of our 

people. Not that you will be the less an object of attention and wonder, but that in retaining a 

distinction which depends entirely on your own choice, you will seem intentionally to prefer 

your own habits to ours.” 

 

“I comply of course,” I observed. “Naturally the dress of every country is best suited to its own 

conditions. Yet I should have thought that a preference for my own world, even were it wholly 

irrational, might seem at least natural and pardonable.” 

 

“People don’t,” she answered simply, “like any sign of individual fancy or opinion. They don’t 

like any one to show that he thinks them wrong even on a matter of taste.” 

 

“I fear, then, carissima, that I must be content with unpopularity. I may wear the costume of your 

people; but their thought, their conduct, their inner and outer life, as your father reports them, 

and as thus far I have seen them, are to me so unnatural, that the more I resemble them externally 

the more my unlikeness in all else is likely to attract notice. I am sorry for this, because women 

are by nature prone to judge even their nearest and dearest by the standard of fashion, and to 

exact from men almost as close a conformity to that standard as they themselves display. I fear 

you will have to forgive many heresies in my conduct as well as in my thoughts.” 

 

“You cannot suppose,” she answered earnestly—she seemed incapable of apprehending irony or 

jest, —”that I should wish you more like others than you are. Whatever may happen hereafter, I 

shall always feel myself the happiest of women in having belonged to one who cares for 

something beside himself, and holds even life cheaper than love.” “I hope so, carissima. But in 

that matter there was scarcely more of love than of choice. What I did for you I must have done 

no less for Zevle [her sister]. If I had feared death as much as the Regent does, I could not have 

returned alive and alone. My venture into infinite space involved possibilities of horror more 

appalling than the mere terrors of death. You asked of me as my one bridal gift leave to share its 

perils. How unworthy of you should I be, if I did not hold the possession of Eveena, even for the 

two years of her promise, well worth dying for!” 

 



The moral gulf between the two worlds is wider than the material. Utterly unselfish and trustful, 

Eveena was almost pained to be reminded that the service she so extravagantly overprized was 

rendered to her sex rather than herself; while yet more deeply gratified, though still half 

incredulous, by the commonplace that preferred love to life. I had yet to learn, however, that 

Eveena’s nature was as utterly strange in her own world as the ideas in which she was educated 

would seem in mine. 

 

I left her for a few minutes to dress for the first time in the costume which Esmo’s care had 

provided. The single under-vestment of softest hide, closely fitting from neck to knees, is of all 

garments the best adapted to preserve natural warmth under the rapid and extreme changes of the 

external atmosphere. The outer garb consisted of blouse and trousers, woven of a fabric in which 

a fine warp of metallic lustre was crossed by a strong silken weft, giving the effect of a diapered 

scarlet and silver; both fastened by the belt, a broad green strap of some species of leather, 

clasped with gold. Masculine dress is seldom brilliant, as is that of the women, but convenient 

and comfortable beyond any other, and generally handsome and elegant. The one part of the 

costume which I could never approve is the sandal, which leaves the feet exposed to dust and 

cold. Rejoining my bride, I said— 

 

“I have had no opportunity of seeing much of this country, and I fancy from what I have seen of 

feminine seclusion that an excursion would be as much a holiday treat to you as to myself. If 

your father will lend us his carriage, would you like to accompany me to one or two places 

Kevimâ has described not far from this, and which I am anxious to visit?” 

 

She bent her head, but did not answer; and fancying that the proposal was not agreeable to her, I 

added— 

 

“If you prefer to spend our little remaining time here with your mother and sister, I will ask your 

brother to accompany me, though I am selfishly unwilling to part with you to-day.” 

 

She looked up for a moment with an air of pain and perplexity, and as she turned away I saw the 

tears gather in her eyes. 

 

“What is the matter?” I asked, surprised and puzzled as one on Earth who tries to please a 

woman by offering her her own way, and finds that, so offered, it is the last thing she cares to 

have. It did not occur to me that, even in trifles, a Martial wife never dreams that her taste or 

wish can signify, or be consulted where her lord has a preference of his own. To invite instead of 

commanding her companionship was unusual; to withdraw the expression of my own wish, and 

bid her decide for herself, was in Eveena’s eyes to mark formally and deliberately that I did not 

care for her society. 

 

“What have I done,” she faltered, “to be so punished? I have not, save the day before yesterday, 

left the house this year; and you offer me the greatest of pleasures only to snatch it away the next 

moment.” 

 

“Nay, Eveena!” I answered. “If I had not told you, you must know that I cannot but wish for your 

company; but by your silence I fancied you disliked my proposal, yet did not like to decline it.” 



 

The expression of surprise and perplexity in her face, though half pathetic, seemed so comical 

that I with difficulty suppressed a laugh, because for her it was evidently no laughing matter. 

After giving her time, as I thought, to recover herself, I said— 

 

“Well, I suppose we may now join them at the morning meal?” 

 

Something was still wrong, the clue to which I gathered by observing her shy glance at her 

head-dress and veil. 

 

“Must you wear those?” I asked—a question which gave her some such imperfect clue to my 

thoughts as I had found to hers. 

 

“How foolish of me,” she said, smiling, “to forget how little you can know of our customs! Of 

course I must wear my veil and sleeves; but to-day you must put on the veil, as you removed it 

last night.” 

 

The awkwardness with which I performed this duty had its effect in amusing and cheering her; 

and the look of happiness and trust had come back to her countenance before the veil concealed 

it. 

 

I made my request to Esmo, who answered, with some amusement— 

 

“Every house like ours has from six to a dozen larger or lighter carriages. Of course they cost 

nothing save the original purchase. They last for half a lifetime, and are not costly at the outset. 

But I have news for you which, I venture to think, will be as little agreeable to you as to 

ourselves. Your journey must begin tomorrow, and this, therefore, is the only opportunity you 

will have for such an excursion as you propose.” 

 

“Then,” I said, “will Eveena still wish to share it?” 

 

Even her mother’s face seemed to ask what in the world that could matter; but a movement of the 

daughter’s veiled head reminded me that I was blundering; and pressing her little hand as she lay 

beside me, I took her compliance for granted. 

 

The morning mist had given place to hot bright sunshine when we started. At first our road lay 

between enclosures like that which surrounded Esmo’s dwelling. 

 

Presently the lines were broken here and there by such fields as I had seen in descending from 

Asnyca; some filled with crops of human food, some with artificial pastures, in which Unicorns 

or other creatures were feeding. I saw also more than one field wherein the carvee were weeding 

or gathering fruit, piling their burdens in either case as soon as their beaks were full into bags or 

baskets. Pointing out to Eveena the striking difference of colour between the cultivated fields and 

gardens and the woods or natural meadows on the mountain sides, I learned from her that this 

distinction is everywhere perceptible in Mars. Natural objects, plants or animals, rocks and soil, 

are for the most part of dimmer, fainter, or darker tints than on Earth; probably owing to the 



much less intense light of the Sun; partly, perhaps, to that absorption of the blue rays by the 

atmosphere, which diminishes, I suppose, even that light which actually reaches the planet. But 

uncultivated ground, except on the mountains above the ordinary range of crops or pastures, 

scarcely exists in the belt of Equatorial continents; the turf itself, like the herbage or fruit shrubs 

in the fields, is artificial, consisting of plants developed through long ages into forms utterly 

unlike the native original by the skill and ingenuity of man. Even the great fruit trees have 

undergone material change, not only in the size, flavour, and appearance of the fruits themselves, 

which have been the immediate object of care, but, probably through some natural correlation 

between, the different organs, in the form and colour of the foliage, the arrangement of the 

branches, and the growth of the trunk, all of which are much more regular, and, so to speak, 

more perfect, than is the case either here or on Earth with those left to the control of Nature and 

locality, or the effects of the natural competition, which is in its way perhaps as keen among 

plants and animals as among men. Martialists have the same delight in bright colours as 

Orientals, with far greater taste in selection and combination; and the favourite hues not only of 

their flowers, tame birds, fishes, and quadrupeds, but of plants in whose cultivation utility has 

been the primary object, contrast signally, as I have said, with the dull tints of the 

undomesticated flora and fauna, of which comparatively scanty remnants were visible here and 

there in this rich country. 

 

Presently we came within sight of the river, over which was a single bridge, formed by what 

might be called a tube of metal built into strong walls on either bank. In fact, however, the sides 

were of open work, and only the roof and floor were solid. The river at this, its narrowest point, 

was perhaps a furlong in breadth, and it was not without instinctive uneasiness that I trusted to 

the security of a single piece of metal spanning, without even the strength afforded by the form 

of the arch, so great a space. 

 

The first object we were to visit lay at some distance down the stream. As we approached the 

point, we passed a place where the river widened considerably. The main channel in the centre 

was kept clear and deep to afford an uninterrupted course for navigation; but on either side were 

rocks that broke the river into pools and shallows, such as here, no less than on Earth, form the 

favourite haunts or spawning places of the fish. In some of the lesser pools birds larger than the 

stork, bearing under the throat an expansible bag like that of the pelican, were seeking for prey. 

They were watched and directed by a master on the shore, and carried to a square tank, fixed on 

a wheeled frame not unlike that of the ordinary carriage, which accompanied him, each fish they 

took. I observed that the latter were carefully seized, with the least possible violence or injury, 

placed by a jerk head-downmost in the throat-bag, which, though when empty it was scarcely 

perceptible, would contain prey of very considerable size and weight, and as carefully disgorged 

into the tank. In one of the most extensive pools, too deep for these birds, a couple of men had 

spread a sort of net, not unlike those used on Earth, but formed of twisted metal threads with 

very narrow meshes, enclosing the whole pool, a space of perhaps some 400 square yards. In the 

centre of this an electric lamp was let down into the water, some feet below the surface. The fish 

crowded towards it, and a sudden shock of electricity transmitted through the meshes of the net, 

as well as from the wires of the lamp circuit, stunned for a few minutes all life within the 

enclosure. The fish then floated on the surface, the net was drawn together, and they were 

collected and sorted; some which, as I afterwards learned, were required for breeding, being 

carefully and separately preserved in a smaller tank, those fit for food cast into the larger one, 



those too small for the one purpose and not needed for the other being thrown back into the 

water. I noted, however, that many fish apparently valuable were among those thus rejected. I 

spoke to one of the fishermen, who, regarding me with great surprise and curiosity, at last 

answered briefly that a stringent law forbids the catching of spawning fish except for breeding 

purposes. Those, therefore, for which the season was close-time were invariably spared. 

 

In sea-fishing a much larger net, sometimes enclosing more than 10,000 square yards, is 

employed. This fishing is conducted chiefly at night, the electric lamp being then much more 

effective in attracting the prey, and lowered only a few inches below the surface. Many large 

destructive creatures, unfit for food, generally of a nature intermediate between fish and reptiles, 

haunt the seas. It is held unwise to exterminate them, since they do their part in keeping down an 

immense variety of smaller creatures, noxious for one reason or another, and also in clearing the 

water from carrion and masses of seaweed which might otherwise taint the air of the sea-coasts, 

especially near the mouths of large tropical rivers. But these sea-monsters devour enormous 

quantities of fish, and the hunters appointed to deal with them are instructed to limit their 

numbers to the minimum required. Their average increase is to be destroyed each year. If at any 

time it appear that, for whatever cause, the total number left alive is falling off, the chief of this 

service suspends it partially or wholly at his discretion. 

 

We now came to the entrance of a vast enclosure bordering on the river, the greatest 

fish-breeding establishment on this continent, or indeed in this world. One of its managers 

courteously showed me over it. It is not necessary minutely to describe its arrangements, from 

the spawning ponds and the hatching tanks—the latter contained in a huge building, whose 

temperature is preserved with the utmost care at the rate found best suited to the ova—to the 

multitude of streams, ponds, and lakes in which the different kinds of fish are kept during the 

several stages of their existence. The task of the breeders is much facilitated by the fact that the 

seas of Mars are not, like ours, salt; and though sea and river fish are almost as distinct as on 

Earth, each kind having its own habitat, whose conditions are carefully reproduced in the 

breeding or feeding reservoirs, the same kind of water suits all alike. It is necessary, however, to 

keep the fishes of tropical seas and streams in water of a very different temperature from that 

suited to others brought from arctic or sub-arctic climates; and this, like every other point 

affecting the natural peculiarities and habits of the fish, is attended to with minute and accurate 

care. The skill and science brought to bear on the task of breeding accomplish this and much 

more difficult operations with marvellous ease and certainty. 

 

On one of the buildings I observed one of the most remarkable, largest, and most complete 

timepieces I had yet seen; and I had on this occasion an opportunity of examining it closely. The 

dial was oblong, enclosed in a case of clear transparent crystal, somewhat resembling in form the 

open portion of a mercurial barometer. At the top were three circles of different colours, divided 

by twelve equidistant lines radiating from the centres and subdivided again and again by the 

same number. Exactly at the uppermost point of each was a golden indicator. One of these circles 

marked the temperature, graduated from the lowest to the highest degree ever known in that 

latitude. Another indicated the direction of the wind, while the depth of colour in the circle itself, 

graduated in a manner carefully explained to me, but my notes of which are lost, showed the 

exact force of the atmospheric current. The third served the purpose of a barometer. A coloured 

band immediately below indicated by the variations of tint the character of the coming weather. 



This band stretched right across the face; below it were figures indicating the day of the year. 

The central portion of the face was occupied by a larger circle, half-green and half-black; the 

former portion representing the colour of the daylight sky, the latter emblematic of night. On this 

circle the Sun and the planets were represented by figures whose movement showed exactly the 

actual place of each in the celestial sphere. The two Moons were also figured, their phases and 

position at each moment being accurately presented to the eye. Around this circle was a narrow 

band divided into strips of different length of various colours, each representing one of the 

peculiar divisions of the Martial day; that point which came under the golden indicator showing 

the zyda and the exact moment of the zyda, while the movement of the inner circle fixed with 

equal accuracy the period of day or night. Below were other circles from which the observer 

could learn the amount of moisture in the atmosphere, the intensity of the sunlight, and the 

electric tension at the moment. Each of the six smaller circles registered on a moving ribbon the 

indications of every successive moment, these ribbons when unrolled forming a perfect record of 

temperature, atmospheric pressure, wind, and so forth, in the form of a curve—a register kept for 

more than 8000 Martial years. 

 

Four times during the revolution of the great circle each large clock emits for a couple of minutes 

a species of chime, the nature of which my ignorance of music renders me unable to describe: 

—viz., when the line dividing the green and black semicircles is horizontal at noon and midnight, 

and an hour before, at average sunrise and sunset, it becomes perpendicular. The individual 

character of the several chimes, tunes, or peals, whatever they should be called, is so distinct that 

even I appreciated it. Further, as the first point of the coloured strip distinguishing each several 

zyda reaches the golden indicator, a single slightly prolonged sound—I fancy what is known on 

Earth as a single chord—is emitted. Of these again each is peculiar, so that no one with an ear for 

music can doubt what is the period of the day announced. The sound is never, even in the 

immediate vicinity of the clock, unpleasantly loud; while it penetrates to an amazing distance. It 

would be perfectly easy, if needful, to regulate all clocks by mechanical control through the 

electric network extended all over the face of the planet; but the perfect accuracy of each 

individual timepiece renders any such check needless. In those latitudes where day and night 

during the greater part of the year are not even approximately equal, the black and green 

semicircles are so enlarged or diminished by mechanical means, that the hour of the day or night 

is represented as accurately as on the Equator itself. 

 

The examination of this establishment occupied us for two or three hours, and when we 

remounted our carriage it seemed to me only reasonable that Eveena should be weary both in 

mind and body. I proposed, therefore, to return at once, but against this she earnestly protested. 

 

“Well,” I said, “we will finish our excursion, then. Only remember that whenever you do feel 

tired you must tell me at once. I do not know what exertion you can bear, and of course it would 

be most inconsiderate to measure your endurance by my own.” 

 

She promised, and we drove on for another hour in the direction of a range of hills to the 

north-eastward. The lower and nearer portion of this range might be 400 feet above the general 

level of the plain; beyond, the highest peaks rose to perhaps 1500 feet, the average summit being 

about half that height. Where our road brought us to the foot of the first slope, large groves of the 

calmyra, whose fruit contains a sort of floury pulp like roasted potato, were planted on ground 



belonging to the State, and tenanted by young men belonging to that minority which, as Esmo 

had told me not being fortunate enough to find private employment, is thus provided for. 

Encountering one of these, he pointed out to us the narrow road which, winding up the slope, 

afforded means of bringing down in waggons during the two harvest seasons, each of which lasts 

for about fifty days, the fruit of these groves, which furnishes a principal article of food. The 

trees do not reach to a higher level than about 400 feet; and above this we had to ascend on foot 

by a path winding through meadows, which I at first supposed to be natural. Eveena, however, 

quickly undeceived me, pointing out the prevalence of certain plants peculiar to the cultivated 

pastures we had seen in the plain. These were so predominant as to leave no reasonable doubt 

that they had been originally sown by the hand of man, though the irregularity of their 

arrangement, and the encroachment of one species upon the ground of another, enabled my 

companion to prove to me with equal clearness that since its first planting the pasture had been 

entirely neglected. It was, she thought, worth planting once for all with the most nutritious 

herbage, but not worth the labour of subsequent close cultivation. Any lady belonging to a 

civilised people, and accustomed to a country life, upon Earth might easily have perceived all 

that Eveena discovered; but considering how seldom the latter had left her home, how few 

opportunities she had to see anything of practical agriculture, the quickness of her perception and 

the correctness of her inferences not a little surprised me. The path we pursued led directly to the 

object of our visit. The waters of the higher hills were collected in a vast tank excavated in an 

extensive plateau at the mid-level. At the summit of the first ascent we met and were escorted by 

one of the officials entrusted with the charge of these works, which supply water of extraordinary 

purity to a population of perhaps a quarter of a million, inhabiting a district of some 10,000 

square miles in extent. The tank was about sixty feet in depth, and perhaps a mile in length, with 

half that breadth. Its sides and bottom-were lined with the usual concrete. Our guide informed 

me that in many cases tanks were covered with the crystal employed for doors and windows; but 

in the-pure air of these hills such a precaution was thought unnecessary, as it would have been 

exceedingly costly. The water itself was of wonderful purity, so clear that the smallest object at 

the bottom was visible where the Sun, still high in the heavens, shone directly upon the surface. 

But this purity would by no means satisfy the standard of Martial sanitary science. In the first 

place, it is passed into a second division of the tank, where it is subjected to some violent electric 

action till every kind of organic germ it may contain is supposed to be completely destroyed. It is 

then passed through several covered channels and mechanically or chemically cleansed from 

every kind of inorganic impurity, and finally oxygenated or aerated with air which has 

undergone a yet more elaborate purification. At every stage in this process, a phial of water is 

taken out and examined in a dark chamber by means of a beam of light emanating from a 

powerful electric lamp and concentrated by a huge crystal lens. If this beam detect any 

perceptible dust or matter capable of scattering the light, the water is pronounced impure and 

passed through further processes. Only when the contents of the bottle remain absolutely dark, in 

the midst of an atmosphere whose floating dust renders the beam visible on either side, so that 

the phial, while perfectly transparent to the light, nevertheless interrupts the beam with a block of 

absolute darkness, is it considered fit for human consumption. It is then distributed through pipes 

of concrete, into which no air can possibly enter, to cisterns equally, air-tight in every house. The 

water in these is periodically examined by officers from the waterworks, who ascertain that it has 

contracted no impurity either in the course of its passage through hundreds of miles of piping or 

in the cisterns themselves. The Martialists consider that to this careful purification of their water 

they owe in great measure their exemption from the epidemic diseases which were formerly not 



infrequent. They maintain that all such diseases are caused by organic self-multiplying germs, 

and laugh to scorn the doctrine of spontaneous generation, either of disease, or of even such low 

organic life as can propagate it. I suggested that the atmosphere itself must, if their theory were 

true, convey the microscopic seeds of disease even more freely and universally than the water. 

 

“Doubtless,” replied our guide, “it would scatter them more widely; but it does not enable them 

to penetrate and germinate in the body half so easily as when conveyed by water. You must be 

aware that the lining of the upper air-passages arrests most of the impurities contained in the 

inhaled air before it comes into contact with the blood in the lungs themselves. Moreover, the 

extirpation of one disease after another, the careful isolation of all infectious cases, and the 

destruction of every article that could preserve or convey the poisonous germs, has in the course 

of ages enabled us utterly to destroy them.” 

 

This did not seem to me consistent with the confession that disorders of one kind or another still 

not infrequently decimate their highly-bred domestic animals, however the human race itself 

may have been secured against contagion. I did not, however, feel competent to argue the 

question with one who had evidently studied physiology much more deeply than myself; and had 

mastered the records of an experience infinitely longer, guided by knowledge far more accurate, 

than is possessed by the most accomplished of Terrestrial physiologists. 

 

The examination of these works of course occupied us for a long time, and obliged us to traverse 

several miles of ground. More than once I had suggested to Eveena that we should leave our 

work unfinished, and on every opportunity had insisted that she should rest. I had been too 

keenly interested in the latter part of the explanation given me, to detect the fatigue she anxiously 

sought to conceal; but when we left the works, I was more annoyed than surprised to find that the 

walk down-hill to our carriage was too much for her. The vexation I felt with myself gave, after 

the manner of men, some sharpness to the tone of my remonstrance with her. 

 

“I bade you, and you promised, to tell me as soon as you felt tired; and you have let me almost 

tire you to death! Your obedience, however strict in theory, reminds me in practice of that 

promised by women on Earth in their marriage-vow—and never paid or remembered 

afterwards.” 

 

She did not answer; and finding that her strength was utterly exhausted, I carried her down the 

remainder of the hill and placed her in the carriage. During our return neither of us spoke. 

Ascribing her silence to habit or fatigue, perhaps to displeasure, and busied in recalling what I 

had seen and heard, I did not care to “make conversation,” as I certainly should have done had I 

guessed what impression my taciturnity made on my companion’s mind. I was heartily glad for 

her sake when we regained the gate of her father’s garden. Committing the carriage to the charge 

of an ambâ, I half led, half carried Eveena along the avenue, overhung with the grand conical 

bells—gold, crimson, scarlet, green, white, or striped or variegated with some or all these 

colours—of the glorious leveloo, the Martial convolvulus. Its light clinging stems and foliage hid 

the astyra’s arched branches overhead, and formed a screen on either side. From its bells flew at 

our approach a whole flock of the tiny and beautiful caree, which take the chief part in rendering 

to the flora of Mars such services as the flowers of Earth receive from bees and butterflies. They 

feed on the nectar, farina, syrup, and other secretions, sweet or bitter, in which the artificial 



flowers of Mars are peculiarly abundant, and make their nests in the calyx or among the petals. 

These lovely little birds—about the size of a hornet, but perfect birds in miniature, with wings as 

large as those of the largest Levantine papilio, and feathery down equally fine and soft—are 

perhaps the most shy and timid of all creatures familiar with the presence of Martial humanity. 

The varied colours of their plumage, combined and intermingled in marvellously minute 

patterns, are all of those subdued or dead tints agreeable to the taste of Japanese artists, and 

perhaps to no other. They signally contrast the vivid and splendid colouring of objects created or 

developed by human genius and patience, from the exquisite decorations and jewel-like masses 

of domestic and public architecture to the magnificent flowers and fruit produced, by the labour 

of countless generations, from originals so dissimilar that only the records of past ages can trace 

or the searching comparisons of science recognise them. I am told that the present race of 

flower-birds themselves are a sort of indirect creation of art. They certainly vary in size, shape, 

and colour according to the flower each exclusively frequents; and those which haunt the 

cultivated bells of the leveloo present an amazing contrast to the far tinier and far less beautiful 

caree which have not yet abandoned the wildflowers for those of the garden. Above two hundred 

varieties distinguished by ornithologists frequent only the domesticated flowers. 

 

The flight of this swarm of various beauty recalled the conversation of last night; and breaking 

off unobserved a long fine tendril of the leveloo, I said lightly— 

 

“Flower-birds are not so well-trained as esvee, bambina.” 

 

Never forgetting a word of mine, and never failing to catch with quick intelligence the sense of 

the most epigrammatic or delicate metaphor, Eveena started and looked up, as if stung by a 

serious reproach. Fancying that overpowering fatigue had so shaken her nerves, I would not 

allow her to speak. But I did not understand how much she had been distressed, till in her own 

chamber, cloak and veil thrown aside, she stood beside my seat, her sleeveless arms folded 

behind her, drooping like a lily beaten down by a thunderstorm. Then she murmured sadly— 

 

“I did not think of offending. But you are quite right; disobedience should never pass.” 

 

“Certainly not,” I replied, with a smile she did not see. Taking both the little hands in my left, I 

laid the tendril on her soft white shoulders, but so gently that in her real distress she did not feel 

the touch. “You see I can keep my word; but never let me tire you again. My flower-bird cannot 

take wing if she anger me in earnest.” 

 

“Are you not angered now?” she asked, glancing up in utter surprise. 

 

My eyes, or the sight of the leveloo, answered her; and a sweet bright smile broke through her 

look of frightened, penitent submission, as she snatched the tendril and snapped it in my hand. 

 

“Cruel!” she said, with a pretty assumption of ill-usage, “to visit a first fault with the whip.” 

 

“You are hard to please, bambina! I knew no better. Seriously, until I can measure your strength 

more truly, never again let me feel that in inviting your company I have turned my pleasure into 

your pain.” 



 

“No, indeed,” she urged, once more in earnest. “Girls so seldom pass the gate, and men never 

walk where a carriage will go, or I should not have been so stupid. But if I had blistered my feet, 

and the leveloo had been a nut-vine, the fruit was worth the scratches.” 

 

“What do you know, my child, either of blisters or stripes?” 

 

“You will teach me——No, you know I don’t mean that! But you will take me with you 

sometimes till I learn better! If you are going to leave me at home in future “—— 

 

“My child, can you not trust me to take you for my own pleasure?” 

 

The silvery tone of her low sweet laugh was truly perfectly musical. 

 

“Forgive me,” she said, nestling in the cushions at my knee, and seeking with upturned eyes, like 

a child better assured of pardon than of full reconciliation, to read my face, “it is very naughty to 

laugh, and very ungrateful, when you speak to please me; but is it real kindness to say what I 

should be very silly to believe?” 

 

“You will believe whatever I tell you, child. If you wish to anger a man, even with you, tell him 

that he is lying.” 

 

“I do nothing but misbehave,” she said, in earnest despondency. 

 

“I——” But I sealed her lips effectually for the moment. 

 

“Why did you not speak as we came home?” 

 

“You were tired, and I was thinking over all I had seen. Besides, who talks air?” [makes 

conversation]. 

 

“You always talk when you are pleased. The lip-sting (scolding) and silence frightened me so, 

you nearly heard me crying.” 

 

“Crying for fear? You did well to break the leveloo! … And so you think I must be tired of my 

bride, before the colours have gone round on the dial?” 

 

“Not tired of her. You will like a little longer to find her in the cushions when you are vexed or 

idle; but you don’t want her where her ignorance wearies and her weakness hampers you.” 

 

“Are you an esve, to be caged at home, and played with for lack of better employment? We shall 

never understand each other, child.” 

 

“What more can I be? But don’t say we shall never understand each other,” she pleaded 

earnestly. “It took time and trouble to make my pet understand and obey each word and sign. 

Zevle gave hers more slaps and fewer sweets, and it learned sooner. But, like me, you want your 



esve to be happy, not only to fly straight and play prettily. She will try hard to learn if you will 

teach her, and not be so afraid of hurting her, as if she expected sweets from both hands. It is 

easy for you to see through her empty head: do not give her up till she has had time to look a 

little way into your eyes.” 

 

“Eveena,” I answered, almost as much pained as touched by the unaffected humility which had 

so accepted and carried out my ironical comparison, “one simple magnet-key would unlock the 

breast whose secrets seem so puzzling; but it has hardly a name in your tongue, and cannot yet 

be in your hands.” 

 

“Ah, yes!” she said softly, “you gave it me; do you think I have lost it in two nights? But the 

esve cannot be loved as she loves her master. I could half understand the prodigal heart that 

would buy a girl’s life with yours, and all that is bound up in yours. No other man would have 

done it—in our world,” she added, answering my gesture of dissent; “but they say that the 

terrible kargynda will stand by his dying mate till he is shot down. You bought my heart, my 

love, all I am, when you bought my life, and never asked the cost.” She continued almost in a 

whisper, her rose-suffused cheeks and moist eyes hidden from my sight as the lips murmured 

their loving words into my ear, —”Though the nestling never looked from under the wing, do 

you think she knows not what to expect when she is bought from the nest? She dares not struggle 

in the hand that snatches her; much more did she deserve to be rated and rapped for fluttering in 

that which saved her life. Bought twice over, caged by right as by might—was her thought 

midnight to your eyes, when she wondered at the look that watched her so quietly, the hand that 

would not try to touch lest it should scare her, the patience that soothed and coaxed her to perch 

on the outstretched finger, like a flower-bird tamed at last? Do you think that name, given her by 

lips which softened even their words of fondness for her ear, did not go to her heart straight as 

the esve flies home, or that it could ever be forgotten? There is a chant young girls are fond of, 

which tells more than I can say.” 

 

Her tones fell so low that I should have lost them, had her lips not actually touched my ear while 

she chanted the strange words in the sweetest notes of her sweet voice: — 

 

 “Never yet hath single sun 

 Seen a flower-bird tamed and won; 

 Sun and stars shall quit the sky 

 Ere a bird so tamed shall fly. 

 “Never human lips have kissed 

 Flower-bird tamed ‘twixt mist and mist; 

 Bird so tamed from tamer’s heart 

 Night of death shall hardly part.” 

 

CONTINUES NEXT WEEK 
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THE WAR OF THE WORLDS by HG Wells 

 

Book One: The Coming of The Martians 

 

Chapter Sixteen: The Exodus From London 

 

So you understand the roaring wave of fear that swept through the greatest city in the world just 

as Monday was dawning—the stream of flight rising swiftly to a torrent, lashing in a foaming 

tumult round the railway stations, banked up into a horrible struggle about the shipping in the 

Thames, and hurrying by every available channel northward and eastward. By ten o’clock the 

police organisation, and by midday even the railway organisations, were losing coherency, losing 

shape and efficiency, guttering, softening, running at last in that swift liquefaction of the social 

body. 

 

All the railway lines north of the Thames and the South-Eastern people at Cannon Street had 

been warned by midnight on Sunday, and trains were being filled. People were fighting savagely 

for standing-room in the carriages even at two o’clock. By three, people were being trampled and 

crushed even in Bishopsgate Street, a couple of hundred yards or more from Liverpool Street 

station; revolvers were fired, people stabbed, and the policemen who had been sent to direct the 

traffic, exhausted and infuriated, were breaking the heads of the people they were called out to 

protect. 

 

And as the day advanced and the engine drivers and stokers refused to return to London, the 

pressure of the flight drove the people in an ever-thickening multitude away from the stations 

and along the northward-running roads. By midday a Martian had been seen at Barnes, and a 

cloud of slowly sinking black vapour drove along the Thames and across the flats of Lambeth, 

cutting off all escape over the bridges in its sluggish advance. Another bank drove over Ealing, 

and surrounded a little island of survivors on Castle Hill, alive, but unable to escape. 

 

After a fruitless struggle to get aboard a North-Western train at Chalk Farm—the engines of the 

trains that had loaded in the goods yard there ploughed through shrieking people, and a dozen 

stalwart men fought to keep the crowd from crushing the driver against his furnace—my brother 

emerged upon the Chalk Farm road, dodged across through a hurrying swarm of vehicles, and 

had the luck to be foremost in the sack of a cycle shop. The front tire of the machine he got was 

punctured in dragging it through the window, but he got up and off, notwithstanding, with no 

further injury than a cut wrist. The steep foot of Haverstock Hill was impassable owing to 

several overturned horses, and my brother struck into Belsize Road. 

 

So he got out of the fury of the panic, and, skirting the Edgware Road, reached Edgware about 

seven, fasting and wearied, but well ahead of the crowd. Along the road people were standing in 

the roadway, curious, wondering. He was passed by a number of cyclists, some horsemen, and 

two motor cars. A mile from Edgware the rim of the wheel broke, and the machine became 

unridable. He left it by the roadside and trudged through the village. There were shops half 

opened in the main street of the place, and people crowded on the pavement and in the doorways 

and windows, staring astonished at this extraordinary procession of fugitives that was beginning. 

He succeeded in getting some food at an inn. 



 

For a time he remained in Edgware not knowing what next to do. The flying people increased in 

number. Many of them, like my brother, seemed inclined to loiter in the place. There was no 

fresh news of the invaders from Mars. 

 

At that time the road was crowded, but as yet far from congested. Most of the fugitives at that 

hour were mounted on cycles, but there were soon motor cars, hansom cabs, and carriages 

hurrying along, and the dust hung in heavy clouds along the road to St. Albans. 

 

It was perhaps a vague idea of making his way to Chelmsford, where some friends of his lived, 

that at last induced my brother to strike into a quiet lane running eastward. Presently he came 

upon a stile, and, crossing it, followed a footpath north-eastward. He passed near several 

farmhouses and some little places whose names he did not learn. He saw few fugitives until, in a 

grass lane towards High Barnet, he happened upon two ladies who became his fellow travellers. 

He came upon them just in time to save them. 

 

He heard their screams, and, hurrying round the corner, saw a couple of men struggling to drag 

them out of the little pony-chaise in which they had been driving, while a third with difficulty 

held the frightened pony’s head. One of the ladies, a short woman dressed in white, was simply 

screaming; the other, a dark, slender figure, slashed at the man who gripped her arm with a whip 

she held in her disengaged hand. 

 

My brother immediately grasped the situation, shouted, and hurried towards the struggle. One of 

the men desisted and turned towards him, and my brother, realising from his antagonist’s face 

that a fight was unavoidable, and being an expert boxer, went into him forthwith and sent him 

down against the wheel of the chaise. 

 

It was no time for pugilistic chivalry and my brother laid him quiet with a kick, and gripped the 

collar of the man who pulled at the slender lady’s arm. He heard the clatter of hoofs, the whip 

stung across his face, a third antagonist struck him between the eyes, and the man he held 

wrenched himself free and made off down the lane in the direction from which he had come. 

 

Partly stunned, he found himself facing the man who had held the horse’s head, and became 

aware of the chaise receding from him down the lane, swaying from side to side, and with the 

women in it looking back. The man before him, a burly rough, tried to close, and he stopped him 

with a blow in the face. Then, realising that he was deserted, he dodged round and made off 

down the lane after the chaise, with the sturdy man close behind him, and the fugitive, who had 

turned now, following remotely. 

 

Suddenly he stumbled and fell; his immediate pursuer went headlong, and he rose to his feet to 

find himself with a couple of antagonists again. He would have had little chance against them 

had not the slender lady very pluckily pulled up and returned to his help. It seems she had had a 

revolver all this time, but it had been under the seat when she and her companion were attacked. 

She fired at six yards’ distance, narrowly missing my brother. The less courageous of the robbers 

made off, and his companion followed him, cursing his cowardice. They both stopped in sight 

down the lane, where the third man lay insensible. 



 

“Take this!” said the slender lady, and she gave my brother her revolver. 

 

“Go back to the chaise,” said my brother, wiping the blood from his split lip. 

 

She turned without a word—they were both panting—and they went back to where the lady in 

white struggled to hold back the frightened pony. 

 

The robbers had evidently had enough of it. When my brother looked again they were retreating. 

 

“I’ll sit here,” said my brother, “if I may”; and he got upon the empty front seat. The lady looked 

over her shoulder. 

 

“Give me the reins,” she said, and laid the whip along the pony’s side. In another moment a bend 

in the road hid the three men from my brother’s eyes. 

 

So, quite unexpectedly, my brother found himself, panting, with a cut mouth, a bruised jaw, and 

bloodstained knuckles, driving along an unknown lane with these two women. 

 

He learned they were the wife and the younger sister of a surgeon living at Stanmore, who had 

come in the small hours from a dangerous case at Pinner, and heard at some railway station on 

his way of the Martian advance. He had hurried home, roused the women—their servant had left 

them two days before—packed some provisions, put his revolver under the seat—luckily for my 

brother—and told them to drive on to Edgware, with the idea of getting a train there. He stopped 

behind to tell the neighbours. He would overtake them, he said, at about half past four in the 

morning, and now it was nearly nine and they had seen nothing of him. They could not stop in 

Edgware because of the growing traffic through the place, and so they had come into this side 

lane. 

 

That was the story they told my brother in fragments when presently they stopped again, nearer 

to New Barnet. He promised to stay with them, at least until they could determine what to do, or 

until the missing man arrived, and professed to be an expert shot with the revolver—a weapon 

strange to him—in order to give them confidence. 

 

They made a sort of encampment by the wayside, and the pony became happy in the hedge. He 

told them of his own escape out of London, and all that he knew of these Martians and their 

ways. The sun crept higher in the sky, and after a time their talk died out and gave place to an 

uneasy state of anticipation. Several wayfarers came along the lane, and of these my brother 

gathered such news as he could. Every broken answer he had deepened his impression of the 

great disaster that had come on humanity, deepened his persuasion of the immediate necessity 

for prosecuting this flight. He urged the matter upon them. 

 

“We have money,” said the slender woman, and hesitated. 

 

Her eyes met my brother’s, and her hesitation ended. 

 



“So have I,” said my brother. 

 

She explained that they had as much as thirty pounds in gold, besides a five-pound note, and 

suggested that with that they might get upon a train at St. Albans or New Barnet. My brother 

thought that was hopeless, seeing the fury of the Londoners to crowd upon the trains, and 

broached his own idea of striking across Essex towards Harwich and thence escaping from the 

country altogether. 

 

Mrs. Elphinstone—that was the name of the woman in white—would listen to no reasoning, and 

kept calling upon “George”; but her sister-in-law was astonishingly quiet and deliberate, and at 

last agreed to my brother’s suggestion. So, designing to cross the Great North Road, they went 

on towards Barnet, my brother leading the pony to save it as much as possible. As the sun crept 

up the sky the day became excessively hot, and underfoot a thick, whitish sand grew burning and 

blinding, so that they travelled only very slowly. The hedges were grey with dust. And as they 

advanced towards Barnet a tumultuous murmuring grew stronger. 

 

They began to meet more people. For the most part these were staring before them, murmuring 

indistinct questions, jaded, haggard, unclean. One man in evening dress passed them on foot, his 

eyes on the ground. They heard his voice, and, looking back at him, saw one hand clutched in his 

hair and the other beating invisible things. His paroxysm of rage over, he went on his way 

without once looking back. 

 

As my brother’s party went on towards the crossroads to the south of Barnet they saw a woman 

approaching the road across some fields on their left, carrying a child and with two other 

children; and then passed a man in dirty black, with a thick stick in one hand and a small 

portmanteau in the other. Then round the corner of the lane, from between the villas that guarded 

it at its confluence with the high road, came a little cart drawn by a sweating black pony and 

driven by a sallow youth in a bowler hat, grey with dust. There were three girls, East End factory 

girls, and a couple of little children crowded in the cart. 

 

“This’ll tike us rahnd Edgware?” asked the driver, wild-eyed, white-faced; and when my brother 

told him it would if he turned to the left, he whipped up at once without the formality of thanks. 

 

My brother noticed a pale grey smoke or haze rising among the houses in front of them, and 

veiling the white facade of a terrace beyond the road that appeared between the backs of the 

villas. Mrs. Elphinstone suddenly cried out at a number of tongues of smoky red flame leaping 

up above the houses in front of them against the hot, blue sky. The tumultuous noise resolved 

itself now into the disorderly mingling of many voices, the grind of many wheels, the creaking of 

waggons, and the staccato of hoofs. The lane came round sharply not fifty yards from the 

crossroads. 

 

“Good heavens!” cried Mrs. Elphinstone. “What is this you are driving us into?” 

 

My brother stopped. 

 

For the main road was a boiling stream of people, a torrent of human beings rushing northward, 



one pressing on another. A great bank of dust, white and luminous in the blaze of the sun, made 

everything within twenty feet of the ground grey and indistinct and was perpetually renewed by 

the hurrying feet of a dense crowd of horses and of men and women on foot, and by the wheels 

of vehicles of every description. 

 

“Way!” my brother heard voices crying. “Make way!” 

 

It was like riding into the smoke of a fire to approach the meeting point of the lane and road; the 

crowd roared like a fire, and the dust was hot and pungent. And, indeed, a little way up the road a 

villa was burning and sending rolling masses of black smoke across the road to add to the 

confusion. 

 

Two men came past them. Then a dirty woman, carrying a heavy bundle and weeping. A lost 

retriever dog, with hanging tongue, circled dubiously round them, scared and wretched, and fled 

at my brother’s threat. 

 

So much as they could see of the road Londonward between the houses to the right was a 

tumultuous stream of dirty, hurrying people, pent in between the villas on either side; the black 

heads, the crowded forms, grew into distinctness as they rushed towards the corner, hurried past, 

and merged their individuality again in a receding multitude that was swallowed up at last in a 

cloud of dust. 

 

“Go on! Go on!” cried the voices. “Way! Way!” 

 

One man’s hands pressed on the back of another. My brother stood at the pony’s head. 

Irresistibly attracted, he advanced slowly, pace by pace, down the lane. 

 

Edgware had been a scene of confusion, Chalk Farm a riotous tumult, but this was a whole 

population in movement. It is hard to imagine that host. It had no character of its own. The 

figures poured out past the corner, and receded with their backs to the group in the lane. Along 

the margin came those who were on foot threatened by the wheels, stumbling in the ditches, 

blundering into one another. 

 

The carts and carriages crowded close upon one another, making little way for those swifter and 

more impatient vehicles that darted forward every now and then when an opportunity showed 

itself of doing so, sending the people scattering against the fences and gates of the villas. 

 

“Push on!” was the cry. “Push on! They are coming!” 

 

In one cart stood a blind man in the uniform of the Salvation Army, gesticulating with his 

crooked fingers and bawling, “Eternity! Eternity!” His voice was hoarse and very loud so that 

my brother could hear him long after he was lost to sight in the dust. Some of the people who 

crowded in the carts whipped stupidly at their horses and quarrelled with other drivers; some sat 

motionless, staring at nothing with miserable eyes; some gnawed their hands with thirst, or lay 

prostrate in the bottoms of their conveyances. The horses’ bits were covered with foam, their 

eyes bloodshot. 



 

There were cabs, carriages, shop cars, waggons, beyond counting; a mail cart, a road-cleaner’s 

cart marked “Vestry of St. Pancras,” a huge timber waggon crowded with roughs. A brewer’s 

dray rumbled by with its two near wheels splashed with fresh blood. 

 

“Clear the way!” cried the voices. “Clear the way!” 

 

“Eter-nity! Eter-nity!” came echoing down the road. 

 

There were sad, haggard women tramping by, well dressed, with children that cried and 

stumbled, their dainty clothes smothered in dust, their weary faces smeared with tears. With 

many of these came men, sometimes helpful, sometimes lowering and savage. Fighting side by 

side with them pushed some weary street outcast in faded black rags, wide-eyed, loud-voiced, 

and foul-mouthed. There were sturdy workmen thrusting their way along, wretched, unkempt 

men, clothed like clerks or shopmen, struggling spasmodically; a wounded soldier my brother 

noticed, men dressed in the clothes of railway porters, one wretched creature in a nightshirt with 

a coat thrown over it. 

 

But varied as its composition was, certain things all that host had in common. There were fear 

and pain on their faces, and fear behind them. A tumult up the road, a quarrel for a place in a 

waggon, sent the whole host of them quickening their pace; even a man so scared and broken 

that his knees bent under him was galvanised for a moment into renewed activity. The heat and 

dust had already been at work upon this multitude. Their skins were dry, their lips black and 

cracked. They were all thirsty, weary, and footsore. And amid the various cries one heard 

disputes, reproaches, groans of weariness and fatigue; the voices of most of them were hoarse 

and weak. Through it all ran a refrain: 

 

“Way! Way! The Martians are coming!” 

 

Few stopped and came aside from that flood. The lane opened slantingly into the main road with 

a narrow opening, and had a delusive appearance of coming from the direction of London. Yet a 

kind of eddy of people drove into its mouth; weaklings elbowed out of the stream, who for the 

most part rested but a moment before plunging into it again. A little way down the lane, with two 

friends bending over him, lay a man with a bare leg, wrapped about with bloody rags. He was a 

lucky man to have friends. 

 

A little old man, with a grey military moustache and a filthy black frock coat, limped out and sat 

down beside the trap, removed his boot—his sock was blood-stained—shook out a pebble, and 

hobbled on again; and then a little girl of eight or nine, all alone, threw herself under the hedge 

close by my brother, weeping. 

 

“I can’t go on! I can’t go on!” 

 

My brother woke from his torpor of astonishment and lifted her up, speaking gently to her, and 

carried her to Miss Elphinstone. So soon as my brother touched her she became quite still, as if 

frightened. 



 

“Ellen!” shrieked a woman in the crowd, with tears in her voice—”Ellen!” And the child 

suddenly darted away from my brother, crying “Mother!” 

 

“They are coming,” said a man on horseback, riding past along the lane. 

 

“Out of the way, there!” bawled a coachman, towering high; and my brother saw a closed 

carriage turning into the lane. 

 

The people crushed back on one another to avoid the horse. My brother pushed the pony and 

chaise back into the hedge, and the man drove by and stopped at the turn of the way. It was a 

carriage, with a pole for a pair of horses, but only one was in the traces. My brother saw dimly 

through the dust that two men lifted out something on a white stretcher and put it gently on the 

grass beneath the privet hedge. 

 

One of the men came running to my brother. 

 

“Where is there any water?” he said. “He is dying fast, and very thirsty. It is Lord Garrick.” 

 

“Lord Garrick!” said my brother; “the Chief Justice?” 

 

“The water?” he said. 

 

“There may be a tap,” said my brother, “in some of the houses. We have no water. I dare not 

leave my people.” 

 

The man pushed against the crowd towards the gate of the corner house. 

 

“Go on!” said the people, thrusting at him. “They are coming! Go on!” 

 

Then my brother’s attention was distracted by a bearded, eagle-faced man lugging a small 

handbag, which split even as my brother’s eyes rested on it and disgorged a mass of sovereigns 

that seemed to break up into separate coins as it struck the ground. They rolled hither and thither 

among the struggling feet of men and horses. The man stopped and looked stupidly at the heap, 

and the shaft of a cab struck his shoulder and sent him reeling. He gave a shriek and dodged 

back, and a cartwheel shaved him narrowly. 

 

“Way!” cried the men all about him. “Make way!” 

 

So soon as the cab had passed, he flung himself, with both hands open, upon the heap of coins, 

and began thrusting handfuls in his pocket. A horse rose close upon him, and in another moment, 

half rising, he had been borne down under the horse’s hoofs. 

 

“Stop!” screamed my brother, and pushing a woman out of his way, tried to clutch the bit of the 

horse. 

 



Before he could get to it, he heard a scream under the wheels, and saw through the dust the rim 

passing over the poor wretch’s back. The driver of the cart slashed his whip at my brother, who 

ran round behind the cart. The multitudinous shouting confused his ears. The man was writhing 

in the dust among his scattered money, unable to rise, for the wheel had broken his back, and his 

lower limbs lay limp and dead. My brother stood up and yelled at the next driver, and a man on a 

black horse came to his assistance. 

 

“Get him out of the road,” said he; and, clutching the man’s collar with his free hand, my brother 

lugged him sideways. But he still clutched after his money, and regarded my brother fiercely, 

hammering at his arm with a handful of gold. “Go on! Go on!” shouted angry voices behind. 

 

“Way! Way!” 

 

There was a smash as the pole of a carriage crashed into the cart that the man on horseback 

stopped. My brother looked up, and the man with the gold twisted his head round and bit the 

wrist that held his collar. There was a concussion, and the black horse came staggering sideways, 

and the carthorse pushed beside it. A hoof missed my brother’s foot by a hair’s breadth. He 

released his grip on the fallen man and jumped back. He saw anger change to terror on the face 

of the poor wretch on the ground, and in a moment he was hidden and my brother was borne 

backward and carried past the entrance of the lane, and had to fight hard in the torrent to recover 

it. 

 

He saw Miss Elphinstone covering her eyes, and a little child, with all a child’s want of 

sympathetic imagination, staring with dilated eyes at a dusty something that lay black and still, 

ground and crushed under the rolling wheels. “Let us go back!” he shouted, and began turning 

the pony round. “We cannot cross this—hell,” he said and they went back a hundred yards the 

way they had come, until the fighting crowd was hidden. As they passed the bend in the lane my 

brother saw the face of the dying man in the ditch under the privet, deadly white and drawn, and 

shining with perspiration. The two women sat silent, crouching in their seat and shivering. 

 

Then beyond the bend my brother stopped again. Miss Elphinstone was white and pale, and her 

sister-in-law sat weeping, too wretched even to call upon “George.” My brother was horrified 

and perplexed. So soon as they had retreated he realised how urgent and unavoidable it was to 

attempt this crossing. He turned to Miss Elphinstone, suddenly resolute. 

 

“We must go that way,” he said, and led the pony round again. 

 

For the second time that day this girl proved her quality. To force their way into the torrent of 

people, my brother plunged into the traffic and held back a cab horse, while she drove the pony 

across its head. A waggon locked wheels for a moment and ripped a long splinter from the 

chaise. In another moment they were caught and swept forward by the stream. My brother, with 

the cabman’s whip marks red across his face and hands, scrambled into the chaise and took the 

reins from her. 

 

“Point the revolver at the man behind,” he said, giving it to her, “if he presses us too hard. No! 

—point it at his horse.” 



 

Then he began to look out for a chance of edging to the right across the road. But once in the 

stream he seemed to lose volition, to become a part of that dusty rout. They swept through 

Chipping Barnet with the torrent; they were nearly a mile beyond the centre of the town before 

they had fought across to the opposite side of the way. It was din and confusion indescribable; 

but in and beyond the town the road forks repeatedly, and this to some extent relieved the stress. 

 

They struck eastward through Hadley, and there on either side of the road, and at another place 

farther on they came upon a great multitude of people drinking at the stream, some fighting to 

come at the water. And farther on, from a lull near East Barnet, they saw two trains running 

slowly one after the other without signal or order—trains swarming with people, with men even 

among the coals behind the engines—going northward along the Great Northern Railway. My 

brother supposes they must have filled outside London, for at that time the furious terror of the 

people had rendered the central termini impossible. 

 

Near this place they halted for the rest of the afternoon, for the violence of the day had already 

utterly exhausted all three of them. They began to suffer the beginnings of hunger; the night was 

cold, and none of them dared to sleep. And in the evening many people came hurrying along the 

road nearby their stopping place, fleeing from unknown dangers before them, and going in the 

direction from which my brother had come. 
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