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SCHLOCK! WEBZINE 

Welcome to Schlock! the webzine for science fiction, fantasy, and horror.  

 

Vol. 15, Issue 19 

10th November 2019 

 

Schlock! is a weekly webzine dedicated to short stories, flash fiction, serialised novels, and 

novellas, within the genres of science fiction, fantasy, and horror. We publish new and old 

works of pulp sword and sorcery, urban fantasy, dark fantasy, and gothic horror. If you want 

to read quality works of new pulp fantasy, science fiction or horror, Schlock! is the webzine 

for you! 

 

For details of previous editions, please go to the website.  

 

Schlock! Webzine is always willing to consider new science fiction, fantasy and horror short 

stories, serials, graphic novels and comic strips, reviews and art. Submit fiction, articles, art, 

or links to your own site to editor@schlock.co.uk. We no longer review published and self-

published novels directly, although we are willing to accept reviews from other writers.  

Any other enquiries, including requests to advertise in our quarterly printed magazine, also to 

editor@schlock.co.uk  

 

The stories, articles and illustrations contained in this webzine are copyright © to the 

respective authors and illustrators, unless in the public domain.  

Schlock! Webzine and its editor accept no liability for views expressed or statements made 

by contributors to the magazine.  
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EDITORIAL 

 

This week, a young boy grows increasingly obsessed with what lies out in the woods. A 

man is haunted by memories of Rebecca. Mary Farnsworth makes a packet selling brains. A 

metallic odour foreshadows doom. And a prisoner questions his enigmatic fate.  

 

A galactic warlord and a star tramp cross the mountains into the night side. Officer Shevlin 

relates his strange experience. And Polaris reaches the fiery portal. 

 

—Gavin Chappell 

 

Now available from Rogue Planet Press: Schlock Quarterly Volume 3, Issue 10  
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IT CAME FROM INSIDE THE INKWELL! 

 
Vincent is an artist who has consistently been on assignment in the art world for over twenty 

years. Throughout his career he has acquired a toolbox of diverse skills (from freehand 

drawing to digital design, t shirt designer to muralist). His styles range from the wildly 

abstract to pulp style comics.  

 

In 2013, his work in END TIMES won an award in the Best Horror Anthology category for 

that year. When Vincent is not at his drawing board he can be found in the classroom 

teaching cartooning and illustration to his students at Westchester Community College in 

Valhalla NY.  

 

He lives in Mamaroneck NY with his wife Jennie and dog Skip.  
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A STIRRING IN THE WOODLAND by Robert Kostanczuk 

 

The view from the back porch was always unsettling, yet strangely captivating. The large 

trees in that patch of woods were like no others. Their trunks were thick and grand, rising into 

imposing branches that splayed out and clawed vertically into the sky. The limbs also 

extended horizontally in gnarled, twisted splendour. They seemed to have life, radiating a 

restlessness. The stately oaks loomed over a slight clearing. 

 

There, a circular wall of stones provided a distinctive variation in the landscape. Not very 

high, it encircled what appeared to be an old well. 

 

Just 12 years old, Clayton imagined Old West settlers hauling up buckets of water from the 

deep earth. If it had been a source of water at one point, the pulley system was long gone. 

There seemingly were great stories which that well could tell of yesteryear. But for the 

longest time, Clayton’s parents had not let him go into the woods that rose up 40 to 50 yards 

from their home’s rear fence.  

 

He could never peer down the well, though he was dying to explore that unknown void. Mom 

and dad would tell him the forest was not safe. They gave their warnings in calm, impassive 

tones. Clayton always wondered how they remained so placid in the face of the peril that 

surrounded them. But Clayton chalked it up to them merely being all-knowing and resolute 

adults.  

 

On rapturous summer nights he longed to dart into the cluster of trees, and explore. But 

Clayton developed second thoughts about such an adventure on one cold and overcast 

December day. 

 

He was looking out his bedroom window, which was above the back porch. Dusk was setting 

in. The sky seemed angry. Billowy dark grey clouds hung low.  

 

Then, young Clayton glimpsed what other local folks had reported seeing over the years. 

 

A figure approached the well out of a chilled haze that was enmeshed in the lowest tree 

limbs. The thing walked slightly hunched over, but there was no mistaking its great height of 

7 feet or so. It looked down into the well. Then, the head raised up. 

 

Clayton saw what he thought was the flicker of a tongue—a long, slender serpent’s tongue. 

The tongue flicked in and out, again. It seemed forked … split. 

 

Clayton alternately thought it was amazing—and frightening. The figure had a lizard-like 

head with thick jaws that were agape. It walked on two legs. Its arms appeared to have three-

pronged claws. There was a slight spring to its gait. 

 

It turned toward Clayton’s house, stopped, looked, then disappeared back in the woods. 

 

Clayton closed his eyes and reopened them, trying to refocus to make sure he had seen what 

he thought he’d seen. There was nothing there, just the dim and quiet among stark and bare 

wooden limbs. Clayton believed that the strange thing had weird arms that were folded oddly, 

but couldn’t be sure in his flustered state. 

 



Did he imagine the contorted arms after the fact? … after losing sight of the entity? He didn’t 

know. 

 

Clayton dutifully drew away from the window, gently easing the thin lace curtains back into 

place. A sense of dread started to envelop him upon realizing how close that thing out there 

was to the house. Clayton never told his parents about the odd sight he had seen. 

 

He realized they already knew about a mysterious being that supposedly moved about back 

there. Mr. and Mrs. Crisswell had informed their boy several times that “something creepy” 

was regularly seen in the woods, around the well. 

 

“There are gonna be strange things on this earth, you just have to accept that,” mom would 

tell her boy. 

 

“It’s not hurting us; it’ll leave us alone as long as we don’t bother it,” dad would say. 

 

Clayton lived by his parents’ words of wisdom, although their detached indifference 

remained slightly mystifying to him. Others might have been more perplexed, more curious 

about mom and dad’s unusually calm disposition in the face of the unsettling environment 

just outside. But not Clayton. It was merely the way things were; it was the way his family 

lived. 

 

His freckles and a thick shock of brown tousled brown hair matched obey-your-elders 

Midwestern America sensibilities. 

 

Not all things could be explained; just move on with your life—it all made sense to Clayton. 

The jolting memory of the unexplained creature slowly faded. He was, in the end, a free-

spirited kid with a life of enticing discoveries ahead. 

 

During warm weather, he would play in the backyard. Simple pleasures abounded. Almost 

nothing seemed threatening as time moved on. 

 

Some summers would include a visit from his cousin, Ada, who would stay at his house for a 

couple of weeks or so. She was 10 years old the first time she came, two years older than him 

at the time. The weeks spent with her were fun. They were days of sunshine. 

 

Ada did what boys liked to do; play catch with a baseball and mitt, climb the swing set and 

talk about big bugs. Clayton came to view her as a friend, rather than a relative. He could talk 

to her about sports and horror movies. Her visits to his house flew by, just like the darting 

finches in the heated sky. 

 

The summer after Clayton’s odd sighting, Ada was at the back of the house when she saw it 

… that thing in the woods. Night was falling. Ada poked her head through the horizontal 

fence beams to get a closer look. 

 

Standing upright in the distance was some sort of being with long arms that were each folded 

over in two—much like a bent leg at the knee. The arms were held high. 

 

Ada watched with open-mouth fascination. Whatever she was seeing turned its attention to 

the ground. It was scouring the thick forest floor. 



 

Ada could make out the outline of a head, but it did not resemble a normal human head. It 

was flatter, tapered—with a tongue that flicked. 

 

The weather was heavy and muggy. She was looking at the visitor so intently—and for so 

long—that her forehead began to sweat. She was apprehensive, but not scared. Ada took a 

break by gazing up at the sky. It helped her put on an air of nonchalance. Stars were 

embedded in the rich, far-off blue. 

 

Returning her attention to the woods, the mysterious entity was lurching forward, still 

riveting its attention to the ground. Ada wondered if it was looking for food. Without 

warning, the folded arms slowly extended. Ada thought she could make out rows of spikes 

that lined their interior. She gasped. 

 

The gasp surprised even her, and made her jerk. Now, she was frightened. Ada pulled her 

head from in between the fence beams and backed away. 

 

She wore bib overalls. Her hair was pageboy style. And she sported black, high-top gym 

shoes. She was a tomboy in the truest sense. Normally, she would have climbed the backyard 

fence to venture closer to the woods. 

 

But not this time. Those unnatural arms scared her. She peered through the beams of the six-

foot fence. 

 

Ada was able to see the thing lift its two spindly legs to mount the well wall, and then step 

over it. It disappeared into the well. It was holding something in its arms as it descended. 

Whatever was in those clutches might have been wriggling, but Ada wasn’t sure. 

 

She ran back in the house. There, she told Clayton what she had seen. 

 

“You got a good look?” he asked. 

 

“Not really, it was pretty far away and kinda dark,” she said, breathing heavily. 

 

“It was holding something?” her confidante asked. 

 

“Yeah, seemed like it … maybe it was a little kid.” 

 

The possibility was unnerving. Ada’s eyes misted up after finishing her answer.  

 

“Are you sure it was a kid?” Clayton pressed. 

 

“No, I’m not sure.” 

 

“It wasn’t a kid,” Clayton concluded in a comforting tone. 

 

He told her not to worry, reminding her the dark plays tricks on people’s eyes. Ada was 

feeling better. She was only superficially aware that, for many years, there had been sightings 

by local people of a macabre being going into—and out of—the well. Ada was just the latest 

to bear witness. 



 

That night at dinner, she decided to tell Clayton’s parents about the eerie episode she had just 

encountered. As they ate meatloaf and green beans, Ada worked up the nerve. She spoke fast 

about the sighting in the woods, but skipped the part about the creature carrying something 

into the well. 

 

“Well, honey, there are all kinds of living things roaming the forests and roaming this world,” 

mom said as she salted her beans. “There’s no sense in trying to account for everything.” 

 

Mom smiled in her floral housecoat. Ada was disappointed by the indifferent response. 

 

A few seconds of silence lapsed before dad spoke. 

 

“If you leave it alone, it will leave you alone,” he said while scanning the newspaper next to 

his plate. 

 

He didn’t look up at Ada when issuing his advice in a low-key manner. He was wiry, with 

decades of hard work written on his strong, calloused hands and leathery skin. 

 

Ada turned her head toward Clayton to gauge his reaction to the adults’ comments. Clayton 

shrugged his shoulders as if to say: “That’s how we’ve always lived.” 

 

The boy was used to a laid-back, anxiety-free way of life. His family lived in a rural area. 

They were not farmers, but had some acreage on which they grew vegetables—mainly for 

themselves, but also for extra income. At different times, in various years, they had chickens. 

There were also hogs that they sold, although that venture faded several years earlier. Dad 

was winding down his career as a welder. 

 

  

 

Clayton worked the land. He helped fix fencing and mowed the lawn. His duties also 

included tending to a huge vegetable garden on the side of the house. Compared to most other 

preteens, his hands were more rough and weathered. He was somewhat chubby, but his face 

was graced by cherubic cheeks. Clayton sometimes buzzed with so much energy that he had 

trouble falling asleep. 

 

This was one of those nights. 

 

Shortly after supper, he was told by his parents to go to sleep. It had been a long day, they 

felt. He stared at the ceiling in his second-floor bedroom—bored and antsy all at the same 

time. 

 

Without warning, the ceiling seemed to come alive. It sounded as if someone was scurrying 

across the roof. The noise would go away for a few seconds, then return. 

 

Sitting up in bed, Clayton wondered if it was a raccoon. No, he reconsidered, the sound was 

heavier. It had to be something bigger. His cousin was rustling in the twin bed that was next 

to his. 

 

“Did you hear that?” Clayton said in a loud whisper. 



 

Ada was gradually waking up and trying to gather herself. 

 

“I thought I heard, like, pounding footsteps, but I’m not sure if I was dreaming that,” she said, 

looking to the ceiling. 

 

Clayton again heard commotion on the roof. This time, the motion was producing dull thuds. 

 

“I’m getting scared,” Clayton said. 

 

“Me too,” Ada responded. 

 

Clayton went to his parents’ bedroom. By that time, the sounds had ceased. 

 

“Must have been a raccoon or a big hawk on the roof,” mom said. “Everything’s all right. Go 

to bed now.” 

 

Clayton did, but not before looking out the bedroom window. He thought he saw movement 

at the corner of the house—something big, on the ground. It was too dark to know what it 

was. A huge shadow edged away from the house. It appeared to walk on two legs. The stride 

was slow, and stealthy. 

 

The next day Clayton and his cousin couldn’t resist the temptation to go into the woods and 

investigate near the abandoned well. Clayton surmised that whatever was making the noise 

on the roof during the night was, in fact, the same being he had seen among the trees. 

 

The two children strode with a sense of mission through the high grass toward the woodland. 

 

The day was humid, with a diffused brightness. Clayton had only been to the area of the well 

once before. During that instance, he was so worried his parents would catch him, he left 

quickly, before looking into the well. 

 

As he neared the destination with Ada, he came to the realization that this would be his 

cousin’s first visit to the forbidden land. The two explorers finally arrived, and mystery 

immediately enveloped them. Around the well, small pieces of light-coloured debris were 

strewn about. 

 

Upon further inspection, Clayton and Ada decided they were bones—the bones of small 

animals. 

 

“This looks like the head of a coyote; we get them around here, you know,” Clayton told Ada 

as he gingerly kicked the small skull out of curiosity. 

 

Nearby was a carcass. There was no mystery with this animal—it was a house cat. Some 

bones were exposed, but the fur was still basically intact. The plaintive call of a killdeer 

added to the unsettling atmosphere. Clayton often heard the bird’s piercing cry from his 

home. He knew it well, but still didn’t like it. 

 

“It looks like that thing has been eating,” Clayton said. 

 



Ada walked a little farther from the well and saw more bones. 

 

“Are those dog bones?” she asked. 

 

“Could be,” answered Clayton. 

 

He turned his attention to the well. He was going to look down into it for the first time. He 

did, and was stunned to see that there was no hole. There was solid ground—just grass, 

splotches of dirt and scattered leaves and twigs. 

 

Ada took a peek, too. The area Clayton was exploring in the woods was indeed a revelation. 

The animal bones he found were surprising, but other than that, there was a serenity to the 

area as the canopy of sturdy oak leaves swayed in the slight breeze. The bones couldn’t sully 

the pastoral sweep of the woodland being explored. 

 

Back at home, Clayton asked his dad about the well, without letting on that he had just been 

to it. 

 

“The well really isn’t a well anymore; someone must have filled it in a long while ago,” dad 

said. 

 

A warning was added: “You stay away from that area. Understand?” 

 

“I will,” Clayton vowed in a slightly shaken voice. 

 

It was the first time his father had told him it really wasn’t a well. All the other times, it was 

just referred to as “the well.” Clayton had always assumed it was a well with a hole. The 

matter was dropped as dad walked out of the living room. 

 

While tossing a football around in the backyard a couple of days later, Ada and Clayton 

discussed matters beyond their comprehension. 

 

“I don’t understand where that creature was going when I saw him go into the well,” Ada 

said. “If the well is covered up, where’s he going?” 

 

Clayton held the football under his arm as he pondered the query, then replied. 

 

“Maybe it burrows into the ground. Don’t know.” 

 

The next morning, an ominous occurrence took place. It was August, and a county police 

officer was in the woods that were off limits to Clayton. The officer was returning some 

stones to the wall of the well. Flat pieces of stones had been displaced. Looking around to 

make sure his parents weren’t watching, Clayton climbed the back fence and ran to meet the 

patrolman. 

 

“What’s up, son?” Officer Daniel Millon asked. 

 

“What are you doing?” Clayton wondered. 

 



“Someone knocked down some of these stones from the well wall—it’s not really a well, but 

everybody calls it that,” Millon explained. “I’m just putting the stones back. They’re called 

Cotswold stone, you know. There used to be some mortar holding them in place, but the 

mortar has worn away over the years.” 

 

Clayton wasn’t too interested in the history of the well. 

 

“Is there a strange animal in these woods?” the boy blurted. 

 

The police officer smiled at Clayton’s bluntness. Sliding a stick of gum in his mouth, Millon 

gave the kid an answer. 

 

“Just between me and you, kid—I think there is a real ghoul—a ghoul that does the bidding 

of Satan.” 

 

Millon grinned at the reaction on Clayton’s face: The boy’s eyes got as big as saucers. The 

patrolman was spinning no yarn. He knew there was plenty of folklore surrounding the figure 

in the woods, but after logging many eyewitness statements, he no longer felt the sightings 

warranted such frivolous categorization. He told Clayton what he knew of the tale passed 

down over the generations. 

 

The story involved a hybrid creature with thin, long legs—legs that were insect-like, and bore 

talons. The middle of the body was that of a praying mantis, with spiny, folded arms meant 

for clasping and holding. Some reports told of claws at the end of the arms. The head was the 

head of a snake, or perhaps a lizard. Some accounts maintained it was the head of a Gaboon 

viper. 

 

“What’s a Gaboon viper?” Clayton asked. 

 

“A poisonous, mean-looking snake with a frightful glare. It has two projections at the front of 

its head … they look like horns.” 

 

Clayton tried to digest the influx of information from the cop. 

 

 “Two horns?” he asked. 

 

 “Yeah, they look like horns.” 

 

Clayton wanted to know why the thing was here. Millon said sometimes there is no reason 

why things happen, or exist. 

 

“Nobody can explain ghosts; but I believe in them,” the officer said. 

 

Millon brushed off his hands after handling the stones he had put back. He walked back to his 

squad car, parked outside the woods in a pasture where there was no constructed road. 

 

“The creature goes in and out of that well, doesn’t he?” Clayton asked as Millon was getting 

into the squad car. 

 

“That’s the legend, son.” 



 

Millon also added that it may never have been a well; perhaps the stone wall encircled a 

garden decades ago. Saying bye, he drove off. 

 

The officer didn’t tell Clayton his true belief. Millon always felt that the so-called well was a 

portal to the underground netherworld. If you were a supernatural beast like the snake-headed 

thing, you could slip through mere physical barriers, such as the ground. Millon believed in 

the legend. He’d always believed in another world of evil and things that go bump in the 

night. 

 

  

 

Clayton stood still as the police car made its way through the pasture to the county road. He 

noticed that Ada was now behind him. And behind her, was the monster. Clayton looked for 

rocks to throw at the looming threat. 

 

“Ada, look out!” 

 

The warning came too late. The beast took Ada in its arms, holding her like prey that a 

praying mantis had captured. 

 

Clayton stood frozen. The beast approached, its head looming above him. It merely stared 

down at the boy, its slit-like pupils fixed in a penetrating glare. Its tongue flicked out; once, 

twice. 

 

At one point, the tongue brushed Clayton’s face. In lightning fashion, the creature bounded 

for the well, stepped up on its wall, and stepped down. 

 

It—and Ada—were gone. 

 

Clayton ran back to the house for his parents. Mom and dad calmed him down the best they 

could before going into the woods to find Ada. Miraculously, the adults found Ada curled up 

in a foetal position, lying inside the well, inside the circle of stones. Ada didn’t seem hurt, but 

her face was scuffed with dirt and both arms were scratched. 

 

“Let’s get you back inside and cleaned up,” mom said. 

 

Dad carried her inside the house. He dismissed Clayton’s story about a monster carrying off 

Ada. 

 

“You’re 12 years old, boy—you gotta quit believing in monsters,” dad chided. “You just got 

an overactive imagination. Ada probably just slipped off the top of the well and fell in.” 

 

Clayton was too frazzled to argue with his father. Regardless of what actually happened to 

Ada, one thing was certain: She would never be the same. Her visit to Clayton’s house was 

cut short that summer. 

 

Ada’s parents sent her to a family therapist. Most days she was listless and detached. And she 

suffered from night terrors. She did not care about her friends, did not care much about 

eating. 



 

The weekly therapy sessions were in a sterile, functional office. It took several sessions 

before she even began talking at length. But at the fifth meeting with the therapist, Ada 

opened up. 

 

Serge A. Potter listened with professional detachment, but—with every passing word—

became increasingly convinced that the dear child sincerely believed what she was spouting. 

 

Ada recounted being taken down into the earth by the monster. The place below reeked of 

burning smells and slithering demons. Those black-eyed devils pricked at her with long, 

jagged fingernails. It hurt. It was like needles being repeatedly driven into her side, into her 

legs.  

 

There was the wailing of lost, blistered souls, she said. This terrible place was endlessly deep 

and torturously hot. 

 

While she unfurled the litany of what had been experienced, the therapist looked at her with 

sympathetic eyes, but was believing none of it. Ada methodically continued her story. The 

one thing that terrified her most, she said, were those poor lost souls. They were crying; they 

begged for help. Ugly sores riddled their bodies. As the monster took her deeper and deeper, 

the lost souls kept coming—level after level. Potter was resigned to the conclusion that the 

poor girl was suffering from deep psychosis  

 

Though not fathoming what she was relating, Potter was, however, impressed by the wealth 

of detail being imparted by this 14-year-old girl. She contended that the doomed were strewn 

about ledges and huge mountains and rocky, grating surfaces that tore into their skin. In their 

eyes was a maniacal terror she had never seen. Yet, those same eyes ached with surrender, as 

if they realized there would be no escaping this asylum—no escaping Hades. 

 

Ada spoke with an all-enveloping depression about that lost hope. She managed only a blank 

look while finishing her story. She mindlessly rubbed the sleeve of her pretty—and proper—

frilled dress.  

 

Potter was told that just as suddenly as the creature had taken her below, it rose higher, higher 

and still higher with her, until breaking through the earth and leaving her inside the wall of 

stone. She was dropped to the earth with a thud. 

 

She remembered her body bouncing up and down, just once. That circular well is where the 

journey to the damned had started—and ended. 

 

“So, you really believe that you visited a place that looked like Hell?” Potter asked quietly. 

 

Ada momentarily studied the stranger in front of her who was prying into her terrible 

experience. In his bow tie, tweed jacket and thick grey locks, Potter seemed imposing and 

authoritarian. Ada was frightened to give a wrong answer; she felt as if she was sitting in 

class with a stern teacher. 

 

After thinking for a few seconds, she uttered the only truth she knew: “I was somewhere I 

never wanted to be.”  

 



 

 

Following the session, Ada sat in the waiting room while her mother talked to the therapist. 

Clayton had come to offer Ada support. Clayton sat next to her. The waiting room was 

empty, quiet. An antiseptic air almost pricked at Clayton’s breathing. 

 

To him, the surroundings had the clinical coldness of a hospital. Ada stared into space. She 

continued to rub and finger the sleeve of her dress. 

 

After a lengthy silence, Ada turned toward Clayton and began talking about the nightmare 

they shared. She looked directly at him, but her eyes were lifeless, distant. It has to eat while 

it is above ground, she told her trusted buddy. It will devour anything, she assured. 

 

“The thing is eternal; I believe that,” Ada said in a measured tone which conveyed 

unflinching conviction. 

 

Clayton soaked in her words with increasing revulsion. There was an overwhelming urge to 

draw some sort of rational explanation from her. 

 

“Why does it come above ground? I don’t understand,” he hurriedly asked. 

 

Ada’s eyes lit up, as if eager to release the answer. 

 

“It wants people to see Hell,” she said with firm conviction. “It takes them there.” 

 

Ada fiddled with the hem on her dress after speaking, not looking up at Clayton. He was 

worried, but not shaken, as he switched his attention to a potted plant in an effort to change 

the mood. She was scary, but it would all pass, he thought. When Clayton turned his head 

back to Ada, she was looking at him with an utter expression of pity. Her eyes watered. Ada 

seemed to be breaking down. Clayton dreaded what his cousin would say next. He didn’t 

want her to talk anymore. 

 

“It wants you,” she said in a quivering voice. 

 

Clayton took in the words with a debilitating numbness. Then, resolve slowly set in. It would 

never ever get him, he vowed. 

 

 

 

Months later, in the depths of autumn, Clayton was reading a letter from Ada’s mother that 

told how heavily medicated her daughter was, and how she had good days and bad days. 

 

Sitting on his bed, Clayton put the letter back in its envelope and went over to his dresser, 

where he slipped it inside the top drawer. He happened to glance out the adjacent window 

and saw his parents standing along the back fence in the fading late-afternoon daylight. Mom 

and dad were looking out into the woodland by the well. Clayton noticed the silhouette of 

something large at the edge of the woods. He also noticed that mom and dad were waving in 

that direction. 

 

THE END 
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REBECCA by Mark McConvile 

 

There are visions of her stacking up in my mind. Little snapshots of times when we felt 

involved and not disenfranchised and marginalised. Those times, precious and sincere. 

Nowadays I’m trapped in my own self-loathing, pushing people to the brink of their frantic 

departures. Quite frankly, I’m cut from an incomplete cloth, churning out stories and excuses, 

and crying helplessly. On my bed are books and earphones. Those are the things that help me 

tick along, that aid me in keeping my heart beating and my lungs exhaling. Today is a day I 

would like to curl up into a ball. Stay under the covers and sleep.  

 

Morning looms, the light is coming, the flash of natural light triggering the people who are 

sleeping to wake up and drink coffee and get to their working environment. Some like robots, 

some like slaves. I am young enough to dodge the working week, but not strong enough to go 

to school. I am stuck here, shifted to a bed where I feel jaded and hopeless. My optimism is 

shattered, my future darker than the rat infested streets of days gone by.  

 

Inside this room, I’m lonely and cold to the touch. There hasn’t been a warm glow in my 

body for weeks. There hasn’t been a light in my heart for months. I used to be courageous 

and brave. Beyond my years, I battled against adversity and triumphed, securing a place at a 

prestigious university. Being intelligent is my only attribute. I am not built to fight, I am not 

fast or agile. I write down my hopes and dreams, my war cries, my ambitions.  

 

University fame is in tatters. My rags to riches story will not be written. At this time, the 

clock is ticking, my health is withering, and my fate all but secured. With all this negativity 

trampling over every inch of my mind-set, there are moments when voices bounce off every 

wall of this room. Voices echoing, voices clear and some lacking clarity. These sounds are 

angelic, they’re poignant, and masking the intensity of the pain I endure. She’s there 

momentarily. Only flashes of her come forth, but when I see her and hear her speak, the 

momentum grows, the excitement overthrows the misery.  

 

Under the strain, under the influence of medication, I am numb in stages. Hearing and seeing 

this image appear in front of me, prolongs my time on earth. Her pure face and striking eyes 

captivate me.  

 

Ghosts often interfere. They morph into frightening creatures. I can’t send them to oblivion as 

their already dead. They say things, they control her, but she can withdraw from them on 

occasions. Seeing these manifestations may make me mad, they may be figments of my vast 

imagination, but I have become used to their intrusiveness.  

 

I scream with laughter. The nurse opens the door and checks on me. She’s bewildered by my 

joy. I look like a shipwreck, but a smile is etched upon my face. She will never know of these 

phantoms and the prized asset called Rebecca.  

 

The nurse examines my pulse. It’s racing rapidly until Rebecca disappears into nothingness. 

Her body fades into the wall.  

 

Bemused by the sudden drop, the nurse leaves my room.  

 

Night arrives. I am still awake.  

 



I look at the wall.  

 

Rebecca arrives and sits on the end of the bed. She speaks for the first time.  

 

“I remember the days when worry never lingered. I remember the moments when I could run 

like a wild thing through the streets.”  

 

I hang onto her every word.  

 

“Being stuck in a whirlpool of deception, being dragged through this heartland of torture, 

makes me weep tears of blood.”  

 

“I’m sorry, Rebecca.”  

 

“Don’t be sorry. I am crying for you also. Your creaking bones, your greying face, the meds 

pumping through your blood, you’re steadily declining, and it saddens me.”  

 

I lie here while she feels trapped. I think she isn’t a figment, but real, so real. 

 

“I can be with you. Wait on me.”  

 

“The tides are beginning to rush. Their controlling my every turn. Their dirty hands around 

my neck.”  

 

“Rebecca, please.”  

 

The room shudders. The bed shakes. Beyond me are the ghosts which trap her.  

 

A bolt of light edges close and then she fades.  

 

I pull out the wires from my arms. I try to stand. The room spins and I feel nauseous.  

 

The walls are thick, I try to pummel them, but they’re brick and mortar. My knuckles are 

broken.  

 

I sit on the floor. Consumed by this cancer. I don’t have the strength.  

 

I am stricken. She’s stricken. 

 

I holler. I shout her name. 

 

I close my eyes and crave to slip beneath the hospital floor.  

 

THE END 
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HEADMASTER by Carlton Herzog 

 

Mary Farnsworth had always wanted to sell brains and now she had her chance. Her father, 

Fritz Farnsworth, God rest his soul, had been run over in the street outside his business. In his 

will he left Mary sole ownership of his franchise the Snooty Brain, an upscale brain 

emporium.  

 

Brain stores were forbidden by law to sell pre-owned brains bits. Everything had to come 

from state licensed synthetic brain farms. Cerebrums, cerebellums, and brain stems were all 

grown separately, and then subdivided based on neural capacity and efficiency. Although the 

clientele could not purchase whole brains, they could buy upgrades for their own. If a person 

had a poor memory, then the old hippocampus could be swapped out for a new one. If a 

person had intelligence deficiencies, then any but not all the lobes of the cerebral cortex: 

frontal, parietal, occipital or temporal. If language were an issue, then the store would issue a 

new Broca’s area; if a fight or flight response was compromised, then out with the old 

amygdala and in with the new. 

 

Brain stores like Mary’s employed a battery of neuroscientists and neurosurgeons all licensed 

by the state to perform brain swaps. Owner operators were under no legal obligation to be 

any more than businesspersons selling a product to the public. And for that, they were 

required to be licensed. All the medical decisions remained in the hands of the doctors. 

 

For her part, Mary took the required course, sat for the brain test, and got her license. She did 

well as a salesperson.  

 

I’m in a rush so can we speed this up. Show me your mid-range prefrontal cortices.  

 

Mary kept the implants in charging units. The readouts from each charging station gave a 

complete picture on storage capacity, neural plasticity, and learning curve. What Mary did 

not know was her shipment had been deliberately misdirected by terrorist hackers. The 

shipment intended for her store had gone to Fort Bragg, and the shipment intended for 

combat trials at Fort Bragg had come to her. The terrorist cell, QAOS, intended to wait a few 

days then burglarize Mary’s store and steal the implants.  

 

DARPA had assembled the units for Project Achilles, the stated goal of which was to 

transform a green recruit into a super-soldier. For, in addition to their stated functions, the 

implants functioned as manufacturing plants for molecular nanites. Those nanites would 

infect the brain and every other part of the body, thereby enabling the infected part to survive 

explosive amputation. A decapitation could be easily remedied by simply placing the head 

back on the neck, a hand back on the arm, a foot back on a leg.  

 

The installation procedure took place without a hitch, and after an hour or so, Benny left the 

Snooty Brain feeling like a new and much smarter man.  

 

Mind you Benny, who sold insurance, had always fancied himself a writer. He had the itch 

but not the talent to scratch it. Every story he had ever written was rejected.  

 

When he asked his writer friend, Penny Gordon, why failure dogged his every step, she said, 

you’re so bad that every-time you put pen to paper a muse shoots her-self. 

 



She went on to say that you have no real experience in the things you write about. You’re not 

a cop; you’re not a criminal; and you’re not a soldier. When it comes to writing, you are all 

hat and no cattle. 

 

Benny believed that with his new brain implant all that would change, and he would realize 

his dream. But the inspiration just wasn’t there.  

 

 Benny believed that he needed to reboot my mind; and for that, he needed to get his hands 

dirty. And dirty he got them: He tried everything from licking his thumb and jamming it into 

a light socket to sneaking into hospitals and kissing coma patients. But all he got for his 

trouble was frizzy hair and the taste of old tartar.  

 

Then he read about a Mexican drug lord named El Coleccionista (The Collector). He kept 

severed heads in his freezer. When the Mexican Police asked him why he kept such trophies, 

he declared, They inspire me! 

 

As Benny pondered those remarks, he thought heads in the freezer is a great tag around 

which to build a story. After all, the horror niche is all about finding pleasurable thrills in our 

darkest, deepest fears.  

 

But implementing that approach proved more difficult than he had supposed. He knew 

nothing about human heads beyond the rather obvious fact that he possessed one.  

 

But he refused to be beaten. He decided that the thing to do was to acquire some human 

heads, put them in my freezer and wait for the creative juices to start flowing.  

 

What seemed easy in theory, proved difficult in practice. Human heads don’t grow on trees 

and they don’t sell them in Target. He would have settled for a shrunken head, but he didn’t 

know any Amazonian witch doctors.  

 

After a time, it came to him that funeral homes have plentiful supplies of dead bodies. And 

they don’t throw away the heads the way bakeries do stale muffin tops. His plan was simple: 

take a large cleaver, slip into the local funeral home, and harvest what he needed.  

 

He got in and out before the police arrived. He got them home, saran-wrapped them and stuck 

them in the freezer with delicate care—right next to the peas and carrots.  

 

After a while, he pulled them out and arranged them around his kitchen table as if they were 

dinner guests. 

 

To you or me, Benny would seem barking mad, but Benny now believed himself endowed 

with the gift of superior reason. To his mind, he was not some crazed, head chopping lunatic. 

He was waiting for lightning to strike. His mind drifted to Michelangelo’s painting of God 

creating Adam finger to finger. Any minute, he thought, the muse will zap me with her divine 

electric.  

 

But nothing happened. He stared at the computer screen; it stared back at him. He started to 

feel uncomfortable with his new friends, and then downright creepy. But he was committed. 

He decided he would converse with them in a one-sided conversation, all the while waiting 

for something—anything—to happen inside his head that could be memorialized on the page.  



 

But nothing did, and he felt like a fool. 

 

He placed the heads back in the freezer.  

 

He had just closed the freezer door when heard a voice inside his head. 

 

He turned and thought he saw his mirror image standing before him. He asked it, who are 

you? 

 

The mental voice answered, I am a sub-routine in your new cortex geared toward bringing 

out the killer in you. You activated me when you broke into that funeral home and desecrated 

those corpses. But if it helps, think of me as the angel of your ambition. 

 

Benny said, that was a mistake. 

 

The voice said, No, it wasn’t. There’s crime in your DNA. Just look at those shaggy 

eyebrows, that big bumpy head, those pointy ears. You once pinned your wife’s lips together 

with a meat thermometer because she over-cooked a turkey. 

 

Face it: you’re a monster inside and out. So why are you wasting your time trying to be a 

writer, when you should be piling up bodies. After all, mass shootings are as American as 

apple pie. 

 

Benny pointed out that: ‘That’s the problem: mass murderers are like buses: one comes along 

every fifteen minutes.’  

 

The voice said, So do writers, but that doesn’t seem to be stopping you. Besides, the problem 

with today’s mass murderers is that they kill because they don’t know any other way to 

validate their pointless existence. They think that they will find immortality by slaughtering a 

bunch of people. You my friend, need to sublimate that impulse and redirect it to make great 

literature.  

 

Benny asked, how do I do that? 

 

The voice said, you write a story about a writer who kills other writers to eliminate his 

competition and create a great horror story. Your story will be based on fact. You’ll kill other 

writers and bring their heads home for an Algonquin roundtable over which you will preside.  

 

Benny asked, if I do that then won’t I be pointing the finger at myself? 

 

The voice said, yes and no. If you’re accused that will titillate the public and drive sales as 

well as media exposure, movies, and television. But you can’t be convicted on mere 

suspicion. They need to produce the body. It’s called habeas corpus.  

  

Benny asked, how do I get rid of bodies and heads? 

 

The voice said, I’m glad you asked that. It’s called alkaline hydrolysis. Dump the body into a 

vat of lye heated to three hundred degrees and in a few hours that smelly old corpse dissolves 

into a brown syrupy residue with a strong smell of ammonia.  



 

Benny took the program’s advice. He researched local writers and found Tony Jackson, a 

local, moderately successful thrill writer. He found that Jackson lived alone. He staked out 

Jackson’s house. He slipped inside and as Jackson lay sleeping, Benny brought the hatchet 

down on Jackson’s neck.  

 

It didn’t have the desired effect. The mattress sank in with the blow, so Jackson neck was 

sliced but his head remained firmly intact. Benny grabbed Jackson by his night shirt and 

dragged his flailing body to the floor. Benny climbed on him, twisted his own body sideways 

so the hatchet lined up with the neckline and then hacked away until the head rolled off.  

 

Benny threw the head in a bag. He brought it home, washed it in his sink, put it in a clean bag 

on the table, and walked off to use the bathroom. As he was coming back into the kitchen, he 

could hear a muffled voice. Benny assumed it was his inner muse again. But the voice got 

louder and seemed to be localized in the paper bag. He opened the bag and pulled out the 

head. 

 

Jackson’s eyes were wide open, and he was in a chatty mood: Man. That’s better. I hate 

closed spaces.  

 

How are you alive without a body?  

 

My cerebral cortex is government issue and infused with nanites. I know that because the 

program kicked on the minute my head was separated from my body.  

 

Is your body alive? 

 

Yeah, it’s on its way here now. At a certain point, the nanites closed the wound and then 

started manufacturing synthetic blood to keep it going. I’m in contact with it via a microwave 

transmitter.  

 

How did you end up with that piece of hardware inside you? 

 

I got a new cerebral cortex at the Snooty Brain, same as you. Yeah, they’re networked 

through Wi-Fi. Admittedly, I didn’t feel the need to go around lopping off heads. Then again, 

I’m a successful writer and you’re a flop.  

 

Thanks. So is your body coming here to kill me? 

 

Heavens no. I like your idea of decapitating people in real life to create a controversial work 

of fiction. But we can take that in a different direction.  

 

What do you have in mind? 

 

My headless body—-the nanites turned its skin into photoreceptors—goes to the Snooty 

Brain and filches the government’s misdirected cache of goods along with the installation 

instructions. We put those cortices inside your cadaver heads and the nanites will reanimate 

them. They’ll be under our mental control, since all the apps are networked.  

 

Where does that get us?  



 

Browse your cybernetic files. You’ll see one marked levitation. The nanites get their power 

from atmospheric molecular friction. It’s called tribo-electricity. Same as lightning but on a 

smaller scale. That power allows them to generate a magnetic field like that of a super-

conductor. Hence, floating cadaver heads. After that the world is our oyster. 

 

Benny went along with the scheme. Tony’s headless body stole the parts from the store and 

later reconnected with Tony’s head as easily as a man puts on hat. Together, Tony and Benny 

retrofitted the cadaver heads and the nanites brought them to a dull life under the mental 

control of the two Headmasters.  

 

For his part, Tony would have the heads frighten editors who had rejected his work, cut him 

off in traffic, or anyone else he thought had offended him. Benny used them to scare and 

coerce publishers into accepting his work. He used the Christmas Carol routine, but instead of 

ghosts, he used floating heads as a means of spooky persuasion. 

 

Sometimes, Tony and Benny would collaborate and send an army of heads into a church 

during service or a wedding just to be mean. They also sent them screaming like banshees 

into grade schools and criminal trials.  

 

One day, Tony pulled Benny aside. Now you can write your story. There’s plenty of interest 

in floating cadaver heads for you to have a platform and a following.  

 

Benny asked, what are you going to do? 

 

I am going to build the army of invincible warriors the government intended. We have 

enough implants to make hundreds. I’ve studied the programming guide and can easily head-

master them to do whatever I want.  

 

What are you going to do with such an army? 

 

Kill all the bad guys masquerading as good guys. I’ll start with the NRA. When the bullets 

start flying in its directions, it’ll change its tune about gun control.  

 

What about me? 

 

You’ll be my lieutenant. 

 

And if I refuse.  

 

With a mere thought, I can make you do whatever I want.  

 

No. I read the handbook and disabled that app. I’m free and I don’t want any part of your 

nutty plan.  

 

Then I’m going to Humpty Dumpty you. I’m going to tear your apart and bury the pieces in 

concrete so you can’t be put back together. 

 

With that Tony came at Benny to dismember him by brute force. He went for Benny’s head 

and tore it clean off. Benny’s body punched and kicked Tony until he dropped Benny’s head. 



Benny’s body yanked off one of Tony’s arms. Now they circled one another as a headless 

body and a one-armed man, each looking for an opening.  

 

Tony’s arm tried to crawl back to Tony’s body, but Benny’s body kicked it away then 

stomped on it for good measure. As it did, Tony grabbed Benny’s arm and swung it into the 

wall. When Tony closed the distance between him and Benny’s body, Benny’s arms grabbed 

Tony’s head. Benny’s arms pulled it off and threw Tony’s head through the kitchen window. 

Benny’s body didn’t waste any time. As Tony’s body reeled in confusion, Benny’s arms 

grabbed Tony’s other arm, pulled it off, and threw it into the other room. Then Benny’s arms 

reached down and reattached Benny’s head. Before Benny could do anything else, Tony’s 

two arms latched onto Benny’s legs and pulled Benny to the floor where those same two arms 

tried to rip off Benny’s head.  

 

A mighty hand fight ensued, but since Benny had the leverage advantage from the weight of 

his entire body, he was able to pull Tony’s arms off him, carry them like two wriggling 

snakes and throw them into the cellar, locking the door behind them.  

 

Benny knew that he needed to get as far away from Tony as possible. And he needed to get 

his cortex swapped out so he couldn’t be traced. Unfortunately, the doctors couldn’t remove 

his cortex, because the nanites had so interlaced themselves through and around it, so any 

attempt to cut it out would have left Benny a vegetable.  

 

Benny left town. Then he left the country. He lives in a cabin deep in the Canadian North 

Woods. He doesn’t write. He doesn’t in fact do anything to attract attention to himself. He 

goes to work every day at a logging camp where he cuts down trees. He wonders sometimes 

about Tony. Did he ever put himself back together? Has he followed through with his wacky 

plan to build an army of super-soldiers?  

 

Benny thought, whatever the case, I’m still the master of my own head. And that’s good 

enough for me.  

 

THE END 
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SAW by Louis Kasatkin 

 

That metallic odour, 

the sonorous tearing 

of flesh, 

the sotto-voce breaking 

of bone, 

incense-perfume clouds 

of carnage, 

a cloying aroma 

of slaughter; 

all our hopes hung 

upside down, 

in steel-hooked rows; 

drip dripping in welters 

weltering in channels, 

channelling and washing 

helter-skelter away, 

into gutters down 

down down and out, 

out into echoing sewers 

confluencing into rivers, 

rivers running into the 

sea, 

saw, 

see 

saw 

see – saw. 

 

THE END 

Return to Contents 

  

 

  



PRISONER by Christopher T Dabrowski 

Translation by Monica Olasek 

 

For what? Why? What did I do to deserve this? But it is Hell! Release me! I miss freedom… 

Holed up in unshapely coat tissues, skintight by poky, leather dungarees, stiffened by 

skeleton. Rib case presses the lungs. I cannot breathe, I have only two tiny holes. I do not 

even want to breathe. And the burden… I have something stinking inside. It fills, jostles 

occupying half of the body.  

 

Mucus, gases, blood, I hate this, it was so nice. I was free! I flittered brimful by lightness, 

immaterial freedom, replete eternity. I seized everything and everything seized me. It was 

wonderful! But until the moment when my soul was squashed, when imprison me again in 

human body… 

 

THE END 
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THE LAST TERRAN by Blake Rogers 

 

5 Over the Mountains 

 

The going grew increasingly harder as they reached the far end of the glacier choked valley 

and began to ascend a narrow chimney of rock. Bitter winds howled, threatening to pluck 

them from precarious holds on the rock face. Far below, now, the dizzying white expanse of 

the glacier opened out, luminous in the light of the three risen moons, a sea of ice stretching 

away into the darkness. Above them rose a vast cliff, like a plain of stones laid end on, across 

which they crawled like flies.  

 

They had reached the level of the spur of rock on whose ledges Lod had seen the night side 

Sporn. There was no sign of them now, but some kind of thoroughfare led up and over the 

spur, away from what resembled mine workings of some kind, burrowing into great fungal 

colonies up there. He wondered where they had gone.  

 

From what he remembered of the hologram in the Intermediary’s hut, it was still a long way 

to the Place of Power that contained the root mind of the night side Sporn. As he scrambled 

from one jutting outcrop to another, he wondered why the woody polyp had chosen that 

ancient edifice to inhabit. It had resembled no building of Lod’s age: it seemed more like 

something from the ancient days. And Kroom had known what it was, seemingly. 

 

They reached the top of the cliff. A hanging valley opened up before them, its lowest point 

taken up by a slow flowing river of snow and ice that led towards a frozen waterfall. The 

snow was falling thickly now, drifting on every side, making the going perilous. Strain his 

eyes as he might, Lod saw no sign of a path.  

 

Kroom strode past him, snow piled up on his shoulders and head so he resembled some 

nightmare ape of the ice. The wind wailed eerily around the jagged peaks. 

 

‘Where are you going?’ Lod shouted after Kroom, but if the barbarian ever heard his words, 

which were whipped away by the wind, he showed no sign. Lod ran across the snow to keep 

up with him. 

 

‘I said, where are you going?’ he shouted. The brutal face looked down, blinking from 

beneath two snow hung brows.  

 

‘We go to the Place of Power, O wizard,’ he said with a shrug that dislodged some of the 

snow. More whirled down to replace it. 

 

Lod seized his arm. ‘It’s miles away,’ he said, ‘almost on the edge of the habitable sector of 

the dark side. You saw the hologram.’ 

 

‘I saw the scrying mirror,’ Kroom corrected him. ‘Yes, it is many leagues to our destination. 

We must make haste.’ 

 

Lod gestured around him. ‘Under these conditions we will die of exposure,’ he said. 

 

‘Perhaps you will, wizard,’ said Kroom absently. 

 



‘We both will,’ Lod insisted. ‘Very well, you’re a lot tougher than I am, I’m not going to 

deny it. But even a lummox like you cannot expect to cross the dark land to this place of 

power, as you call it, in one go. We must seek shelter until the snowstorm passes.’ 

 

Kroom stood silent for a while. Snow swirled round, collecting again upon his pate and 

shoulders. More dusted the top of his slave collar. 

 

‘You are weak, wizard,’ the barbarian rumbled. ‘Very well, we seek shelter. Yet what shelter 

is there in this dark and icy country?’ 

 

Wearily, Lod looked about. ‘Surely there is somewhere,’ he cried, raising his voice above the 

scream of the gale. ‘Some rock we can shelter behind. I brought my portable heating unit…’  

 

He broke off, turned, and peered back down the glacier. In the far distance, the light of the 

terminator was visible. But the heating unit was not that far away. It was somewhere in the 

pool of ice melt at the base of the glacier, in the saddlebags of the zymoron. 

 

Kroom clapped him over the shoulder and roared with laughter. ‘You’ll need to get by 

without your magic, wizard,’ he said. ‘You’ll learn how to live like a true man now, not a 

pampered son of decadent civilisation.’ 

 

Lod took the control device from his belt pouch. ‘I did not lose this,’ he said warningly. ‘Any 

more out of you and I’ll be warming you with a shot of energy through your over large 

frame.’ 

 

Kroom gestured at a large rock half buried in the snow. ‘Maybe we’ll find somewhere for 

you to shelter behind that,’ he yelled. 

 

Together they crossed the snow towards the rock. Investigating, they found that it formed a 

kind of cave on the other side, where dry rock lay under an overhang. Here they sat down. 

Lod shivered, and rubbed his hands together. 

 

‘Can’t we light a fire of some kind?’ he pleaded. ‘I’m still frozen.’ 

 

Kroom shook his head ponderously. ‘We’re out of the wind,’ he said, ‘and out of the snow. 

But we would need dry would to start a fire. Can you do naught, wizard? Cast a spell?’ 

 

‘I’m not a wizard,’ Lod insisted. ‘I have science: technology, that’s all. What did you have 

back in your day? Not magic, that’s a lie.’ 

 

‘We had nothing on Terra but our bare hands and our burning desire to fight,’ said Kroom. 

‘But we grew accustomed to the magic of the Old Ones when we fought both with them and 

against them.’ 

 

Lod sat back against the rock, hugging himself. ‘Science, you lummox,’ he said. ‘It must 

have been some form of science. Even if it seemed to be magic to a primitive like you,’ he 

added patronisingly. 

 



‘Perhaps,’ said Kroom, sitting down on the other side of the little cave, taking up much of the 

narrow space. ‘If we were in a wooded region I could light a fire with flint and steel. As it is, 

we have nothing to burn in this cold country.’ 

 

He cut some slices of arthropod meat from the carcase he had brought with him and handed 

half to Lod, who took the raw hunks with little enthusiasm. 

 

As he ate the slimy, Lod could feel himself sinking into despair. With a manful effort he 

stopped himself. ‘This must be why the dayside Sporn armies failed when they marched 

against their enemies,’ he muttered dismally. ‘But they need the sunlight and heat to survive. 

We’re stronger,’ he told himself. ‘We’re stronger.’ 

 

But they had lost the zymoron, lost their provisions, lost their equipment. They might as well 

be dayside Sporn for all they… 

 

He looked up. From outside the cave came an insistent humming and a strange pale glow. 

‘What’s that?’ he hissed. 

 

Kroom looked up from the arthropod steak he was devouring, dropped it into his pouch, and 

whipped out his sword. Going to the cave mouth with it clutched firmly in his right paw, he 

peered out. The pale glow struck highlights on his brutal features. 

 

Shivering, Lod crawled to his side. A glowing, globular shape hovered in the falling snow, its 

lines made clear by the snow itself. From this came the humming sound. Suddenly it darted to 

one side and followed the half covered line of their tracks. The glow came from a circular 

metal eye inserted in its hull. 

 

‘The night side Sporn have their own sorcery,’ muttered Kroom. ‘Their green cousins boasted 

nothing such as this.’ 

 

‘It’s not sorcery, it’s technology,’ Lod hissed. ‘And it’s on our trail.’ 

 

Kroom watched as it drew closer. What the barbarian intended to do, Lod had no idea, and he 

was the brains of the expedition. It was all going horribly wrong. He remembered the night 

side Sporn he had seen on the ledge while they were in the valley of the glacier. They had 

alerted the root mind, he guessed, and now the Sporn had sent out some antiquated tracker 

drone to locate them. 

 

It had their trail, and now it would enter their cave. They were trapped. Their position was 

known. Even if the drone had no weapons, the night side Sporn would soon discover where 

they were; they would come and find them. For all he knew, they would infect the two 

interlopers with their spores. He shivered violently, teeth chattering, and not just with the 

cold… 

 

Kroom shot him an irritable look. The pale glow grew suddenly and the drone flew humming 

into the cave. The barbarian leapt forwards, flinging himself upon the globe. With a sparking 

sound it clattered to the cave floor under his weight then exploded with a bang. 

 

Kroom was flung against the cave wall. The shattered remnant of the drone blazed in the 

middle of the cave floor. Kroom rose and glared down at it. 



 

Lod went to gather up snow from outside the cave mouth. 

 

‘What are you doing?’ Kroom was peering ruefully at his chest, where the explosion had 

scorched his hide. 

 

‘Snow melt,’ said Lod shortly. ‘We must put out that blaze.’ 

 

‘Are you crazy, wizard?’ asked Kroom. ‘Here is our fire.’ 

 

With a delighted laugh, Lod dropped the snow he had gathered. He knelt by the guttering 

mechanism and held out his numb hands. ‘It won’t last long,’ he said critically, but it was 

warming all the same. He picked up the arthropod meat he had been eating and toasted it on 

the pale blue flames. Kroom joined him. ‘Besides, now that the night side Sporn have our 

position,’ Lod added, ‘they are bound to come looking for us.’ 

 

‘Perhaps that will be all to the good,’ said Kroom enigmatically. Lod was too tired and cold 

to question this cryptic statement. He filled his belly with arthropod meat, curled up in the 

heat of the burning drone, and went to sleep. 

 

He awoke some time later to find that the drone’s fire had gone out and the cave was bitterly 

cold. The blackened hull would never be relit. There was no sign of Kroom. Fingering the 

control device, he peered from out of the cave mouth. On a planet that was tidally locked, on 

the wrong side of the terminator, it was difficult to tell the time. Different sectors of the 

planet remained permanently at different times, morning, noon and night. This was a winter’s 

night.  

 

He shuddered to think what conditions might be liked further into the dark side: it must be 

uninhabitable, and it wasn’t as if this was paradise. Similarly, if he travelled too far into the 

light side, he would find nothing but sun baked rock. Were there other Sporn in those torrid 

zones, equally intent on colonising the fertile strip?  

 

He wondered how the night side Sporn had taken root in such inhospitable conditions. Had 

their spores been carried there on a contrary breeze, long, long ago? Was that all it was, a 

simple trick of fate? In which case, what repercussions it had had. Again he felt a sneaking 

sympathy for their opponents. 

 

He jumped to his feet as something huge and white loomed up out of the driving snow, but 

relaxed when he saw that it was Kroom, carrying over his back the body of some creature. 

Drawing closer, the barbarian flung his burden down on the snow in front of the cave, and 

Lod saw that it was some kind of six legged mammal, with white fur, and tiny vestigial eyes, 

like those of a creature that dwelt in a cave. Half as big as Lod himself, it resembled some 

kind of large, multi-limbed rabbit. With it were several hunks of land anemone that Kroom 

had torn up from wherever they had been growing. 

 

‘I found this in another cave,’ said the barbarian. ‘The beast laired in there with others of its 

kind. The rest fled my approach, but I found these, too,' he added, indicating the land 

anemone. 'They will make good tinder when dried.’ 

 



‘We can have a fire?’ asked Lod hopefully, mourning the heat that had been lost when the 

drone stopped burning. 

 

‘Not yet,’ said Kroom, cutting open the mammal’s belly and proceeding to tear out its guts. 

‘Not until they are dried. We must eat this meat raw.’ 

 

He handed Lod a bloody hunk of liver. Lod ate it hungrily, though he almost gagged at the 

blood that slimed it. Together they ate as much of as they could. 

 

‘I saw Sporn in the valley on the other side of the peak where this laired,’ said Kroom. ‘An 

expedition of warriors, it seemed. Or hunters.’ 

 

‘Hunting for what?’ asked Lod fearfully. 

 

‘For food,’ said Kroom with a massive shrug. ‘Or for us. They know there are intruders in 

their domain. They will want to know why.’ 

 

Lod was feeling better after the disgusting meal. The snow was less heavy, and he had hopes 

that it would end soon. He glanced down at the carcase. The blood was starting to freeze, the 

drifting snow to cover up the pathetic form.  

 

‘Well, let’s get moving,’ he said. ‘We’ve got to find the root mind and destroy it before they 

can find us.’ A thought struck him. ‘Do you suppose all the Sporn have telepathic powers, 

like the Intermediary?’ 

 

Kroom shook his head. ‘She wore that talisman,’ he said. ‘That crown of sorcery. That is 

what gave her those magical powers.’ 

 

‘Maybe,’ said Lod, stroking his whiskers. ‘We must hope the night side Sporn cannot read 

our minds or they could already know the reason for our mission. Carve some more meat 

from that carcase and then we must make haste.’ 

 

They set out again. The wind had dropped, and now the snow lay white and pristine in the 

moonlight across the valley. Wading the icy stream, they made their way over the shoulder of 

rock from which they saw the land opening up beyond them. A great plain of snow choked 

lichen stretched into the distance. 

 

In places, the glint of fires could be seen. Sporn settlements? Even the pale dwellers in this 

darkness needed fire. Lod wondered if they harvested the land anemone from up in these 

mountains to provide fuel. That would explain the presence of Sporn up here.  

 

Kroom tapped him on the shoulder. He looked up. The barbarian pointed downwards. Lod’s 

eyes widened. 

 

Coming up the narrow ravine was a small contingent of night side Sporn. 
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BURN, WITCH, BURN by A Merritt 

 

VI. — Strange Experience of Officer Shevlin 

 

MORNING brought a marked improvement in Ricori’s condition. The deep coma was 

unchanged, but his temperature was nearly normal; respiration and heart action quite 

satisfactory. Braile and I divided duties so that one of us could be constantly within call of the 

nurses. The guards were relieved after breakfast by two others. One of my quiet visitors of 

the night before made his appearance, looked at Ricori and received with unfeigned 

gratification my reassuring reports. 

 

After I had gone to bed the obvious idea had occurred to me that Ricori might have made 

some memorandum concerning his quest; I had felt reluctance about going through his 

pockets, however. Now seemed to be the opportunity to ascertain whether he had or had not. 

I suggested to my visitor that he might wish to examine any papers Ricori had been carrying, 

adding that we had been interested together in a certain matter, that he had been on his way to 

discuss this with me when he had undergone his seizure; and that he might have carried some 

notes of interest to me. My visitor agreed; I sent for Ricori’s overcoat and suit and we went 

through them. There were a few papers, but nothing relating to our investigation. 

 

In the breast pocket of his overcoat, however, was a curious object —a piece of thin cord 

about eight inches long in which had been tied nine knots, spaced at irregular intervals. They 

were curious knots too, not quite like any I could recollect having observed. I studied the cord 

with an unaccountable but distinct feeling of uneasiness. I glanced at my visitor and saw a 

puzzled look in his eyes. And then I remembered Ricori’s superstition, and reflected that the 

knotted cord was probably a talisman or charm of some sort. I put it back in the pocket. 

 

When again alone, I took it out and examined it more minutely. The cord was of human hair, 

tightly braided—the hair a peculiarly pale ash and unquestionably a woman’s. Each knot, I 

now saw, was tied differently. Their structure was complex. The difference between them, 

and their irregular spacing, gave a vague impression of forming a word or sentence. And, 

studying the knots, I had the same sensation of standing before a blank door, vitally important 

for me to open, that I had felt while watching Peters die. Obeying some obscure impulse, I 

did not return the cord to the pocket but threw it into the drawer with the doll which Nurse 

Robbins had brought me. 

 

Shortly after three, McCann telephoned me. I was more than glad to hear from him. In the 

broad light of day his story of the occurrence in Ricori’s car had become incredibly fantastic, 

all my doubts returning. 

 

I had even begun again to review my unenviable position if he disappeared. Some of this 

must have shown in the cordiality of my greeting, for he laughed. 

 

“Thought I’d rode off the range, did you, Doc? You couldn’t drive me away. Wait till you see 

what I got.” 

 

I awaited his arrival with impatience. When he appeared he had with him a sturdy, red-faced 

man who carried a large paper clothing-bag. I recognized him as a policeman I had 

encountered now and then on the Drive, although I had never before seen him out of uniform. 



I bade the two be seated, and the officer sat on the edge of a chair, holding the clothes-bag 

gingerly across his knees. I looked at McCann inquiringly. 

 

“Shevlin,” he waved his hand at the officer, “said he knew you, Doc. But I’d have brought 

him along, anyway.” 

 

“If I didn’t know Dr. Lowell, it’s not me that’d be here, McCann me lad,” said Shevlin, 

glumly. “But it’s brains the Doc has got in his head, an’ not a cold boiled potato like that 

damned lootenant.” 

 

“Well,” said McCann, maliciously, “the Doc’ll prescribe for you anyway, Tim.” 

 

“‘Tis no prescribin’ I want, I tell you,” Shevlin bellowed, “I seen it wit’ me own eyes, I’m 

tellin’ you! An’ if Dr. Lowell tells me I was drunk or crazy I’ll tell him t’hell wit’ him, like I 

told the lootenant. An’ I’m tellin’ you, too, McCann.” 

 

I listened to this with growing amazement. 

 

“Now, Tim, now, Tim,” soothed McCann, “I believe you. You don’t know how much I want 

to believe you—or why, either.” 

 

He gave me a quick glance, and I gathered that whatever the reason he had brought the 

policeman to see me, he had not spoken to him of Ricori. 

 

“You see, Doc, when I told you about that doll getting up an’ jumping out of the car you 

thought I was loco. All right, I says to me, maybe it didn’t get far. Maybe it was one of them 

improved mechanical dolls, but even if it was it has to run down sometime. So I goes hunting 

for somebody else that might have seen it. An’ this morning I runs into Shevlin here. An’ he 

tells me. Go on, Tim, give the Doc what you gave me.” 

 

Shevlin blinked, shifted the bag cautiously and began. He had the dogged air of repeating a 

story that he had told over and over. And to unsympathetic audiences; for as he went on he 

would look at me defiantly, or raise his voice belligerently. 

 

“It was one o’clock this mornin’. I am on me beat when I hear somebody yellin’ desperate 

like. ‘Help!’ he yells. ‘Murder! Take it away!’ he yells. I go runnin’, an’ there standin’ on a 

bench is a guy in his soup-an’-nuts an’ high hat jammed over his ears, an’ a-hittin’ this way 

an’ that wit’ his cane, an’ a-dancin’ up an’ down an’ it’s him that’s doin’ the yellin’. 

 

“I reach over an’ tap him on the shins wit’ me night-club, an’ he looks down an’ then flops 

right in me arms. I get a whiff of his breath an’ I think I see what’s the matter wit’ him all 

right. I get him on his feet, an’ I says: ‘Come on now, the pink’ll soon run off the elephants,’ 

I says. It’s this Prohibition hooch that makes it look so thick,’ I says. ‘Tell me where you live 

an’ I’ll put you in a taxi, or do you want t’go to a hospital?’ I says. 

 

“He stands there a-holdin’ unto me an’ a-shakin’, an’ he says: ‘D’ye think I’m drunk?’ An’ I 

begins t’tell him. ‘An’ how-’ when I looks at him, an’ he ain’t drunk. He might’ve been 

drunk, but he ain’t drunk now. An’ all t’once he flops down on the bench an’ pulls up his 

pants an’ down his socks, an’ I sees blood runnin’ from a dozen little holes, an’ he says, 

‘Maybe you’ll be tellin’ me it’s pink elephants done that?’ 



 

“I looks at ‘em an’ feels ‘em, an’ it’s blood all right, as if somebody’s been jabbin’ a hat-pin 

in him-” 

 

Involuntarily I stared at McCann. He did not meet my eyes. Imperturbably he was rolling a 

cigarette. 

 

“An’ I says: ‘What the hell done it?’ An’ he says ‘The doll done it!’” 

 

A little shiver ran down my back, and I looked again at the gunman. This time he gave me a 

warning glance. Shevlin glared up at me. 

 

“‘The doll done it!’ he tells me,” Shevlin shouted. “He tells me the doll done it!” 

 

McCann chuckled and Shevlin turned his glare from me to him. I said hastily: 

 

“I understand, Officer. He told you it was the doll made the wounds. An astonishing 

assertion, certainly.” 

 

“Y’don’t believe it, y’mean?” demanded Shevlin, furiously. 

 

“I believe he told you that, yes,” I answered. “But go on.” 

 

“All right, would y’be sayin’ I was drunk too, t’believe it? Fer it’s what that potato-brained 

lootenant did.” 

 

“No, no,” I assured him hastily. Shevlin settled back, and went on: 

 

“I asks the drunk, ‘What’s her name?’ ‘What’s whose name?’ says he. ‘The doll’s,’ I says. 

‘I’ll bet you she was a blonde doll,’ I says, ‘an’ wants her picture in the tabloids. The 

brunettes don’t use hatpins,’ I says. ‘They’re all fer the knife.’ 

 

“‘Officer,’ he says, solemn, ‘it was a doll. A little man doll. An’ when I say doll I mean a 

doll. I was walkin along,’ he says, ‘gettin’ the air. I won’t deny I’d had some drinks,’ he says, 

‘but nothin’ I couldn’t carry. I’m swishin’ along wit’ me cane, when I drops it by that bush 

there,’ he says, pointin’. ‘I reach down to pick it up,’ he says, ‘an’ there I see a doll. It’s a big 

doll an’ it’s all huddled up crouchin’, as if somebody dropped it that way. I reaches over t’ 

pick it up. As I touch it, the doll jumps as if I hit a spring. It jumps right over me head,’ he 

says. ‘I’m surprised,’ he says, ‘an’ considerably startled, an’ I’m crouchin’ there lookin’ 

where the doll was when I feel a hell of a pain in the calf of me leg,’ he says, ‘like I been 

stabbed. I jump up, an’ there’s this doll wit’ a big pin in its hand just ready t’ jab me again.’ 

 

“‘Maybe,’ says I to the drunk, ‘maybe ‘twas a midget you seen?’ ‘Midget hell!’ says he, ‘it 

was a doll! An’ it was jabbin’ me wit’ a hat-pin. It was about two feet high,’ he says, ‘wit’ 

blue eyes. It was grinnin’ at me in a way that made me blood run cold. An’ while I stood 

there paralyzed, it jabbed me again. I jumped on the bench,’ he says, ‘an’ it danced around 

an’ around, an’ it jumped up an’ jabbed me. An’ it jumped down an’ up again an’ jabbed me. 

I thought it meant to kill me, an’ I yelled like hell,’ says the drunk. ‘An’ who wouldn’t?’ he 

asks me. ‘An’ then you come,’ he says, ‘an’ the doll ducked into the bushes there. Fer God’s 



sake, officer, come wit’ me till I can get a taxi an’ go home,’ he says, ‘fer I make no bones 

tellin’ you I’m scared right down to me gizzard!’ says he. 

 

“So I take the drunk by the arm,” went on Shevlin, “thinkin’, poor lad, what this bootleg 

booze’ll make you see, but still puzzled about how he got them holes in his legs. We come 

out to the Drive. The drunk is still a-shakin’ an’ I’m a-waitin’ to hail a taxi, when all of a 

sudden he lets out a squeal. ‘There it goes! Look, there it goes!’ 

 

“I follow his finger, an’ sure enough I see somethin’ scuttlin’ over the sidewalk an’ out on the 

Drive. The light’s none too good, an’ I think it’s a cat or maybe a dog. Then I see there’s a 

little coupe drawn up opposite at the curb. The cat or dog, whatever it is, seems to be makin’ 

fer it. The drunk’s still yellin’ an’ I’m tryin’ to see what it is, when down the Drive hell-fer-

leather comes a big car. It hits this thing kersmack an’ never stops. He’s out of sight before I 

can raise me whistle. I think I see the thing wriggle an’ I think, still thinkin’ it’s a cat or dog, 

‘I’ll put you out of your misery,’ an’ I run over to it wit’ me gun. As I do so the coupe that’s 

been waitin’ shoots off hell-fer-leather too. I get over to what the other car hit, an’ I look at 

it— “ 

 

He slipped the bag off his knees, set it down beside him and untied the top. 

 

“An’ this is what it was.” 

 

Out of the bag he drew a doll, or what remained of it. The automobile had gone across its 

middle, crushing it. One leg was missing; the other hung by a thread. Its clothing was torn 

and begrimed with the dirt of the roadway. It was a doll—but uncannily did it give the 

impression of a mutilated pygmy. Its neck hung limply over its breast. 

 

McCann stepped over and lifted the doll’s head, I stared, and stared... with a prickling of the 

scalp... with a slowing of the heart-beat... 

 

For the face that looked up at me, blue eyes glaring, was the face of Peters! 

 

And on it, like the thinnest of veils, was the shadow of that demonic exultance I had watched 

spread over the face of Peters after death had stilled the pulse of his heart! 
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POLARIS OF THE SNOWS by Charles B Stilson 

 

11: The Fiery Portal 

 

AWAKING after many hours, Polaris found Kalin standing by his couch. 

 

“Stranger, thou deepest well. Like an untroubled babe’s are thy slumbers,” said the priest. 

“And yet, if I read thee aright, thou art in all ways a strong man. The woman is outdone and 

sleepeth well. There is that which I would have thee see.” 

 

He led him to the edge of-the terrace. A little procession of Sardanians was toiling up the path 

by which they had come. Among them walked a man who was the centre of the group, to 

whom- the others, one by one, spoke affectionately, but who answered little. As they came 

nearer, Polaris saw that he was in the prime of his life and of noble figure; but his limbs were 

wasted and his face was drawn with lines of suffering. 

 

At the brink of the terrace the group halted. One by one his companions bade the man 

farewell, lifting their hands in the Sardanian salute. One young woman threw herself, 

weeping, into his arms, and he kissed her tenderly. 

 

Then the other members of the party took their way down the mountainside again, leading 

with them the weeping girl. The man came on alone. On the terrace he was received by two 

of the black-robed attendants of Kalin. 

 

The priest drew Polaris to one side, and they proceeded out of view of the man by a 

roundabout way to the great stone arch. 

 

“Hither cometh one sore afflicted with illness who would pass the gateway, and thou shalt see 

him pass,” said the priest. 

 

They entered through the arch into the vast cavern beyond, and soon were in darkness, to 

which, however, the eyes of Kalin seemed to be well accustomed. He led Polaris swiftly 

through many galleries in the bowels of the mountainside, ever upward, until they reached a 

broad way, dimly lighted from above, which took a spiral course through the rock. Up the 

spiral way they passed, and it gave after three or four turns upon a wide, rocky floor, which 

curved away to either side of where they, emerged. 

 

Above them many feet towered the rocky ring of the volcano, of which they were in the 

crater. Its walls were beetling, scarred with ancient fires, seamed and ragged. Crag upon crag, 

ledge upon ledge, rose the wall; to where its circle cut a round expanse of blue sky. 

 

All around them the massive rock reverberated to the muffled roar of a great fire far below. 

Where the shelving rock floor gave into space, clouds of luminous vapours rose from out the 

mighty pit of the crater. Where the sun’s rays beat down through it, far above them, the 

billowing mass was golden. Directly ahead of them it seethed in a shifting play of colours, 

now lurid red, now green and yellow and blue, in the reflection cast up from the flickering 

flames below. 

 

At times the vapour clouds were wafted aside by air currents, and Polaris could see the wall 

of the crater opposite, some two hundred feet across the pit. 



 

To the left the shelf of rock narrowed to a mere thread of a pathway, overhung by the bulge 

of the crag wall. At the right a number of low buildings of rock had been constructed along 

the face of the cliff. 

 

Kalin led Polaris to where the rock overhung the path, and showed him a number of footholds 

in the wall, by which he might climb to another small ledge above, and from which he could 

command a view of the platform, and also look down directly into the fearsome pit of flames. 

The priest then withdrew to one of the buildings. 

 

Polaris crouched at the brink of the little shelf and gazed down through the many-hued 

vapour clouds which were wafted by him continuously. Occasionally, when they were swept 

aside by drafts of air, he could see the very bottom of the crater over which he clung. It was a 

sight to awe the heart of the bravest. 

 

Hundreds of feet from where he crouched seethed and boiled and eddied a terrible caldron of 

chromatic heat. It was evident that the volcano was slowly dying, a death that might continue 

for centuries. 

 

Nearer to the base of the crater its circumference was greater. At its bottom, in the course of 

ages, the substance of the fires had cooled, forming a crust against the calcined rock walls. As 

the fires themselves had sunk lower they had added to the deposit of crust, leaving it in the 

shape of a huge funnel. 

 

In the funnel itself stewed and sweltered a lake of fire. It was nearly an acre in extent, 

bounded by the glowing circumference of the funnel. Its molten substance boiled and eddied 

in a fury of heat. Immense volumes of gas were continually belched up through it with 

startling detonations, spouting many feet in the air, to flame a brief instant, while the blazing 

masses they threw up with them fell splashing back into the fearful reek. For yards above the 

surface of the caldron the crust glowed a dull red. Even where the man sat the heat was 

withering. 

 

Voices on the rock shelf to his right drew the attention of Polaris from the broiling inferno, 

into which he had gazed fascinated. From the spiral path up which he had lately, climbed 

stepped one of the black garbed priests, bearing a flickering torch. 

 

Behind him, walking with firm step and quiet gestures, was the Sardanian Polaris had seen 

crossing the terrace. On either side of him marched two other priests, and a fourth brought up 

the rear of the little procession. All four of the priests wore veils, through which their eyes 

glittered sombrely. 

 

 

THEY halted a few feet from the brink of the fiery precipice. By the light of the Priest’s torch 

Polaris saw that the rock floor had been cut away into a runway, or chute, at a sharp angle 

from the floor level, notching the edge of the declivity and ending sharply in the empty air of 

the great pit. The sides of the trough glittered like polished glass in the light rays. 

 

One of the priests disappeared into the nearest of the stone buildings and came out bearing a 

disk of dark wood. It was concaved and not much larger than a warrior’s shield, which indeed 



it much resembled, for within it were two loops of rope or thong, which might have served 

for arm holds. The priest set it down near the upper end of the channel in the rock. 

 

More torches hung in cressets along the wall were lighted, their flames reflecting from 

thousands of little veins and flecks of metal in the rook, and heightening the eerie effect of 

the strange scene. 

 

When these preparations were completed, Kalin stepped forth on the ledge. He was garbed in 

a flowing robe of flame red, his head hidden in a veiled hood, of which the section that 

covered his face was white. He stepped in front of the waiting man and raised his hand in a 

solemn salute. 

 

“Chloran, son of Sardon; thou hast come to the Gate?” he asked. 

 

“Aye, priest,” answered Chloran. 

 

“Thy house is in order, thy farewells made, thy work done?” 

 

“Aye, Chloran stands ready.” 

 

“Then thou comest content to the temple of the Lord Hephaistos?” 

 

“Well content.” 

 

“Chloran, son of Sardon, we, the ministers of the Lord Hephaistos, are but the guardians of 

the Gate. We know not what lieth beyond it, but thou shalt soon learn. Be it of good or of evil 

for thee, thine own heart mayest answer, the depths of which no man may know. I, Kalin the 

Priest, bid thee farewell on thy journey to-a greater knowledge than is Kalin’s. To the Lord 

Hephaistos, whose servant I am, I commend thee.” 

 

He raised his hand again, and Chloran bowed his head. One of the attendant priests came up, 

bearing a metal vase. 

 

“Quaff deeply of the wine of Hephaistos,” said Kalin. The man clutched the vase and drank. 

Almost immediately his eyes glazed, and he stood like a man of stone. Two of the priests led 

him to the chute and seated him on the wooden shield, binding his thighs with the thongs.  

 

“Welcome, Chloran, to the Gateway to the Future,” cried Kalin. But Chloran heard him not. 

The powerful drug in the wine bound his senses. His head fell forward. At a sign from Kalin 

the two priests shoved the shield into the chute. Down the polished way it whirled, and shot 

out into the fiery grift.  

 

Polaris clung at the brink of the little ledge and strained his eyes out into the terrible, fire-shot 

chasm to watch the fall. With its living burden the shield whirled down through the curling 

vapours, straight toward the molten caldron that tossed and roared in the funnel. In a breath it 

had fallen so far that it looked like a toy fluttering above the flames. 

 

Then it was gone. So intense was the heat info which it fell that it seemed to dissolve into 

vapour before it ever touched the surface. A long, yellow tongue of flame shot up from the 

surface of the lake. Polaris turned to the ledge. The priests had extinguished the torches and 



disappeared. Presently Kalin came forth from his chapel and called to him. With one more 

glance into the depths of the sinister pit, he descended from his perch in the rock and joined 

the priest. 

 

They proceeded toward the chapel. As Polaris passed the chute he stumbled. His feet shot 

from under him and down on his back he fell on the polished stone, and he, too, went 

whizzing head first down the way that Chloran, son of Sardon, had taken into the terrible fire 

pit of Hephaistos! 

 

Head first he shot down. As he slid by a mighty effort he turned over in the chute and thrust 

out his arms. The chute was about the width of a man’s height. Polaris was exceptionally 

broad of shoulder, and his arms were long, so that his hands rubbed the sides of the chute. 

 

Just as his head thrust over the brink of the awful chasm his hands found holds at either side 

of the chute. Whoever had cut the way in the rock in the long ago had left, almost at the very 

edge, a cleft in each side that was large enough for hand-grip. Very probably they were the 

holds by which the artisans steadied themselves while they hewed and polished the stone of 

the chute.  

 

In those clefts the groping fingers of Polaris caught and held. The impetus of his body would 

have torn away the hold of a man less splendidly muscled than the son of the snows; but with 

a mighty wrench of his arms he stayed his progress and hung with head projected over the 

brink of the pit. 

 

All in an instant it happened, and with no noise; for Polaris, fearful as was his plight, did not 

cry out, and neither did Kalin, who saw him fall. From out of the blackness that was behind 

him Polaris heard the priest gasp, and\then for a moment all was silence but for the roaring of 

the fires far below. 

 

Kalin crept to the brink of the precipice and peered over. Below him he saw the head of 

Polaris. 

 

“Now,” he muttered to himself, but not so low that Polaris could not hear him— “Now, I 

think it were well perhaps for Sardanes, and especially well for the Prince Helicon, did I let 

this stranger go on his way to Hephaistos. Nay, but he is a brave man, and I have come to like 

him strangely, and I cannot. 

 

“Ho, thou, Polaris of the Snows, canst hold that grip of thine while I fetch rope?” he called 

aloud. 

 

“Aye, Kalin the priest, I can hold for many minutes if so be thou art minded to aid me,” 

answered Polaris grimly. “If thou art not, then I go hence through this strange gate of thine.” 

 

“Hold, then,” said the priest, and hurried to the chapel, marvelling at the hardihood of the 

man, who hung on the brink of death, and who cried not for aid or mercy. 

 

Back he came in a moment with a stout rope and cast the loop of it over Polaris’s head. Then 

he stepped back, braced his feet against the rocky floor, and, exerting a strength whereof his 

slender frame did not seem capable, he dragged Polaris from his perilous resting-place. 

 



 

WHEN he felt the firmness of the floor beneath his feet again Polaris drew a long breath. He 

turned to the priest and looked him closely in the eyes. 

 

“Kalin, henceforth I may not doubt that in Sardanes I have found a friend. Thanks for thy 

deed I have not the words to express to thee. If ever thou are in evil case may I be as near to 

aid thee.” He extended his hand and wrung that of the priest until Kalin winced. 

 

Together the two went down the spiral way through the mountainside to the house of the 

priest. 

 

“Thou hast taken note of all that occurred?” asked Kalin. Polaris nodded. “And has 

understood?” continued the priest. 

 

“Not altogether. Who is the Lord Hephaistos? That name is known to me as that of the 

armorer god of the Greeks of old, but only one of their many gods. How is it that ye of 

Sardanes, who also speak the tongue of those Greeks, worship the dead god of a people long 

dead?” 

 

“Stranger, thou speakest boldly to the hereditary priest of the religion of Sardanes,” replied 

Kalin, and a quizzical smile played about his lips. “Thou spakest boldly also to the Prince of 

Sardanes, thou, who art but one alone in a strange land. I think that fear abides not in thee. 

But—” and he rested his hand on the shoulder of Polaris— “perhaps Kalin doth but love thee 

the better for thy temerity. And Kalin’s self, although he be of Sardanes, yet seemeth at times 

to feel strangely alone. As for the religion, I will show to thee the annals of the Sardanians, 

with what of history, both of the people and the religion, they contain. Perchance, in thy 

world, shouldst thou indeed ever reach it—and it comes to me that thou wilt—these tales will 

find ready ears, and be to thy great credit.” 

 

From a stone seat in front of the house of the priest a figure arose and came forward to meet 

them, and Polaris and Kalin halted and gazed in wonder. Rose Emer it was—a new and 

amazing Rose. Ministered to by one of the women of the priest’s household, she had slept 

and bathed, and then had arrayed herself in the full costume of a Sardanian lady of quality, 

which the woman had brought her. 

 

Around her slender form, clinging to each gracious curve, was draped a flowing kirtle of a 

delicate blue tint, belted in below her bosom with a broad girdle of soft, tan-coloured leather. 

Its skirt swept the tops of a pair of gossamer hose of the same hue as the gown. Her feet were 

encased in neat little laced sandals of material similar to that of the girdle. 

 

To complete the effect, her long chestnut hair was plaited and coiled about her head in the 

Sardanian fashion, and the whole was set off with a filmy blue veil, bound turban wise, its 

tassels falling on her shoulder. 

 

Kalin advanced and bowed, a courtly and sweeping genuflection. 

 

“Thou dost Sardanes honour, lady, and all the valley is the brighter for thy beauty,” he 

murmured. 

 



Then Kalin fetched forth a packet of manuscripts, well written in Greek characters on 

parchments that were yellowed and crinkly with extreme age. 

 

“Here be the records of a nation,” he said, and set to work to sort them over. 
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