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by Brian Craddock
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It was a blustery, brisk November day and the wind blew heavily against my 
office window while I sat finishing the last of my paperwork. The work had 
been slow lately, but I knew the reason for that. I stood and crossed over to the 

door, listening for any approaching footsteps. Tomb-like silence greeted me. I walked 
back to my desk and sat down, opening the bottom left drawer as I did so. The bot-
tle of bourbon stared back at me. I licked my parched lips and grabbed it, filled my 
stained coffee cup liberally and had a few pulls. Who gives a fuck, right? It seemed 
like a good call all things considered. 

 My office door flew open with such a force that I had to scramble to conceal my 
bourbon. For a moment, I stared at the pale-faced man with the horrified expression 
who stood in the hall. His pallid complexion nicely contrasted the bile yellow carpet 
which used to be red. That was when I recognised that ugly mug. It was Santino Sfor-
za, right hand for the Sforza family, which meant I was already obliged to take the 
job.

 “Jesus Christ,” he started. “You should have seen it! It was going to plan and 
then, BOOM! It happened so fast!”

 I stared at him and wondered what he was talking about. The Sforza’s were the 
most powerful crime family in the city, and here I was, listening to its second in com-
mand gibbering at me like a lunatic. And if something had gone wrong, why were 
they coming to me?

“Whoa, Tino,” I said. “Start again. Slowly this time.”
Santino stood there flustered. Judging from his expression, his mind must have 

been turning a million miles a minute. His thoughts were scrambled. Beads of sweat 
trickled down his brow. Recognition filled his face quite suddenly. He pulled out the 
shoddy wicker chair that sat in front of my desk. Seating himself, he looked me in 
the eyes. A nervous twitch quivered at the side of his right eye. I switched my gaze to 
the rotating blades of the ceiling fan while I waited for him to begin.

“Well,” he said. “There was this deal we’d made? Ace wanted us to do this hand-
off…”

I listened to his crazy story for three-quarters of an hour. When he finished, I 
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reached for the bourbon. At that point, I couldn’t care less about what he thought or 
saw. I couldn’t even be sure if I believed him. Some things just didn’t add up.

“So,” I said. “What you’re telling me is that you mugs were working with the 
Bellesario’s?”

Santino looked at me bewildered. He jumped up so quickly that he knocked the 
chair over.

“It’s not like that. I wouldn’t normally associate with those people. The only rea-
son we were there was because Ace wanted the book.”

I looked him dead in the eye. He returned the look and hesitated. I knew what he 
was lying about. I offered the bourbon to him. He drank straight out of the bottle.

“Ok,” he said. “It was me. You caught me. Are you thrilled? I wanted the book.”
I turned my head away. I’d always known Santino dabbled in the dark arts, but 

I never knew his obsession went this far. Far enough to interfere with business. Far 
enough that he didn’t want Ace to know.

“Alright,” I said. “Now that we’re being honest, who was the dame and what 
makes her so special?”

A look crossed his face that I had never seen before. To my eyes, it looked like a 
cross between anger and fear. There was something he wanted to tell me, but some 
will held him back.

“She used to be on our side. My favourite broad. Now, it’s like she works for the 
highest bidder.”

I laughed.
“Ah, a woman after my own heart. Can you give me a name? Description? Any-

thing? Or is this something Daddy won’t let you give out?”
Santino glared at me and took a step forward.
“You can’t talk to me like that! As far as you’re concerned, you belong to us. You’re 

my property!”
“Is that why you’re coming to me?” I snapped. “Does Daddy know about your 

fuck up?”
He looked down to his feet like a child caught in a lie. 
“No,” he replied. “And I’d prefer to keep it that way. If you can solve this little 

problem for me, I’ll give you a solid deal.”
I stood and walked to the window, and looked out on the bleak, grey cityscape. 

The lower east-side had turned to shit in the last few years. Rotting, rusty facades 
lined every street. This place had lost its lustre. It was dying.

“I’ll call off the debt.”
This perked my ears. I swivelled and looked at him. He didn’t look like he was ly-

ing.



“Really,” I replied, concealing my excitement. “You’ll call it off? The whole damn 
thing?”

He nodded and grabbed the bottle from my desk. Uncapping it, he took a swig.
“Just watch out,” Santino warned. “There’s something off about this dame.”
#
Later that night, I found myself scoping out some sleazy looking bar on 42nd 

street. The place was a dive. Windows smashed out. A buzzing and barely working 
neon sign hung in the fly shit stained window. Shady looking creeps flanking the 
front doors. Yeah, this was definitely a Bellesario joint. I couldn’t figure out why San-
tino thought the dame would show up here. The way he described her she sound-
ed like a bombshell. A dame and a dive. I couldn’t picture it. Either way, something 
spooked him good. It couldn’t have just been the murders. I’d seen Tino take lives 
without a drop of remorse. Why did this dame scare him so much?

In the rearview, I saw the dame. She was walking up 42nd. While I hadn’t believed 
Tino, he was right. This babe was a knockout. Bright blonde hair. Perfect legs. Amaz-
ing smile. Shining blue eyes. She walked right past the creeps out front. They didn’t 
even notice her.

Now that I had spotted her, I knew the waiting game had begun. I couldn’t walk 
into enemy territory mostly blind. I wouldn’t do it again. So, for ten minutes, I wait-
ed. I wondered what that dame wanted here. She looked high class, not a broad who 
would conduct business in a place like this. That was when I heard the gunshot.

The two creeps bolted inside. I wanted to run inside myself, but I knew I had to 
stick to my principles. Now was not the time to lose my cool. To be stupid in Bellesa-
rio territory could end with me in a bag or a barrel at the bottom of the river.

The next two minutes were an agonising wait. I kept glancing back and forth over 
my shoulders. It was odd to me that there had only been one gunshot. Typically, a 
gunshot was the prelude to a firing squad.

After what I thought had been long enough, I stepped out of my car and cautious-
ly crept over to the bar. The two creeps had never emerged. I walked up to the doors 
and put my ear close. Nothing. No music. No voices. I couldn’t even hear movement. 
Then, I could smell it. Death lingered in the air.

I had a tough time pushing the doors open. When I finally got inside, I saw why. 
Bodies were strewn about the joint. One of the creeps had fallen down in front of 
the doors. He must’ve been what gave me the trouble. Jesus, who had done this? I 
stepped over the creep who blocked the door. He was lying face up. In the blinking 
lights, I looked at him. His face was contorted and full of what could only be fear. 
That’s when I noticed it. There wasn’t a drop of blood in sight, besides the dry, rud-
dy stains along the eroded plaster. Who did this, or, even more frightening, what did 
this?

I made my way further into the bar, and not a single person stirred. They lay 



across tables. Lay on the floor. Some were even slumped against the walls. Still, I 
saw no blood. Hell, I didn’t even see any bullet holes. In the distance, I heard sirens 
drawing close. I knew I had to make my investigation quick before the fuzz showed 
up. Quickly, I walked through the graveyard looking for the dame. While I saw fa-
miliar faces including Anton Bellesario, head enforcer, I didn’t see the dame amongst 
the dead. This boggled my mind. How could a dame that meek not be lying here 
with the rest of the dead? I had to set those thoughts aside as the sirens grew louder. I 
dashed out of the bar and drove off, determined to find the nearest payphone. I had 
some questions for Tino.

#
By the time I finally got out of that neighbourhood it was a miracle the fuzz didn’t 

pull me over. The streets were swarming with cops. I knew the slaying at the club 
would draw attention, but not to this level. The more I thought about it, I figured it 
probably had to do with Anton’s slaying. Anton was notorious in town. If you needed 
any info from someone who may not be willing to give it up, Anton would browbeat 
it out of them. To my eyes, he was a monster, but I supposed that didn’t matter any-
more with his body now amply filling a bag.

When the sirens faded and I drew close to the payphone bank on 32nd Avenue, I 
pulled my car into the first spot I could find. Huddled around the bank was a group 
of filthy homeless men. They seemed to be enjoying themselves. Six in all. They 
passed a brown bag between them. Beneath that brown bag, I thought they must 
have been swilling some strong hooch. One of them tried to stand and tumbled over 
into a murky, black puddle. I suppose I couldn’t judge. These last few months I’d 
been swilling some horrible hooch.

I stepped out of the car into the drizzle and crossed over to the bank. The hobo’s 
only regarded me with a brief glance. For this, I was thankful. I had some serious 
business to attend to. Reaching the nearest payphone, I popped a dime in the slot 
and listened to its adventure through the machine. Each resounding clink played in 
my head. It sounded like a stopwatch reaching its final moments. Listening carefully, 
the other end picked up.

“What?” Tino’s confused voice answered. “Who is this?” 
 I sighed.
“It’s me, Tino. Baker Martin…”
“Oh right,” he said with some recognition over the crackly connection. “Martin. 

What did you find?”
I thought about how to answer this question. Should I give him the whole story? 

Or should I keep some of it to myself? I didn’t think that would be worth it.
“Well Tino, I found your dame. She was heading into the bar that you said she’d 

be. Then shit got a little weird. Well really fucking weird!”
I heard him breathe on the other end. For a long time, he said nothing. I won-



dered if he was trying to assemble his thoughts or trying to decide what he could tell 
me. Either way, I needed some answers.

“Well, uh,” he hesitated. “What do you mean weird?”
I pinched the bridge of my nose and hit my head into the side of the phone. The 

hobo’s briefly glanced at me before they went back to their merriment. This was get-
ting ridiculous.

“Oh, I don’t know, Tino. How about bodies all over the fucking bar? Not a sin-
gle person lived. Seems like she even took out Anton Bellesario. That name ring any 
bells?”

I heard him gasp on the other end before regaining his composure. He was about 
to say something before I cut him off:

“You know the weirdest thing, Tino? The weirdest thing is I couldn’t find one bul-
let hole or gun anywhere in the joint. Looked to me like all these folks died of fright. 
You wouldn’t know anything about that would you, Tino?”

Silence filled my ear. I was beginning to think he hung up. I was just about to 
hang up myself when I heard his meek voice respond.

“I don’t know anything about that. I really don’t. It shouldn’t have been that way.”
I laughed. Laughed hysterically into the mouthpiece.
“Don’t feed me that crap, Tino! You know something that you aren’t telling me! 

What sort of black arts have you been dealing with?”
“Listen, Martin!” Tino said. “There are certain things I can’t tell you! It’s just too 

dangerous for you to know. I’ll give you her name: Isabelle Anderson. Now, this con-
versation is over.”

The line went dead. I stood bewildered, staring at the phone for a few moments. 
I didn’t know what sort of situation I was now in, but it seemed like I had no other 
options but to continue on. Passing the hobo’s again, I climbed into my car and sped 
off. I knew this would be a late night and bourbon would be waiting for me back at 
the office…

#
 I woke up with daylight shining in through my grimy windows. Well, day-

light may be a stretch. The day was cloudy and grey. The drizzle and rain had never 
stopped. I stood up from my desk and stretched my aching limbs. The sour taste of 
cigarettes and bourbon coated my mouth. My eyes burned like someone had set fire 
to them. I’d spent the remainder of the night trying to find out as much about the 
dame as I could. The info was not easy to find. In all my time as a P.I., her name only 
came up twice in my records. Both times tied her very close to Tino. What was he 
trying to hide? If he’d only been sleeping with this dame, why would he conceal that? 
Hell, I didn’t know. I knew one friend I could talk to who would be able to help my 
investigation. I brushed old cigarette ash from my stained shirt, chewed a breath mint 
and left the office to chat.



At the records department, I met with Isaac. Isaac and I went way back. Come to 
think of it, I’m reasonably sure we were born in the same neighbourhood. Same day. 
Same time. We were close friends, despite the downward spiral I had taken in the last 
five years. Isaac was never the type to judge.

“What can I help you with, Baker?” he asked me as we stood in the labyrinthine 
chamber which was the records department. Stacks of paper were haphazardly scat-
tered about the room. Enormous card catalogues reached towards the ceiling, show-
casing their shoddy and peeling plywood construction. I felt like Ariadne, though I 
lacked the string to secure me.

“I need some information about a case. You should know I can’t give you all the 
details.”

Isaac smiled at me. He always smiled. When I first met him, I thought there was 
something behind that smile. Greed. Evil. Wanting. The more I grew to know him I 
knew there was nothing behind that smile but compassion and interest. I smiled back 
at him.

“Ok, Baker. What do you want to know?”
When I explained the situation, he understood. That’s what I always loved about 

Isaac. He never asked more questions than were necessary. Within a half-hour, he 
had produced what I could use. It didn’t amount to much. Isabelle Anderson was 
not her real name. She’d legally had it changed five years prior. From what we found 
in former court documents, her name was really Lucy Delapore. Funny, I had read 
something about a Delapore who had gone mad in England after discovering a fam-
ily secret. I wondered if they were related. In any case, she didn’t have an up to date 
address, nor did she have any listed relatives. This I found odd. While our city was 
large, there were almost always relatives within its confines. How did this dame have 
no relatives in close reach?

I thanked Isaac and assured him that I would stop by under less auspicious cir-
cumstances soon. His shining brown eyes, beneath thick bifocals, were enough to 
know that we were alright. In a rush, I left the department under a blanket of rain.

Back in my dismal apartment, I drank. The pieces of this puzzle didn’t connect 
like I thought they would. Discrepancies littered the narrative. What book did Tino 
want? Why did this dame play a role? I rolled over on my stained mattress and sud-
denly heard the phone ringing. Checking my watch, it was 4 AM. Any callers would 
have bad news. Stumbling to the phone, I picked up the receiver on the second at-
tempt.

“Detective Martin?” asked the unfamiliar voice.
I hesitated. I wasn’t entirely sure that I wanted whoever this was to know. Fuck it.
“Yes, who is this?”
The voice on the other end chuckled.
“I can’t tell you that, but I have some information you may want…”



I listened intently as this person told me to meet them at a warehouse on 64th 
street. This was an area I really didn’t want to enter. The warehouse district beyond 
60th street was all Bellesario territory. But, I reasoned, if I planned on solving this 
mystery I would have to take some risks. I only wished this info could wait until 
morning. With some trepidation, I threw on my trench coat, grabbed my trusty .45 
and headed out the door.

#
Rain! More damned rain, as I pulled in front of the dilapidated warehouse on 

64th street. Stepping out of the car I saw the streets were deserted. Not even any ho-
bo’s in sight. Strange, I thought, until I considered the hour. Most were probably 
nestled away in their cardboard boxes. I stood for a moment in front of that loom-
ing warehouse. Smashed glass littered the cracked sidewalk. High blackened windows 
stared down on the dampened world. Graffiti coated the outside of the building. 
Having studied tags in my work, I knew these symbols meant this was a Bellesario 
building. I was about to take a diving leap into a very dangerous world.

Entering through the weathered front doors, I felt a tinge of fear. The interi-
or of the warehouse was almost pitch black. I waved my hand in front of my face. I 
couldn’t see my own fingers. Unconsciously, I grasped my .45. I was ready for any-
thing. Reaching into my pocket, I withdrew my flashlight. Clicking it on, I saw the 
man standing at the far end of the cold concrete building. The man wore a long black 
trench coat, and a black fedora slung low over his eyes. He did not move at all when 
the beam struck him.

“Detective Martin, I presume?”
I stepped closer, still tightly grasping my pistol. I didn’t know what game this man 

had in mind, but I would be ready for anything.
“Yeah, pal, that would be me. Now, what’s this all about? What do you know 

about this case?”
He came closer to me. I still couldn’t see his face. I wondered how the hell he saw 

in this dingy building. He raised his black-gloved hands and, grasped tightly in those 
fingers, was a thick, black leather book. I looked confusedly at him.

“What the hell is this? This isn’t what I was expecting.”
He handed the book to me. With the dim beam of the flashlight, I read the title. 

“Kitab Al-Aazif ”
“That is the book your employer was looking for. You may take it back to him. 

But you must also take this…”
He handed me a piece of paper. I took it and examined it closely with the flash-

light. On it was scrawled a strange design. It appeared to be a five-pointed star with 
its arms oddly angled. In the centre of the star looked like an eye. While I stared at it, 
I heard the man say:

“Keep that with you when you give your employer that book. That symbol will 



protect you…”
“Protect me from what?”
When I didn’t hear him respond, I looked up. The man had vanished, and the air 

had grown colder. Feeling the hair on my neck stand up, I decided it was best to get 
the hell out of this warehouse. I dashed out and returned to my apartment. I thought 
I would hand the book over to Tino in the morning…

#
The following morning, running on two hours of sleep and several shots of bour-

bon, I made my way over to Tino’s office. The streets were unusually quiet that morn-
ing but this I attributed to the still constant rain. Would it ever end?

Reaching Tino’s office at 10:30 AM, I climbed the steps two at a time with the 
book cradled under my arm. When I reached his door, I pushed my way in. Tino sat 
behind his desk, rudely screaming at some underling on the phone. When he saw 
me, he quickly ended the call and greeted me. I nodded and sat at the chair in front 
of his desk.

“So, Martin, what did you find for me?”
I pulled the book from under my coat and set it on his desk. His eyes lit up like 

a Christmas tree. Without another word, he snatched the book up and held it in his 
hands like a newborn. He smiled a big toothy grin.

“I don’t know how you did it, Martin,” he said. “And I don’t care. You’re free of 
the debt. But, keep in mind; I don’t want to see your face again.”

I nodded and stood. When I turned for the door, I heard Tino open the book. 
In the blink of an eye, the room filled with a blinding light. The flare was so bright 
that I had to shield my eyes. Though I should have run, some compulsion made me 
turn and look at the scene unfolding behind me. The light was as bright as the sun, 
but through my burning eyes, I saw Tino staring wide-eyed at the man I’d met in 
the warehouse. How did he get in here? It didn’t matter, in an instant the man had 
changed. Now the person standing before Tino was the blonde woman. Isabelle An-
derson or Lucy Delapore or whatever her name really was, straddled the seated Tino. 
She put her lips over his and, though I shouldn’t have been able to hear it, I heard 
him scream a deep hellish scream.

That was when I ran. I burst through the door and nearly flew down the stairs. I 
jumped into my car and chanced a glance back. The floor which contained Tino’s of-
fice had erupted into a green inferno. But these flames did not seem to me to be like 
real fire. Great gouts shot from odd angles, and in that flame, I saw a face. That face 
gazed at me with a million strange obsidian eyes, long creeping tendrils hung from 
what could have been a mouth. Before I completely lost my mind, I stamped the 
pedal down to the floor and sped away as fast as my car could get me out of there.

#
After two days alone in my office drinking bourbon and trying to piece together 



what I saw, I decided to go out and get some fresh air. In the November air, the sun 
had finally come out of hiding. The rain had stopped, but the streets were still slick. I 
took a walk around the block. Walking down 16th street, I spotted a newsstand. Ea-
ger to discover if Tino had made it into the paper, I stopped and bought the most re-
cent one. Tino’s face was plastered across the cover. The headline read “Mafia leader’s 
son found dead in bizarre office fire!” I flipped to the story and read that the police 
had discovered three bodies in Tino’s office. Tino himself and two bodies of indeter-
minate origin. The coroner was still trying to ascertain if the other two bodies were 
even human. As I walked away from the newsie, I began to laugh. I knew they would 
never know the truth of what had happened that day, but at least my debt had been 
resolved. At what cost? Only time will tell. I dreamt again of that face in the flames 
last night. This time, it was close enough for me to smell its essence…





HorrorScopes

Capricorn
(December 22 - January 

19)

The equilibrium of 
Saturn’s seventh moon 
alignment with Pluto puts 
the sun in your water axis 
this week. That could go 
either way, so don’t expect 
to do too much speaking 
or walking or living.

Aquarius
(January 20 - February 18)

Jupiter is in position 
this month. You’ll find 
someone, possibly your 

soulmate, this week. Look 
to your left. You’ll be 

passionately kissing them 
later this week. Oh, there’s 
no one there? Sucks to be 

you, I guess.

Pisces
(February 19 -  

March 20) 

Congratulations Pisces! 
You’ll soon get that 

promotion you wanted! 
You’re now responsible for 
everything that happens. 

It’s all on you, so if 
something goes wrong, it’s 

all your fault!



Aries
(March 21 -  

April 19)

If you find yourself at 
a crossroads with a key 

relationship on Saturday, 
Aries, don’t panic. You’ll 

know which way to 
turn without a GPS. 
Diplomatic Venus in 

your partnership house 
teams up with game-

changer Uranus, bringing 
on a make-it-or-break-
it moment. Suddenly, 
the fog lifts, and you’ll 

have the clarity to decide 
whether to seal the deal, 

move in together, or what 
to wear while buying 
the body. But don’t 

worry, you’re not alone. 
Nyarlathotep is always 
watching. And he says 

dismemberment is best.

Taurus
(April 20 -  
May 20)

With voluptuous Venus in 
your erotic eighth house 

and unpredictable Uranus 
in your fantasy zone, your 
sex appeal is off the charts, 

Taurus! Go you! Just 
remember, fresh tears are 

never a good substitute for 
lube. Even in a fire.

Gemini
(May 21 -  
June 20)

You have a wild 
imagination and often 

think you are being 
followed by the FBI or 
CIA. You have minor 

influence on your friends 
and people resent you for 
flaunting your power. You 
lack confidence and are a 
general dipshit. But if you 
buy seventeen scratchies, 

you’ll definitely win 
something this month! 
The stars are in your 

favour!



Cancer
(June 21 -  
July 22)

Are you insane? You were 
told last week not to buy 
those new shoes, yet you 

bought them anyway. 
The gods are displeased. 
Prepare to be sacrificed 

to C’thulu in three, two, 
one....

Just joking. But honestly, 
do you want bunions? 

Cause those shoes will give 
you bunions!

Leo
(July 23 -  

August 22)

Nobody knows what’s in 
your stars this week, Leo. 

And they won’t know 
what’s in next week’s 

stars, or the week after 
that. What are you still 
doing walking around? 

The Earth’s core is literally 
crumbling because you 
should have died in that 
walk-in robe four years 

ago. You need to sort out 
your priorities, honestly! 

Virgo
(August 23 - September 

22)

You have a strong 
personality, with an almost 

volcanic sexual energy 
that can lie dormant 

for years until the right 
partner comes along. 
Venus grows closer to 

Jupiter this month, just as 
you will grows closer to 
a new flame in your life. 

Just remember to hide the 
body. Do you have pigs? 
Acid? If not, cannibalism 
is always an option. Your 
body will be low on iron 

this month.



Sagittarius
(November 22 - 
December 21)

This week, everything will 
become just as clear as 

dishwater. Because when 
a blind man holds the key 
to life’s acorn tree, orange 

salami church service.

Scorpio
(October 23 - November 

21)

This week strange things 
will happen to you or 
by you. So, don’t be 

completely shocked if the 
mailman chases your dog, 
one of your ex’s, the one 
who claimed to hate you, 
calls to say he or she loves 
you, a spider gives YOU 
a can of insect repellent, 

or you find out your 
housemate smells your 

feet when you are asleep. 
Sure, it’ll be a freaky and 
weird week, but at least 
it’s better than anything 
that’s on TV right now. 
Just remember that it is 
all fun and games until 
someone loses and eye. 

So, stay away from scissors 
this week, or wear goggles 
24/7 until the week ends. 

Your choice.

Libra
(September 23 - 

October 22)

Based on the realization 
that life is ultimately fair 

and just, the sign for Libra 
– Justice – symbolizes 
balance, harmony, and 

fairness in our lives. She 
represents the choices we 
make, reminding us to 
base them on planning, 

reflection, rationality, and 
a weighing of options 

between the sword and 
the scales. Except the 
only scales in your life 

belong to the giant watery 
demon RISING FROM 

THE DEPTHS OF THE 
OCEAN TO SWALLOW 

YOU WHOLE! STOP 
WHATEVER YOU’RE 
DOING AND RUN! 

RUN FOR YOUR LIFE!



The Old 
Ways

Art Robinson
In that heaving sea, beneath the ship’s dying lights and flashes of lightning in that 

thick, black sky, I saw the Beast.
It had not been an enemy ship that had attacked us, not a torpedo from an ene-

my submarine. Not even a reef had split the ship in two, throwing me from my bunk 
and then throwing me from the SS Durham entirely.

No, it was the Beast, a fish impossibly gargantuan, that had stalked our vessel, 
ripping our guts out. It seemed I alone had survived, alone to witness the Beast. I 
wouldn’t have heard any, even if they’d been nearby. The thunder was answered by the 
Beast, each peel followed by the titanic groans of that horror.

The ship’s lights flickered and died, and a final pulse of lightning gave me my last 
glimpse of it. A piece of wood caught me on the back of the head, knocking me un-
conscious. But all through my dreams, as my body bobbed and floated in that stormy 
sea, I saw my last vision, that of the Beast’s enormous eye, seemingly staring straight 
at me.

I could feel the hot sun on my back, dry sand on my lips. Birds cawed somewhere 
overhead. My senses slowly returned to me, and I pulled myself up, coughing out 
water and sand. The pathetic attempt at a beard I had made since joining the ship’s 
company was made magnificent and foul with clumps of seaweed. Pulling it away, I 
managed to finally stand, to the unusual sound of applause.

It wasn’t a crowd, but a single man, sitting on nearby rocks above the high tide 
mark and wearing a simple black cassock and a worn farmer’s hat. He was European, 
tanned by the sun and the sea salt, thin of arm and face. He had slight red stubble on 
his cheeks but was otherwise completely bald.

“I was praying that you would live,” he said.
I recoiled involuntarily at his voice. Was that a German accent?
“Where are you from?”
“A village, just over there,” he waved his hand behind him. “But before that, I was 

a Dutchman.”
“I’m sorry, I thought you might have been…”



“German?” he laughed. “No Germans around here. And besides, I am a mission-
ary!” The man chuckled again.

“The War…” I began, but the Dutchman cut me off.
“You have nothing to apologise for, young man. From what I’ve heard in the mar-

ket town along the coast, it’s all anyone can think of any more. You are, I take it, En-
glish, mister….?”

“Slimm. Jonas Slimm. Yes, sir, I am English.” I approached him, extending my 
hand. He looked at it oddly, and I was much relieved when the missionary took it in 
his own and shook it firmly.

“Brother Jakob, as all and sundry call me. Come, let us get you back to the village 
for some food and rest. I expect you’ll be needing both.”

It transpired that I had washed up on an island in the Dutch east indies. The mar-
ket town, where Jakob got his news from and the closest settlement of any impor-
tance, was a hard day’s canoe journey away. The village, where the missionary did his 
work, was just a few minutes’ walk away from where I had come to my senses.

It was a crude place, Jakob’s village: houses little more than grass huts, a beaten 
circle of rich earth at the centre. A small wooden house, looking for all the world as if 
it had been built from driftwood, stood at the heart of the circle, the home of Brother 
Jakob. Everywhere, near naked people with dark skin watched me with wide, curious 
eyes.

“How long have you been here?” I asked. We were sitting across from one another 
at a low, crude table, which quickly filled with fish and fruits.

“Ten years here, but twenty years with a congregation in Europe, before persecu-
tion drove me out. Nothing to do but to continue doing the Lord’s work amongst 
those who would gladly hear it.”

I didn’t pry as to the persecution. He was my host, and my English civility had 
survived the night intact. I knew that the churches of Europe were fraught with 
claims of heresy and hypocrisy, forever expelling one or another subsect. Instead, I 
paid closer attention to the natives.

They were dressed as if they had never been exposed to European sensibilities. The 
handful of mission stations I had seen in my brief time aboard the SS Durham, had 
all been surrounded by at least the roughest trappings of White civilisation. English 
hats and shoes appeared more readily on the sun-baked islands of the Pacific Ocean 
than I had in some places I had been in London.

Then I recalled the Beast.
Something in the eye of a baked fish before me threw my mind back to what now 

seemed a half-remembered dream. Something terrified me on a level beyond what 
a dream could reach. I had seen it! The Beast had shattered the Durham, and I had 
looked straight into its eye!

“Is there something wrong, Jonas?” the missionary asked, and I realised that I was 



wearing my memory on my face.
“No, it’s just…. Something I saw when my ship sank…”
“Oh? Giant fish?” The missionary laughed. The villagers, for whatever reason, 

joined in and my memory was wiped from my face by the sudden onrush of shame.
“Worry not, Jonas! Anyone who comes back from a drowning always has a sto-

ry like yours. The shock of being in the storm and beginning to drown, never mind 
gasping for air… well, the effect on a mind can be quite severe. Many of the fisher-
men from this very village have seen things, either when without water, or with too 
much,” he chuckled.

“As one recently washed from the sea, I don’t share your sense of humour I’m 
afraid.”

“My apologies Jonas! You must be new to the sea indeed to not know of such hap-
penings. Do not worry, with some time your memory will become clear and you will 
be able to tell truth from dream.”

I was no longer hungry, the fish eyes sending me back into the sea, and hoped that 
good night’s sleep on dry land would wipe the Beast from my mind.

That night, as I slept on the floor of a warm grass hut, another storm rolled in. 
Soon the sky was lightning, my ears filled with thunder. I awoke, moving toward the 
doorway illuminated by the lengthy blasts of lightning. I could see others were awake 
too, including a great number I saw running to and from the small wooden house 
where Jakob lived. His house was by far the most solid construction I had seen here. 
Apart from the priest and myself, everyone here wore native garb. They carried spears 
to hunt and fish and spoke no language but their own. Not even lanterns or candles 
appeared in the huts. Maybe they were drawn to the firmness of Jakob’s home, or the 
lanterns that waved in the storm. Perhaps they went for simple spiritual guidance, as-
suaging their fears. I watched for some time, before exhaustion and the rhythm of the 
rain on the hard-packed earth conspired to send me into a deep and troubled sleep.

I saw the Beast in my dreams, its eye fixing on me through the storm. Enormous 
and unblinking, seeing me and only me.

I awoke, drenched in sweat. The village stood empty. The door to Jakob’s home 
was locked, and I peered through the windows. A simple room lay within, a single 
bed, with a large leather-bound tome: the only book I had seen and obviously Jakob’s 
bible. With no sign of the holy man or any of his flock, I wandered somewhat aim-
lessly. In places, the water steamed from beneath the tropical sun quickly evaporated 
to form another downpour. There were none of the stunted chickens or mangy dogs 
wandering between the homes of the natives. The only sounds I could hear were the 
slow tugging of the surf on sand and a wall of insects, clicking and buzzing further 
inland, where the jungle began, towering and nigh impenetrable. I don’t know why 
I gravitated toward those thick, green reaches. Perhaps my soul strived toward those 
dense green reaches. Perhaps my soul strived to get away from the sea and my imag-
ined Beast. Perhaps I hoped to find the missionary. The solitude of the empty village 



unsettled me after my months aboard the cramped Durham.
As I stepped across into the foliage, planning to take no more than a few steps 

into the shade, I heard the singing of a congregation. With a start, I realised it must 
be Sunday, and the chorus to be that of the priest leading his congregation in wor-
ship. I picked my way carefully through the jungle, hoping to stay upright, while also 
hoping to make enough noise to keep any wandering snake away. The jungle made 
it hard to trace the singing, but the further I moved into its steaming green embrace, 
the louder it grew. I don’t know how far I travelled and upon looking back, I saw 
no hint of the village, or even the path I had walked, nothing but the jungle. It was 
pointless to go back and most likely become horribly lost, so I continued onward, the 
singing my North Star.

After a while, the jungle lightened, both in density and in colour. The sun suc-
ceeded in penetrating the canopy. Ahead, a clearing. 

Before I saw the singers, I saw the crops. They weren’t wild but tended; rows of 
corn growing in the sun of a small but well kept clearing. A slice of Dutch farming, 
providing much-needed variety in the diet of these otherwise fish eating natives.

I saw the singers.
In battered bowlers and frayed bonnets, dirty and torn coats, they knelt, facing 

away. The native’s Sunday best was on full display. I knew the tune they sang, as any-
one in the Church of England would, but the words were in the local tongue. Jakob 
had taught them well, even if the village was untouched by European mores.

But of the gaunt missionary, I saw nothing. The place where the priest stood was 
taken by a grey-haired native. He had his eyes tightly shut and waved his hands above 
his head, conducting the congregation with grace and sincerity.

While I stood among the corn, I quietly began to sing the hymn, albeit in English. 
That was all it took.

The singers, all two dozen men and women and children, turned with wide and 
terrified eyes. I very much felt as if that imagined or real Beast was once more staring 
at me. I recognised no face among the worshippers.

“Sorry for interrupting,” I mumbled, and I heard several loud intakes of breath 
amongst those gathered before me. One of the children broke away from her mother 
and ran to the grey-haired fellow, whispering words in his ear.

“England,” he roared, showing what few teeth remained. The other natives all 
bared their own and advanced toward me.

I had backed away a single half step when a gunshot rang out behind me. Anoth-
er followed as Jakob advanced to stand beside me, shooting into the air and yelling 
in what must have been the local dialect, full of strange guttural sounds and queerly 
hard consonants. The worshippers scattered. My shock at the gunshots amid the jun-
gle broke just in time to see that Jakob was lining up a shot at the back of the closest 
fleeing woman. I shoved his arm, and the shot went wild.



“Are you mad! Is this not your own church?”
“No! A thousand times no! These are those who have turned away from the light 

and taken with dark powers. You’d soon be in their cooking pots if not for this old 
pistol!”

“But the singing Jakob! They were as Christian as you or I!”
“They most assuredly were not! Your mind is still addled from the sea, ” sighed the 

Dutchman. “Where you heard a Christian hymn, I only heard a dark chant to a false 
god!”

“No, my mind is clear. They even recognised me as an Englishman. How are they 
not from the village.”

“No, that old man led them out into the jungle soon after I arrived. They will hear 
nothing of god and kill all who think to do so. Look, there, beneath us now.”

I turned my gaze to the ground and saw that the piece of tended land was in a 
barely visible stone enclosure.

“Here was where a church stood before it was destroyed. You asked where my 
church was: it is on the beach, in front of God and all his creation. They may have 
torn down this house of worship, but they cannot destroy the beach. An Englishman 
came here once. His bones are likely around the neck of one of their witch doctors, 
high up in the jungled hills.”

My mind swam as it had so many times since I had arrived here. The blow to 
my head, that which had thrown me into a drowned nightmare had damaged my 
mind in ways I couldn’t fathom. First, the hallucination of the Beast brought on by a 
cooked fish, now even my ears sought to deceive me.

“Come, Jonas Slimm, come back to the village, and we will see about getting you 
away from here and into the care of those who would heal you.”

I did not resist as Jakob gently took my arm and lead me back into the jungle. All 
I could do was gently nod. The trek back to the village seemed to take much longer 
than the walk which I had taken. The missionary almost seemed to be lost, stopping 
briefly from time to time to mutter to himself before leading onwards, between trees 
and over their thick, exposed roots. But sure enough, we found the village. The na-
tives clustered about us. Jakob spoke, waving his pistol in the air and the villagers 
reached out to touch him, all teeth showing in enormous smiles.

“There is a market town up the coast. Most of a day in a canoe,” Jakob said that 
night. The entire settlement sat around a large bonfire in the warm summer evening, 
cooking fish on thick wooden skewers, talking and laughing amongst themselves. 
Some of the children would run to us, touch the missionary and run away, screaming 
with joy and faux terror.

Jakob chuckled at their games.
“There will be a ship that will hire you and get you on the way back to England if 

that’s what you wish.”



“Yes, any path back home will be welcome.” I replied.
“Excellent, we can leave in the morning!” Jakob said, an enormous grin consum-

ing his face.
We set out early the next day, aboard a small wooden dugout, just Jakob and I 

paddling across the still blue water of the Pacific. We hugged the coast, just beyond 
the break of the waves, paddling in silence. My mind forced me to seek out some sign 
of the Beast in the deep. The smooth water was near transparent. Here and there I 
could make out coral outcroppings far below, populated with the furtive shadows of 
fish. Weeds and kelp had broken loose in the storm that had doomed the Durham 
and now floated, singly or in clumps, at varying strata of the ocean, pursued and nib-
bled at by any fish brave enough to venture out of the protection of the corals. The 
complete peace of the ocean ate away at my fears. The rhythm of our paddles on the 
water, that same water lapping happily against the canoe, it soothed my soul.

“Take a drink, friend Jonas, I don’t mind taking the burden for a moment,” the 
missionary said, and I was grateful to lay my paddle down and take a sip from Jonas’s 
flask. The alcohol was strong and had certainly not come from any established distill-
ery. The warm liquid spread through my chest and limbs and my head began to sag 
from the sudden rush of drunkenness I felt.

My English manners loosened by the liquor and the serenity of the ocean, I 
probed the missionary, bored of the silence between us.

“Tell me, Jakob, why do your flock still dress as savages? I’ve seen a number of 
missions in my journey through these seas, everyone with some kind of chapel at the 
heart and second-hand English fashion in the avenues.”

“I see no need for such things. My god is everywhere and does not care what his 
worshippers wear. A beach is a fine place for prayer.”

I couldn’t argue with that. I’d spent many shivering Christmases in icy stone 
churches. The idea of outside worship, standing in the sun, made me feel scandal-
ous for being tempted by it. As the sun set, I tried to paddle but found my drunken 
splashing only fit for amusing Jakob.

I do not know when I had passed out from the drink. My eyes battled against me 
to remain gummed shut, but slowly I wrenched them open. I did not dream, and it 
was as if I had merely blinked, only now the sky was completely dark, whereas a mo-
ment before it had been a full pallet of sunset hues. A mass of stars hung above us, 
surrounding an oversized moon that lit everything in pale yellow and white light.

I couldn’t move my hands.
Jakob was paddling, humming a song of discordant leaps and bounds. He stopped 

and smiled, his face completely clear in the moonlight.
“Good, you’re awake.”
“What happened”, I said, my voice clawing at my throat.
“You drank a bit more than you should have and fell quite asleep.”



I tried to sit up, but my wrists and ankles were firmly bound by a rough rope.
“Why am I tied up? What have you done?”
“What should have been done on the night you were cast into the sea.” He smiled 

at the look of horror on my face, then continued to paddle and hum. I tested my 
bonds, but they were far too firm to have any give.

“No, enough of that young Jonas, you won’t escape. But soon I shall set you free!” 
He chortled and began to sing in that same ugly language he had used when driving 
off the cannibals.

I struggled more now, my bones chilled by that horrid song in that foul language. 
My skin crawled, and I shook the whole canoe, but the ropes would not give. All my 
struggling earned me was a head-spinning whack to the jaw from Jakob’s paddle.

“Sit still I say,” he barked and hit me again to drive home my argument. My head 
slumped to the edge of the canoe and gave me a clear view of Hell.

The moon lit the ocean floor almost as well as the sun had, and down there I spied 
the shattered hull of the Durham! Town clean in two, not by the teeth of a reef, but 
by the teeth of the beast. It was as if a giant jaw had gripped the ship and left with a 
chunk of metal and wood.

“The Beast! It is real!” I cried, my voice weak with the daze the paddle had thrown 
me into.

The missionary cackled. “What you call a beast is truly a god. My god! The god of 
this sea and every sea hence. I came to this island to worship, but the faith I follow 
was already here. I saved it from the predations of your weak carpenter, slew the En-
glish person and lead the people to drive out the polluted and burn their church to 
ashes. His followers still run wild in the wilderness.”

My face stretch into a display of pained horror, realisation that I had been a gull-
ible fool and that the Dutchman had twisted the truth and used good graces to hide 
his foul faith.

“But…” I managed to stammer.
“But nothing! My god saw fit to let you live a few days more, and now you will 

be consumed. The seas will feed the village, and no storms will wash them from their 
homes. The god will be satisfied, and its worshippers will flourish. Perhaps after this 
sacrifice, I shall even convince a few to follow me into the jungle, wipe out the sheep 
who pray aimlessly within.”

Then I heard it. The deep abyssal roar of the Beast, a thunder from beneath the 
sea.

“It comes! My god comes!” shrieked the priest and with a lung, he threw me into 
the sea, slipping a sharp dagger between my ankles and freeing my feet in time for me 
to sink beneath the surface and kick my way back up. I gasped for breath, managing 
to wave my bound hands before me to stay afloat.

The priest began shrieking his nightmarish song again, tearing at his clothes. I at-



tempted to regain the canoe, but Jakob paddled out of reach, still screaming his song.
The water changed. Swells lifted the canoe and myself high before bringing us 

down again. I turned my head and instantly wished I had not.
The eye of the Beast transfixed me, closer still than on the first night, when I 

thought it a dream, closer even than in any of my nightmares and remembrances that 
Jakob had passed off as delirium. And beneath the eye, a titanic maw full of jagged, 
uneven teeth, open wide and getting closer.

“Please! Not like this,” I shouted at Jakob, but he was too distant, the roar of the 
Beast too all-encompassing.

The ocean dropped from beneath me. 
I screamed as long as I could.
I awoke on a beach, the remains of the canoe shattered on nearby rocks. I do not 

know how I came to be here, or what became of Jakob. 
The fruits I discovered nearby have given me cramps. I have been unable to light a 

fire. There are no ships in the distance to signal, and any smoke would be construed 
as a native settlement at best. At worst, the warriors of the village I had escaped 
would see it and come to claim me for the sea demon once more.

The wide borders of this Bible, found bound in rough canvas in the wrecked dug-
out, are the only place I have to record my tale. Only, it is not a Bible, but a crudely 
printed tome of strange writing and horrid drawings. I cannot fathom their meaning, 
just that my head throbs when I let my eyes drift over the lettering and sketches.

I hope that some traveller finds my words and tells the world that there are evils 
and entities far beyond the killing in Serbia and France. Stranger things lurk in the 
sea than we shall ever know, more monstrous than German submarines, more colos-
sal than whales, more ancient than man.

I hear distant drums and know my end draws near.

Jonas Slimm
Last survivor of the SS Durham
December 1914





Isao fidgeted nervously at the Arrivals area of Sydney’s Kingsford-Smith Air-
port. The go-between said the three girls would be obvious to spot. He men-
tally assessed every Asian girl who passed through Customs. Too old. Too 

young. Not Japanese. His seventeen-year-old heart was racing with excitement and 
trepidation. His experience with girls was meagre, almost pathetic. His strict upbring-
ing meant he was isolated most of the time from Western girls his age, and his father 
viewed the few Japanese families in Sydney as being unworthy of him. The private 
boys’ school he had attended in Sydney for the past six years didn’t help. 

The sparse information was supplied to him was both tantalizing and daunting: 
Three sisters require a translator and chaperone for five days and nights in Sydney. 

The Ito sisters are Hisako, Sumiko, and Akako. Formerly of Sapporo, now resident in 
Meguro, Tokyo. They like dancing, night-life, and some sightseeing. They expressed 
the wish to also visit parts of Sydney less travelled by tourists. They have a suite 
booked at the Ritz on Carlton and have acquired a separate room on the same floor 
for your comfort. You will need to supply a suitable vehicle for transporting your pa-
trons.

Isao was relieved he had a provisional driver’s license and was able to borrow his 
father’s BMW. He couldn’t believe he was so lucky to have this fantastic gig for his 
first job in his new translator business. Two thousand dollars a day. And three Japa-
nese girls.

His daydreaming was interrupted by three figures passing through the customs 
exit, each pushing heavily laden baggage trolleys. Heads turned to them from all di-
rections. They were a blur of fluoro and pastel pinks, interspersed with a mix of lu-
rid and watercolour hues. They were young, almost school-girlish, and they tittered 
and laughed like the stereotype Ko Gal girls of the 80s and 90s. These three, howev-
er, were differently clad, and he dimly remembered reading there was an over-the-top 
style, among some in Japan, where women dressed in outlandish colours, vaguely in-
fluenced by the Rococo period. It was called hime gyaru.

Gerry Huntman

Himu 
Gyaru



Isao ran up to them and abruptly stopped, bowed.
The girls ceased their confident amalgam of catwalking and trolley-pushing, giving 

the young boy a once-over.
“Are you Tanaka Isao, our chaperone?” one of the girls asked. She wore a short 

pink skirt with abundant frills. Her low-cut pink top with pastel brown leopard skin 
design left little to the imagination. Her long wavy bright-pink hair, with a large pas-
tel blue bow, was ridiculously childish. Her high-heeled shoes matched her top, and 
to complete the effect, she had pale makeup on her face with accentuated eyes via lav-
ishly applied blue eyeliner.

Isao bowed again. “Yes, my patrons. I am at your service.”
The girls giggled.
Isao felt exceedingly embarrassed. 
Another girl stepped up to him—she was clearly the youngest. “Sisters, I believe 

this boy is perfect for the job. We will make a gyaru-oh out of him, heh?”
They tittered again, holding their hands customarily against their mouths in order 

not to over-extend the display of mirth.
Isao couldn’t imagine himself dressed and styled as a male gyaru.
The young girl circled the poor boy, her walking action forcing the very short skirt 

of pastel blue to marginally rise and cause Isao to blush. A gold chain jangled around 
her waist, with a puce enamel heart surrounded by diamonds forming a clasp. She 
had bleach-blond hair, short and immaculately styled with pink streaks, complemen-
tary with makeup that deliberately made her look deeply tanned. Her high-heel shoes 
consisted of blue and pink stripes. Firmly inserted pink sunglasses in her hair finished 
the look. 

“I am Akako,” she said, staring at him intensely, almost theatrically.
He bowed again.
“Stop that!” the third girl playfully said. “One bow was enough! If you want to 

chaperone us and translate English, you need to be more relaxed.” This sister was 
wearing a knee-length dress, dark pink with many superfluities, especially around her 
shoulders. Her light pink hair was prominent in the French bouffant style, surround-
ing a white-dusted face, pink mascara, and a Marie-Antoinette beauty mark. She had 
a dozen custom bangles around her wrist and arms, of a variety of pastel enamels and 
silver. Her shoes were similarly styled to her sisters’, but a uniform bright pink.

“I agree,” said Leopard-Girl. “I am Hisako.” She pointed to Bouffant-Hair, “And 
she is Sumiko.”

Hesitantly, fighting the urge to bow, Isao said, “Alright, I will try.”
The girls clapped and cheered, and on realising the volume of their whoop whoop-

ing, held their hands close to their mouths and tittered again.
 #



The hotel bus transported the girls’ loud designer bags to the Ritz on Carlton 
while they rode in the back of Isao’s borrowed 700 Series BMW.

“Have you ever fucked three girls at once?” Akako asked of Isao, who was direct-
ing the car through heavy peak-hour traffic in the city.

He nearly involuntarily braked with the shock of the question. He heard a muffled 
snicker.

Hisako laughed out loud. “I think we need to wean Isao in gently.” She directed 
her conversation to the young man, “So sorry, Isao-chan, we were only joking.”

More subdued laughter.
He barely avoided rear-ending a Mercedes parked in front of the hotel’s entrance.

#
The girls wanted to go to The Rocks that same late afternoon, one of the oldest 

sections of Sydney, now a tourist trap. He had read it once was a haven for footpads, 
men who would lurk in the shadows of the night and crack skulls for easy theft. 

Isao had already made some headway feeling at ease with the girls, and they treat-
ed him much like he was one of the group. The walk from the hotel, skirting Sydney 
Harbour, was smooth and relaxing; the girls enjoyed the sights, especially the Sydney 
Opera House. 

He led them into the narrow streets of The Rocks where a plethora of tourists 
from around the world were buying art and craftwork from expensive boutique stores 
and sidewalk stalls. 

“My patrons, why did you want to come here? I thought you wanted to avoid 
common locales.”

Hisako always spoke first on serious matters. “There is a painting we want to see 
in an art gallery. Its address is 42 Kendell Lane, The Rocks. Curious place name, but I 
suppose it is half built into a rocky hill.”

Isao hadn’t visited The Rocks before. He scanned the signage along the thorough-
fares and spotted Kendell Lane thirty metres down Argyle Street.

Within minutes, Isao and the giggling girls entered Azimuth Gallery, a small pri-
vate concern situated on the ground floor of a renovated early nineteenth-century 
townhouse.

A short man with silver-grey hair came into the main gallery via a staff entrance. 
He had a chubby face with a full beard extending to his upper chest. When he saw 
the girls, who were his height but significantly more colourfully arrayed, Isao could 
read the mix of distaste and gleeful opportunity on his face. “Dear visitors, welcome 
to Azimuth Gallery. I am David Collins. I own the premises.”

Isao translated. Hisako responded, “Thank you, sir. We were hoping to see one of 
your paintings—‘Dagon In The Ocean Mist’ by Richard Martinson.”

The proprietor’s jaw dropped. “M…may I ask how you knew about this acquisi-



tion?” His tone was more of a questioning ‘why?’
Sumiko, the middle sister, giggled. “Sir, we are fans of Richard Martinson and 

with a simple query on the Internet we were informed you were selling his work.”
Isao could tell David wasn’t convinced, but with a shrug of his shoulders, the pro-

prietor led the group to an adjoining room that specialized in paintings of a fantasti-
cal nature. Akiko was conspicuously missing from the group, although the old man 
appeared oblivious to her absence.

Isao stepped closer to the painting David pointed to, revealing a disturbing scene. 
While not gory or overtly horrific, there was a darkness and oddness to the work that 
chilled the boy. It depicted a monstrous creature caught in the act of bursting out of 
the ocean, lit by moonlight, and surrounded by the haze of a chilly night mist. The 
creature was not altogether discernable; its features were obfuscated by the waves, the 
shadows, the haze, and yet the viewer just knew there was a monolithic horror, the 
size of an ocean liner, emerging from the sea. Hisako and Sumiko stood silently be-
fore the work, studying it intensely. Isao had not seen the girls so serious thus far, and 
it seemed odd, out of place. 

Hisako said, “Where is Richard Martinson, the artist?”
David frowned. “I…I don’t have his address, and it is the usual practice not to di-

vulge artists’ private information.”
Isao felt the chill again, but not from the painting. He wondered why the girls 

were so grim, so intent on interrogating the old man.
Uncomfortably, he translated for Sumiko, “Sir, you must have his address. Give it 

to us.”
David said, “With all due respect, I must ask you to leave. I am closing the gallery 

for the day.”
Embarrassed, Isao glanced at Hisako, who acknowledged his silent communica-

tion with a private wink. 
He could hardly believe what he was translating: “The gallery is already closed. 

Give us Martinson’s address, or you will not see the morning.”
David nervously coughed. Again, the expression on his face was of profound dis-

belief—and yet his wide eyes glistened with fear. “You are only girls and a boy.”
 Akiko giggled from the doorway to the main gallery. She held in each hand a 

finely crafted thirty-centimeter stainless steel rod with flattened, sharpened ends. 
Each rod had a metal ring attached at its centre and were hooked over Akiko’s middle 
fingers. She looked like she knew how to use them, and she dispassionately sized Da-
vid up. The pretty, vapid girl had transformed into a cold thug. 

A good actress.
David yelped and struck for another exit to his left, but before he strode two steps, 

Hisako locked her arm under his armpit and threw him, judo fashion, to the floor, 
slamming his back with a large thump.



Isao jumped back in surprise.
The old man groaned in severe pain. “Please don’t hurt me.”
“What is he saying?” Hisako asked Isao.
The boy hesitated. He was terrified.
“We are not demons, Isao-chan. We are on a mission to return something that was 

taken from us. Help us. What did he say?”
Isao took a deep breath and translated.
Hisako replied through the boy’s translation, “Give us Martinson’s address, and we 

will leave you.”
The old man cried. “I can’t. I swore—”
Akiko leapt to David’s prostrate body and slammed one of her weapons into his 

hand with such force the sharpened rod passed through the hand into the wooden 
floor. He screamed in agony while Akiko placed her high-heeled right shoe on his 
hand and drew the weapon.

Isao was now in an insane nightmare. He was terrified, and yet, like an automa-
ton, continued the translation.

Hisako said, “I ask again, where does Martinson live?”
David wept uncontrollably, leaving Isao with a heavy sense of pity and guilt. The 

proprietor croaked, “I have his address on file.”
#

It was late, and Isao couldn’t sleep. The room at the Ritz was opulent and provided 
everything a guest would want, but he just lay on his king-sized bed wondering what 
he had gotten himself into. The giggly, girly-girls in their hime gyaru day-mode were 
convincing—so much so he honestly believed they weren’t faking, yet they were cold, 
calculating, and ruthless earlier that evening. His fast-beating heart told him to leave, 
to write-off the job, but the need for the success of his new business kept gnawing at 
him. He groaned in exasperation.

He heard his door open and shot out of bed. 
Light giggling indicated who had entered. They even have a copy of my door pass.
Akiko first appeared, dressed in a multi-coloured nightgown made of fine silk. Her 

makeup was toned down, but not by normal standards for the middle of the night. 
There was a slight, greenish under-layer in her cosmetics. The other sisters followed 
her into his bedroom, with equally gaudy nightwear and eldritch makeup.

“Not asleep, Isao-chan?” Akiko whispered seductively in his ear.
“No. A bit surprised by what happened today.”
“Poor little boy,” Akiko responded, pushing lightly on his shoulders, causing him 

to acquiesce to her silent command to sit. She sat next to him, unnervingly close.
Hisako and Sumiko took their places at the foot of the bed.



Sumiko said, “You’re upset. You don’t know what’s going on. It’s understandable.”
“What are you going to do with Richard Martinson? You’ve got his address in 

Bondi, but you can’t talk to him without me.”
“That’s simple, Isao-chan,” Hisako replied. “You’re coming with us as agreed in 

our contract. You will translate.”
He gulped, embarrassed he couldn’t hide his fear of the girls. “W…what are you 

going to do with him?”
“We are going to take back what was stolen from us and punish him,” Hisako 

said.
Akiko gently laid the side of her face against his shoulder and neck, purring.
He was petrified by her touch, unable to shrug her off. “I think I might leave. I 

should be able to get another translator for you by morning.”
“What will your father think, Isao-chan?” Hisako asked, leaning forward, staring 

intensely into his eyes.
Cold, oh so cold! “What do you mean? I’ve started this business on my own, he 

doesn’t need to know.”
“Oh he will,” Sumiko said. “Who do you think recommended your services to 

us?”
Isao felt like his blood ceased to flow. “Your go-between said he saw my business 

name on an Employment Registry on the Internet.”
“We didn’t want to complicate matters,” Hisako said. “Our family has ancient ties 

with yours, and it was most fortunate your father has been working in Sydney for 
the past six years, enabling us to keep our business relationship to the old network—
through you.”

Anger added to Isao’s fear and disgust. He jumped to his feet, forcing Akiko to 
pull back. “I am leaving now.”

She hissed like a cat.
Hisako shot to her feet in an instant, pushing the teenager back onto the bed. 

“You have no idea what shame that would bring to your family. Your father would 
have no choice but to end his own life. Could you live with that?”

Moisture pooled in his eyes, but he was not going to break down in front of these 
ruthless girls. Closing his eyes with a heavy sense of defeat, he said, “No. Never.”

“Good,” Akiko cooed. She rose to her feet and let her nightgown, richly decorated 
with sea-creature motifs, slide from her shoulders, revealing her smooth, painted skin 
and small breasts. The green hue of the body makeup practically glowed.

Isao’s breath was taken away with the sight. Fear and disgust rapidly evaporated.
Akiko straddled the boy and leant over, kissing him deeply.
“Don’t mind us,” Hisako said coolly. “If you have enough man in you, we might 



join in.”
#

They found Winston Avenue only a block away from the famous Bondi Beach. 
Being the middle of summer, it was hard to find a parking space, as thousands, if 
not tens of thousands, of bathers and revellers, would be crammed on the half-mile 
stretch of sand.

On instruction, he knocked on the door of a ground floor apartment.
A woman in her fifties answered the door. She had a kindly face beneath short-

cropped greying red hair. “Can I help you?” In the split second when the nationality 
of the group of the four young people registered, her pupils dilated as fear encom-
passed her being. She immediately made moves to shut the door on them.

Sumiko was faster. She slid past Isao and used her momentum to force the door 
open, knocking the slim lady to the floor, who barely missed hitting her head on a 
coffee table. 

The other girls shuffled Isao into the apartment and closed the door when they all 
had entered.

“You can’t do this!” the woman screamed in outrage. “Get out at once, or I will 
call the police!”

Before Isao could translate, having easily worked out the lady’s state of mind, Aki-
ko expertly pulled her rod-weapons from concealed pockets in her short skirt, and 
jumped onto the prostrate form, holding her implements of death on both sides of 
her neck.

Isao blushed, as he remembered what Akiko first did when she seduced him.
He translated the woman’s threat.
“If you speak beyond a normal volume my sister will sever your jugular veins,” 

said Hisako. “You will bleed out and die.”
The haughty disposition of the woman changed to terror. “What is it you want? 

We have few valuables.”
“We only want one valuable. Who are you?”
“I’m Muriel Martinson. Are you from them?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” Hisako said, laughing.
Muriel closed her eyes. “He’s not here.”
“We’ll get to that. First the item.”
“It’s not here. We don’t have it any more. We passed it to our brethren in Ameri-

ca.”
Akiko looked darkly to her elder sister.
Hisako said, “Tie her up.”
What followed sickened Isao. On two occasions he had to vomit in the apart-



ment’s bathroom. A nightmarish hour passed. Akiko and Sumiko took turns tortur-
ing the woman under Hisako’s instruction, disfiguring her body, causing excruciating 
pain with refined skill, with a clear indication they had done it many times before. 

And Muriel held out. Isao, ashen-faced—green with nausea—saw the woman 
bleed copiously on the kitchen floor, where pieces of flesh and digits were scattered 
about, and succumb to an agonizing death.

“Strong will; weak constitution,” Hisako said.
“Fanatic!” spat Sumiko. “Whore! Barbarian!”
Hisako tidied her makeup with a small mirror. “We don’t have much time. We 

must tear this apartment to pieces to find our prize. It must be here—look at his 
room, at the belongings in this living area—he lives here. It must be here.”

Isao was dragged into the activity, despite his weakness from his journeys to the 
bathroom. The sisters gave him no sympathy, no latitude.

“What am I looking for?” he wearily asked.
Hisako said, “A small figurine made of polished whalebone. Only ten centimetres 

high. It depicts an ancient sea god.”
They divided the small apartment into four sections and systematically inspect-

ed every piece of furniture and object. If it could contain a small statuette, it was 
smashed open.

Isao completed a bedroom and entered its adjoining bathroom. He saw the scat-
tered remnants of his breakfast along the rim of the toilet. He lifted the lid of the cis-
tern and found a waterproof bag in it, the size of the figurine. 

“I’ve found it!” he cried, elated, the memory of Muriel’s torture too easily diluted.
“Good boy, Isao-chan!” Hisako said, snatching the plastic wrap. She quickly un-

ravelled its packaging, revealing a finely carved form of a hunched-over amalgam of 
sea-serpent and man. It had long, sinewy hands with sharp fingertips and a dorsal fin 
that dominated its size, with several pointed spars. Again, Isao felt the clawing cold-
ness of horror from the image, and he realised it was the same creature depicted in 
the painting in Azimuth Gallery. Dagon.

“Now we must find Richard Martinson,” Hisako said.
“How?” Sumiko asked. “The woman said nothing.”
Isao turned to the body, still strapped to the chair, naked with horrific wounds, 

and her head slumped in his direction. The face was pale, almost peaceful, but her 
open eyes were still charged with the horror of her ordeal.

Hisako chuckled. “Every time I mentioned her brother’s name, her eyes momen-
tarily—just for a split second—turned to the left. A give-away. Richard Martinson 
possesses a number of sets of swimming clothing, as well as beach towels. His sister’s 
eyes always turned to where the ocean is located. I believe he is swimming there.”

Isao and the sisters left the building, heading straight for Bondi Beach. The girls 



were wearing, as usual, their rococo-style clothing. Pinks, sky blues, bows, hearts and 
frills. The hot sun didn’t bother them; their steps toward the surf-shops, hotels and 
cafes were confident, determined. Hisako held her bright pink handbag, containing 
the god-figurine, with reverence.

As they strode along the shopping strip, all bystanders stared at the strange Japa-
nese visitors. Even Japanese tourists were aghast, never having seen hime gyaru out-
side of Tokyo and television. Not a single soul approached them as if people sensed 
the girls were poison.

They crossed Campbell Parade, joining the bustle of humanity playing or lunch-
ing in the park, dodging seagulls feasting on castoffs. Past Queen Elizabeth Drive, 
they climbed down the steps into the maelstrom known as Bondi Beach. Thousands 
of people, many tourists, set blankets and beach chairs along the length and breadth 
of the beach, although the density of sweaty, lotion-wafting humanity were con-
centrated between the flags set in the sand to designate safe swimming. As the four 
moved their way toward the water, they appeared like clowns amidst the normalcy of 
flesh, although where people were drawn to clowns, those who sunbathed and wan-
dered the shoreline were repelled by a sense of dread. Again, without knowing why.

Halfway to the sea, where the blue and frothy white waves provided respite from 
the midday heat, they stopped walking. Hisako pointed to the masses of humanity 
splashing, swimming and boogie boarding in the waves. Isao squinted in the bright 
light and finally saw whom she was pointing to. A fit, balding middle-aged man 
swam effortlessly at the far side of the hundreds of people in the water, enjoying him-
self. What hair he had was red.

On Hisako’s prompting, the group moved forward to where the waves lapped the 
sea-soaked sand. The girls ignored their shoes ruining in the gritty salt water. Isao did 
not dare complain.

A surf-lifesaver bounded to the group, “Hey, what are you doing?” 
Hisako muttered to Isao, “I don’t want to be disturbed.”
The perplexed teenager ceased translating. 
The lifesaver patted Isao on the shoulder. “Do you understand English?”
Isao shrugged, feigning ignorance.
“Shit.” The lifesaver stood with the group, hands on hips, at a loss with what to 

do.
Hisako took the figurine out of her bag, lifting it to the sky. She mumbled in a 

language unknown to Isao, unlike any he heard before.
“What in hell is she doing?” the lifesaver asked with urgency, an edge of panic in 

his voice, even though he couldn’t pinpoint why.
A murmur came from the hundreds in the water, strikingly different from the 

laughter and conversations over the riot of the crashing waves.
Isao saw the water beyond the main breakers turn from a dark blue to black. Ink 



black. The chaotic murmuring among the bathers turned to a rising panic. Many 
scampered out of the ocean solely on the basis of the collective terror burgeoning 
from deeper water. Screams emanated from those stronger swimmers further out. 

The tempo of the cries of hysteria increased measurably as the blackness of the wa-
ter extended to the shore. Isao could see people emerging from the sea, with black 
water running off their bodies, leaving unblemished skin and costumes.

He looked to where Richard Martinson was swimming earlier and saw the man 
struggling. The swimmer was trying to head for shore, but the water started to churn, 
and fins and tentacles appeared from the water. Not harming the few swimmers left 
in the water, but corralling them. Keeping them in the deep.

Most of the people had already deserted the beach, running in mindless panic, 
some screaming in pain as they were trampled underfoot.

Hisako ceased her incantation. She positively glowed. 
“You are truly honoured to be witness to this great event, Isao-chan,” she said.
“Yes,” he replied. He realized with sudden despair he was their thrall. No, I have 

been their slave since father gave them my name.
 “You have another honour,” she said. “The females of our family may only mate 

with a select few bloodlines. Yours is one such line, and all three of us were impreg-
nated last night.”

Isao muttered, “How? It’s too early to tell.”
“Mating never fails in these dealings, Isao-chan.”
He felt like fainting. The events of the last twenty-four hours were overwhelming 

him, like the foul black sea that washed against the shore.
The frothing waters in the deep exploded twenty metres into the sky. An evil mi-

asma wafted over the entire beach. A deep howl came from the raging black water. 
Emerging from the boiling sea was the monstrous visage of Dagon, perfectly resem-
bling the figurine, but his head alone was several storeys high. A giant fin followed 
him from the water, and a hand the size of a car erupted, grasping the struggling, hys-
terically screaming figure of Richard Martinson. 

Isao held his breath. He knew what was coming.
The god crushed the hapless man and dropped the mangled carcass into the water 

where the sharks and other ferocious animals of the ocean depth fought over the gift. 
In seconds there was nothing left, and they turned on the living prey left howling in 
panic in the sea.

“Come with me,” Hisako commanded.
Isao and the three sisters walked toward their god. 
They stopped when they were waist deep. 
“Keep going,” Hisako said, staying put with Akako and Sumiko.
“Why?” he asked. 



They smiled, with their eyes gleaming in fanatical adoration of their god, their 
makeup and hair streaking and filming on their skin, which had a strange, greenish 
hue, and depicted a faint trace of scales.

Dagon was now standing upright in all his terrifying glory, the height of a high-
rise building. The god was still, studying the diminutive, insignificant group before 
him.

“You have served your purpose well, Isao-chan, and you are truly blessed,” Hisako 
said.

Sumiko smiled. “We will carry forth your seed.” 
“Now you will embrace Dagon,” Akiko added.
Isao trembled with the truth of the sisters’ statements. Dagon was waiting to feed. 





Atishfishan

Deep in the mountains of southern Pakistan resides – if legend is to be 
believed – a foul creature, surviving on a diet of lizards and beetles, hid-
ing from the daylight world, reticent for contact with humanity. Gora 

Bashar, the locals call it. It waits for a legion of vengeful monsters to unleash them-
selves upon the Earth. Such is the substance of the tale I have to recite. 

It began when Natheer and I arrived by plane in Karachi, despotising us into a 
metropolis as equally mad but generously more dystopian than any city of India. 
Merely crossing the lawless streets proved to be chancing with death itself. 

We’d come to Pakistan to report on a curious and ancient construction, some-
thing grand in the scheme of both architecture and history. It was called the Ran-
ikot Fort, positioned in the deserts of the Sindh district further north. Natheer in-
sisted on carrying the luggage for us both, his youthful vigour easily managing what 
I might have laboured under. The taxi’s windows refused to close, the driver in-
forming us his air-conditioner was also broken, going on to tell us at length the dis-
parities between his wages and the cost of repairs, presumably in the hopes I’d tip 
far more generously than which would be considered fair. Natheer was quick to let 
me know there was a likelihood the train we were risking our necks for on the roads 
of Karachi would likewise be without the modern comforts. There was little choice 
other than to accept the heat and dust, especially since it might be all there was to 
experience once we’d reached the Fort. 

Restoration work had commenced again on parts of the Ranikot Fort after 
much time, with considerable backing from an archaeological foundation in the 
States. The Fort was remarkable because it boasted an impressive wall extending 
some twenty miles or so across the Sindh desert, and often compared to the Great 
Wall of China. In fact, likewise, they called it the Great Wall of Sindh. These stone 
ramparts apparently followed the contours of the land, in a straight line across the 
barren hillocks as far as the eye could see. The Department of Culture had overseen 
the initial restoration work some years prior to my visit, efforts which had come to 
a halt when it had been discovered that the stone and cement work was of such a 
poor and unprofessional standard it had inevitably led to accusations of corruption, 
claims which found their way to the upper echelons of governance.

Brian Craddock



Now many years later, at least at the gate in the wall closest to the township of 
Sann, the work had commenced again with considerably more earnest parties under-
taking the renovation. The gate was remarkable: a solid stone and lime fortification 
with decorative flower relief on the inside walls. It was to this gate, and ultimately the 
direction of the tent wherein we would find the commanders of the restoration work, 
Natheer and I were ushered to by a helpful local when we’d finally arrived from the 
four-hour journey by train from Karachi. 

Natheer had accompanied me from India, where I’d first employed his services as 
a driver for an assignment for New Wonders Magazine. He’d demonstrated himself 
reliably, though a curious turn of events had unfolded wherein my photographer had 
absquatulated, having gone off on his own one night with Natheer to explore the lo-
cal sights. While my colleague’s desertion had been a surprise and, more importantly, 
a bother to me in the professional sense, I’d surmised he had quickly tired of India, 
and perhaps of my own company, and had merely taken himself back to Canada. The 
man had experienced an accursed stroke of luck for several years, after all, and the 
state of his mind had been in question, not least by myself. 

Natheer, on the other hand, had assisted me in meeting the deadline for New 
Wonders Magazine. He’d changed, though, becoming more studious and attentive. 
His newfound curiosity for the world was demonstrably charming, and we struck 
an accord so much so that when the offer to travel across the border into neighbour-
ing Pakistan arose, I was determined Natheer should follow. Though it was Hindi 
he spoke, the language had much in common with Pakistan’s own Urdu, so it would 
have been foolhardy to merely dismiss his services. Perhaps, too, because we’d secretly 
breached the bounds of professionalism, finding ourselves agreeably bed-bound to-
gether. 

Yet even now he studied the carvings in the stone walls of the Sann gate as though 
he might unravel some ancient mystery, proving my prior assertion as to the profes-
sional usefulness of his presence. 

From the tent before us emerged Martin Van de Castele, swarthy and barrel-chest-
ed, who happily introduced himself as the chief geologist for the site. The tent proved 
to be enchanted, for inside it seemed much larger than out, filled with an array of 
equipment and personnel. After a brief and jovial tour of his set-up (including an im-
pressive set of automatic sifters), Van de Castele led us out into the blazing hot sun to 
show us the ramparts of the Fort. We climbed a set of stone steps to the apex, finding 
ourselves upon a part of the Great Wall, marvelling as it stretched away from us in 
either direction. Historians had always supposed the wall and fort were built a cou-
ple of hundred years ago, around the time of the Battle of Halani. But new evidence 
showed the antiquarian structures merely were only repaired at that time, and a col-
league of Van de Castele’s, a specialist in stratigraphy, surmised the ramparts and wall 
to have actually been originally built eighteen centuries earlier at the time of the Sasa-
nian Empire, the final kingdom of the Persian Empire prior to the nascency of Islam 
in the region. But precisely who had constructed the wall – and why – was a singular 



mystery which continued to confound historians. Van de Castele was quite clear on 
that score, emphasising over and over again as to the arcane origins of the ramparts. 

Now I understood why the editors at New Wonders were dedicated to having this 
story told. I felt we were on the precipice of new discoveries, that the very wall we 
presently stood upon, neglected by the International tourist community and most-
ly forgotten, would soon swell with visitors not just from nearby Karachi but from 
around the globe. 

We spent the following hours meeting and interviewing the team of geologists 
and historians working on the site, shadowed constantly by Government operatives. 
Natheer never left my side, where he hovered like a sentry, observing all but betraying 
nothing of his emotions. But for myself, perhaps only the Government knew Nath-
eer was Hindu, and for that, I was thankful since relations between Hindus and Mus-
lims were often strained, not least of all out here in the feudal desert regions. I needn’t 
have worried at all, however, as Natheer hadn’t shown any inclination toward practis-
ing his religion since those strange days when my colleague had absconded in India 
and Natheer had returned a changed man. Far from putting me at ease, it afforded 
me a quiet discomfort that the young man could so readily turnabout his own affec-
tion for the religion he’d been raised in all his life. 

As the fierce sun lowered itself on the horizon, painting the desert landscape in 
impossible shadows dwarfing even the Great Wall of Sindh, we presently heard a cry 
from beyond the Sann Gate. A car had come to an erratic stop just outside, and a lo-
cal man behind the wheel was babbling incoherently. Even the local archaeologists 
struggled to understand this wild tongue, so speedily did the man speak. 

Finally, some sense was made of him, and it was revealed that another team of ge-
ologists studying rock formations further along the wall had made a remarkable dis-
covery. Van de Castele called for his team of geologists, who rushed to their vehicles. 

Natheer and myself secured passage with one of the Government operatives, a 
stoic man in an unbuttoned business shirt who answered to the name of Joyo. He 
steered his Suzuki Mehran along the dirt track parallel to the Great Wall, managing 
with dubious ability to guide the vehicle over every pothole along the way, the or-
namental compact disc hanging from his rear-view mirror swinging wildly around. 
It was with enormous relief when, after many miles of rough terrain and wailing 
Qawalli music from Joyo’s faulty stereo, we finally arrived at the base of the Kirthar 
Mountains, and the site where the new discovery had purportedly been made. The 
sun was still high, hitting the cliff-faces with full force, basking the four thousand 
foot rock formations in an orange glow. And even to the untrained eye, such as mine 
was, it was abundantly evident there was something unnatural about the cliffs rising 
before us. 

Where most of the mountain range was carbonaceous shale and rock, there ap-
peared to be a wholly different section emerging from the cliff, composed not only 
of another material but rendered entirely foreign to the surrounding surface. It was 



manufactured, and polished, as if man- made and not cultivated from the earth, a 
column deliberately carved or perhaps even placed into the rock. The surface was 
smooth, and as it towered higher, it angled sharply back toward the mountainside, 
creating a box-like visage. The sight filled me with a creeping sense of dread. 

Tensions were raised, Van de Castele engaging the Government operative, Joyo, in 
a heated exchange. Discreetly, I positioned myself closer to the pair, to discern the na-
ture of the quarrel, yet I found myself dumb to the strains of a language I didn’t un-
derstand. When I turned to Natheer for translation, he shrugged by way of response, 
informing me it wasn’t Urdu which they spoke – and for which he’d have understood 
if they had – but another dialect altogether. Perhaps Sindhi, the regional tongue. 

Ropes and clips were produced, the men intending to scale the mysterious mono-
lith emerging from the mountainside. Even as they began to climb, we all stood back 
in awe at the cyclopean scale of the find, marvelling at how small the climbers ap-
peared against its smooth surface. 

Natheer was exploring the rest of the mountain base, searching amongst the fall-
en rocks and the ravines for clues as to the origins of the abnormal column. I took a 
moment to try and procure explanation from Van de Castele as to what the discovery 
was, and why he had been in an argument with Joyo, but he wasn’t forthcoming on 
either enquiry. I could feel the avenues of journalistic opportunity closing, as though 
my presence here was suddenly a hindrance to the cause, in contrast to the earlier re-
ception back at Ranikot Fort. 

Shouting from above alerted us to the findings of our climbers. There was an en-
trance to the monolith, a small fissure probably made in the surface by moving tec-
tonic plates. It was wide enough for a human to slip into. One of the climbers rap-
pelled back down the surface, to report that the column was made from basalt, news 
which made the geologists incredulous. Basalt, they explained to me, was nearly im-
possible to carve and sculpt, even with tools of iron, and with an edifice as apparent-
ly old as the one before us, it would be unlikely an ancient civilisation could fashion 
it to be so smooth and straight. It was decided the climber, a local with a layman’s 
knowledge of archaeology, could not be relied upon to ascertain the nature of the ma-
terial before us, so Van de Castele prepared himself for ascent. He’d make the verdict 
on the monolith’s base material. 

The sun dipped behind the horizon now, leaving us with a twilight glow. It was 
risky light to operate an abseil in, but Van de Castele was adamant. He wanted an-
swers before we retired to Sann for the night. Van de Castele struggled with his as-
cension, his weight and inexperience working to conspire against him, but finally, he 
reached the summit of the monolith. He disappeared from view when he reached the 
summit, with only the telltale movement of the rope hanging over the edge attesting 
to his existence. 

I wandered to where I’d last seen Natheer and searched for him amongst the boul-
ders at the base of the mountain. Most of the gathering stared up at the summit, 



waiting for news from Van de Castele, or had retired to their vehicles to ready torches 
and other supplies should the light of the day finally desert us. 

Natheer was emerging from behind a rock as large as Joyo’s Mehran, eyes like sau-
cers as he froze upon seeing me. He stood as motionless as a cat on the hunt. There 
was something almost otherworldly about him at this stage. Had I caught him in the 
very act of committing a crime, or some other less derogatory but equally vulgar ac-
tivity? 

He moved suddenly, motioning for me to follow. I hesitated, wondering at his in-
tention. The unnatural monolith had unnerved me, and I felt suspicion brimming in 
me. Natheer disappeared from view, and several heartbeats later I decided to pursue, 
wondering at the wisdom of this. When I climbed around the boulder, however, I 
saw a hole, or a small cave entrance, partially obscured by the tumble of rocks before 
it. It was only by sliding my body between boulder and mountain cliff- face was I 
able to access the opening in the carbonaceous shale.

Without light, and in the encroaching darkness outside, I found Natheer inside 
the low-ceiling cavern, crawling on hands and knees. It was dark inside, so Natheer 
produced a lighter, the small flame easily illuminating our surrounds without the pos-
sibility of alerting the geologists to our find. The walls and ceiling were jagged rock, 
but after only a few feet of crawling the floor and walls began to smooth, as if pur-
posefully worn down over aeons of traverse. 

After some time, I entertained the notion of retracing our steps to rejoin the par-
ty outside, fearful the night might have finally descended, and we’d been forgotten, 
stranded in the desert with only the eerie monolith for company. Thankfully, I’d held 
my tongue on the matter, for suddenly the darkness ahead of Natheer’s flame became 
greater, as if ready to swallow us, and the young man whispered back to me that he’d 
found something extraordinary. When I crawled up beside him, I found myself look-
ing down into an unfathomable pit. With only Natheer’s lighter for illumination, I 
had no way of knowing if there was a bottom to the gulf, but I had the sudden sense 
to direct my gaze skyward, and when I did I found the gulf not only yawned below 
but also above. A great distance above there was a change in the darkness, a slight 
pitch indicating light. This could only be, in my estimation, the fissure at the summit 
of the cyclopean monolith buried in the mountainside, of which was evidently hol-
low. We were clearly inside a kind of dwelling, perhaps. 

With the day coming to a close, Natheer and I decided to end our exploration of 
the cave and reunite with Van de Castele and his team. Natheer led the way, his light-
er held aloft to guide us. As I turned myself to follow, my hand slid across something 
leathery and damp in the darkness, and I let out a loud cry of alarm, thinking my-
self to have touched a dead body. When Natheer shone the light upon the ambiguity, 
however, I saw it was, in fact, an old roll of parchment skins, bound in decrepit leath-
er and tied by a strap of thong. I snatched it up, tucking it down my shirt for safe-
keeping, repulsed by the feel of the clammy leather against my skin. 



Van de Castele was rappelling down the face of the monolith when Natheer and 
I finally reconvened with the geologists. It seemed our absence was barely noted, ex-
cept by the local drivers who watched us slyly and whispered amongst themselves, 
the nature of which wasn’t hard to discern since I’d encountered such sneering judg-
ment most of my adult life. The day had departed, at last, and a beautiful cerulean 
sky showed the first smatter of stars. It reminded me of the faint light I’d spied at the 
apex of the monolith within. Natheer and I exchanged a mutual look, each acknowl-
edging that our clandestine tunnel must remain a secret. 

With enthusiastic gusto, Van de Castele told his team of his own investigation, of 
how the monolith was sculpted from basalt, and the fissure reported on earlier had 
been made by some impossible force cracking the stone. It was, thought Castele, as 
if something had clawed open the monolith to force an entry. He regaled us with de-
scriptions of the interior, for he had decided to lower himself on a rope inside the 
brooding column that he might better make an estimation on its purpose and ori-
gins. His only estimation was that the interior was designed in such a way as to give 
the impression it had been a building once, with many rooms and connecting corri-
dors and stairwells, carved apparently ad-hoc without thought to how a person might 
easily traverse them. 

The drive back to the Fort, and then onwards to Sann, was filled with excited 
chatter, everyone espousing their own theories about the monolith, expounding on 
the descriptions Van de Castele repeated ad nauseam. 

We were dropped off at the Serai Solangi Hotel, where some of the other geol-
ogists had rooms. Besides the Fort and its magnificent Wall, there was very little to 
attract tourists to the area, so it wasn’t difficult to secure a room for Natheer and my-
self. Once in our own private quarters, I was able to study the roll of leather parch-
ments I’d secreted inside my shirt, carefully flattening them lest I crack the brittle 
skins. Holding one to the dim and yellowing globe of the room, I could see the pre-
served veins and liver-spotting of the animal which had been sacrificed for the pro-
duction of these notes. The writing itself, perhaps made from a mixture of soot and 
acacia gum for ink, was faded into the hide, reminding me of ancient tattoos. 

Natheer proved his worth once again, pouring over the parchment sheaves to help 
decipher the language. Between us, we were able to understand that the scrawls on 
the skins were not so much a continuous piece of writing, but rather random obser-
vations jotted in haste. It made the task of translation more difficult since we couldn’t 
rely on any passage supporting another, but sometime in the middle of the night, 
we’d managed a rudimentary comprehension of the notes. 

Of the author, there was no mistake. He identified himself several times as Mian 
Abdul Nabi Kalhoro, the younger brother of a great ruler from the Kalhora Dynasty, 
a reign lasting from 1701 through to 1783. Mian Abdul Nabi Kalhoro’s notes were 
an account of Atishfishan, or the Battle of Halani, which occurred in Sindh hundreds 
of years before. I recalled the vast and unforgiving Sindh desert and those ramparts 
with the Great Wall, trying to picture a fierce battle leaving the soil soaked in blood. 



It was difficult to imagine where we’d toured earlier in the day as being the same 
place as events of Atishfishan in Mian Abdul Nabi Kalhoro’s writing. 

The account of the Battle of Halani grew stranger the more we read, and I suspect-
ed fatigue and the heat of the day had taken their toll on both Natheer and I, for the 
translations had taken a turn for the macabre and eldritch. Mian Abdul Nabi Kalho-
ro talked of hideous monsters manifesting from the desert and besieging warring fac-
tions, of both the Sindh region’s Kalhora Dynasty and of the Baloch clan’s Mir Fateh 
Ali Khan Talpur, who had sought to overcome the Kalhora clan. 

I’d heard blasphemous ramblings like these before. Back in my university days, at 
Miskatonic, there had been an old professor by the name of Wingate Peaslee who it 
was said was the son of a former professor for Political Economy, who would swear 
his father had experienced unnatural and tenebrous things in his youth, claiming 
to have somehow travelled to ancient times. Such fanciful notions were not hard to 
come by these days, but to have heard them from esteemed men of learning made 
them especially unfathomable. 

I wasn’t in the mood for fairy tales so late in the night, and succumbed to exhaus-
tion, falling into a deep and instant sleep, spooned by Natheer. I expected the young 
man to turn in a fitful night as was customarily his style, but he was uncharacteristi-
cally still as he slept. 

We were woken the next morning by the geologists pounding on our door, for 
we had overslept. This didn’t afford me the opportunity for a fresh approach to last 
night’s translations, so I carefully rolled the parchments together and stored them in 
my knapsack, which I brought with me to the Fort. 

Van de Castele was already on site, and it became quickly apparent he intended 
to lead a team to further investigate yesterday’s discovery, for the restoration work on 
the Fort had been abandoned. The geologists were directed to pack as much of the 
equipment into the trucks as possible. A makeshift sifting and analysing site would 
be erected at the base of the monolith, and a petrographer would be sent for from In-
dia to determine the exact mineral content of both the monolith and the surrounding 
deposits. 

Not everyone seemed amenable to these arrangements, however. The government 
operative, Joyo, took Van de Castele aside and for the second day in a row, a heated 
argument broke out between the two parties. This time Natheer was able to eaves-
drop on my account, telling me that one of the men I had presumed to be a govern-
ment agent was, in fact, a representative for a mega- corporation called Indus United 
Petroleum, who had a vested interest in something Van de Castele was referring to 
as the Lakhra Formation. When I later pressed Van de Castele as to the meaning of 
his argument – specifically, as to the meaning of the Lakhra Formation – he told me 
it was a calcareous shale of the Paleocene age, and that his team had detected mas-
sive traces of it in the mountain surrounding our arcane find, the stoic monolith. 
The shale, Van de Castele said, was richly fossiliferous, making it invaluable to the 



powerful petroleum conglomerate. Such a corporation had incredible influence over 
governments, and the representative had convinced Joyo that any continued investi-
gation at the base of the Kirthar Mountains was to cease, that we were to focus singu-
larly upon the restoration of Ranikot Fort. 

To my journalistic relief, Van de Castele disagreed. The editors at New Wonders 
Magazine would indeed decree the coverage of the hollow basalt monolith as the 
more pressing story. To the chagrin of both the government and petroleum agents, 
the geologists completed packing the trucks, and we collectively returned to the 
Kirthar Mountains and to that unnerving and brooding monolith.

With the new knowledge that the column contained within itself the means of 
habitation, it was decided entrances must also be present, in addition to the fissure 
Van de Castele had breached at the summit. I didn’t volunteer our cave discovery 
from last night, so when the geologists broke into pairs to investigate the area around 
the monolith, Natheer and I made our direct route to our cave, anxious and excited 
as we crawled inside. 

Navigating the darkness, my mind was filled with Mian Abdul Nabi Kalhoro’s lu-
rid descriptions of Atishfishan, the battle whereupon it is said (by Kalhoro, at least) 
that arcane beasts emerged from the desert to lay waste to the warring armies. If they 
were borne from the plains of the Sindh, it only stood to reason that such monsters 
must reside somewhere beneath its surface. When we reached the shelf from which 
we had previously gazed out onto the impossible void, it occurred to me Kalhoro’s 
monsters might lie hibernating in the loathsome darkness below. 

From above came the sound of men, and a faraway light. Van de Castele was 
swinging by a rope, his torch picking out the details around him. Indeed, I saw now 
that a series of gangplanks crisscrossed the dark space above me, each leading to and 
from stone dwellings carved into the walls of the monolith. Van de Castele’s light 
backlit many of the structures, creating an eerie vista. There were other geologists on 
ropes joining him, their excited chatter reverberating down. 

I felt a light breeze on my cheek, coming not from below. It was cold and squa-
mous, sticking to my skin like a coat of slime. When I turned to Natheer, there was 
such alarm in his eyes it affected me, too, and we decided to exit the cave from a 
brooding sense of dread deep in the pit of our stomachs. 

There was little relief out in the harsh sun and fresh air of the desert. The represen-
tative from Indus United Petroleum had made calls while we’d been exploring, and 
soon a convoy of military personnel would be here to shut down the site, barring the 
geology work and installing their own Sedimentological and Mineralogical Inquiry. 
The remaining geologists looked distressed, attempting vainly to radio to Van de Cas-
tele the latest developments, but evidently, the basalt walls of the monolith prevented 
communications, for presently the line on the receivers remained static. 

Prompted by a sense of duty and fear, I approached Joyo to explain my position, 
how I felt there was an ominous danger inside the monolith, and that neither geo-



logical nor a mining investigation was wise. Naturally, I was laughed at, dismissed as 
a trouble-maker interested only in trying to secure the story. I produced Mian Abdul 
Nabi Kalhoro’s parchments, unrolling the crackling skins across the bonnet of a car to 
display them properly. When I translated the events of Atishfishan, I was laughed at 
again. All except by, I shrewdly noticed, the local geologists. Despite their advanced 
educations, there dwelt in them still a sense of superstition, generations of tribal law 
and tales of old impacting upon instinct and overshadowing their reason. When I 
said the name of Atishfishan, the drivers hired to transport us around were visibly 
shaken. 

Natheer engaged these men, extracting from them the source of their concerns. 
Atishfishan, he told us, means “blazing flame”, so called for when during the Battle of 
Halani the warring Baloch and Sindhi tribes were beset upon by an unnatural force. 
One of these superstitious drivers, a man called Bakkar, began to recall tales passed to 
him by his grandfather wherein local tribes believed the Great Wall was not built by 
the ancient Sasanian Empire to repel hostile armies, but in fact to help in efforts to 
drive back a marauding attack of monsters. 

Joyo ordered me to discontinue my blasphemous talk, lest he be forced to arrest 
me. The parchments were forcibly taken, property of the Pakistani Government now. 
Bakkar, the driver, squinted his eyes at the documents as Joyo inspected them closely. 
He muttered something, Bakkar did, and Natheer quietly informed me that the driv-
er had noted the ink on the parchments was a mixture of soil and blood, leading me 
to suspect that Mian Abdul Nabi Kalhoro had been in a position where time was cru-
cial, and he had resorted to tapping his own vein in order to mix his ink and record 
for prosperity the events he’d seen first-hand. 

Kalhoro’s sense of urgency had transposed to the entire gathering, making us ner-
vous, when we heard shouting from above. One of the geologists who had entered 
the monolith with Van de Castele stood upon the summit, hastily climbing over its 
edge. Before any person had a chance to assist with the ropes from below, the man 
screamed before plummeting the entire length of the smooth column, dashing him-
self onto the rocks below. 

I turned away at that crucial moment, hearing only the man’s ulular scream cease 
as his hideous descent was cut short. 

There was mad panic among the men, the local drivers the first to resort to prayer 
and chaos in equal measure as they fled the scene. 

Natheer and I used the drama to make our escape, fleeing not from the mono-
lith but rather into it, finding our way across the boulders and into the cave still only 
we knew of. If Van de Castele was inside the monolith and in dire need, perhaps we 
could succour from the vantage of being below the action. The din of turmoil from 
without was diminished by the suffocating silence of our passage, and not until we 
reached the precipice of the great pit did it occur to me that another sound altogether 
had been distracting me: a whistling from below. 



The dread I’d felt earlier was now upon me a hundred-fold, the skin on my scalp 
tightening until I was certain it would tear free from its anchorage. I trembled as I 
looked anew upon the Stygian pit, trying to decipher the hellish beasts that rose from 
those midnight depths. Like monstrous caterpillars, in both shape and movement, 
they crawled up the rock face towards us. 

I was frozen where I lie, only watching in horror as these unutterable polyps as-
cended. They were never ending, each usurped by an identical blasphemy, an entire 
legion of monstrous things emerging from the unfathomable depths of the desert. 

They crawled up the sides of the pit and past us, toward where Van de Caste-
le swung on his rope. I saw him now, struggling to right himself. Beyond was the 
fissure, through which I could see a translucent blob shimmering in the effulgence 
of the day, belching fire from several orifices along its flank. It was another of these 
hideous polyps, one having reached the outside world and consequently the geolo-
gist who had earlier fallen to his death. These eldritch manifestations could only be 
the nightmarish monsters of Mian Abdul Nabi Kalhoro’s own Atishfishan, the bat-
tle of the “blazing flame”. If it was remotely a possibility, then we were certainly all 
doomed, for it was said the polyps battled against two whole armies and were, ac-
cording to Kalhoro’s testimony, difficult to conquer. 

It occurred to me that if we were to survive this uprising, we would have to be 
sure of the motives of these monsters if they but had one. 

Often deep in the night, when Natheer stirs enough in his sleep to wake me, I roll 
over to my partner relatively comatose. A pulse he exhibits, and shallow breathing, 
but of other signs of life there are none. Eventually, but only by means of demon-
strating how distressed his state made me, Natheer confided in me his spirit would 
leave his body to wander a spectral plane, with little to anchor him in his earthly 
form. Far from relieved to hear the reason behind his disconcerting state of slum-
ber, I found myself as equally agonised upon learning of his peculiar ability. What if 
one night he should find himself without the means to return to his body, and thus 
stranded in an abnormal existence? Such a thought didn’t concern Natheer, however. 
He assured me he could always find another body to inhabit, should the need arise. 
Such talk from him was not uncommon, he being peculiar in many ways I simply as-
cribed as cultural, but the accursed notion that a man might simply trade his mortal 
vessel for another so easily was easily a thing of horror to me. 

Until now. The polyps had amassed in such numbers, the cyclopean structure 
above us was wall to wall with them, their bodies swelling and contracting against 
one another in a hideous orgy of charnel blasphemy. 

I asked Natheer if he could determine the motive of the polyps, and he under-
stood instantly what I was asking of him. Never in my time with the young man had 
I ever requested he deliberately leave his body and let his spirit roam, yet I was insist-
ing on it under the direst of circumstances. That was precisely the reason, however; 
for if the armies of the Baloch and the Sindh were barely a match for these monstros-



ities, then a small team of geologists would perish in mere moments. If I could but 
find their driving force, I might yet outwit the legion of polyps. Natheer laid himself 
flat on his back, his eyes closed as if in death, and regulated his breathing until it all 
but ceased. Likewise, I held my own breath in anticipation, and saw my lover’s body 
relax as if at peace, which was the sign I took to mean Natheer’s spirit had vacated his 
mortal vessel. I could only wonder where he now roamed, though I suspected he was 
true to his mission and had sought to enter the minds of the bloated beasts above, if 
they did indeed possess such a thing as to be called a mind. Perhaps there was some 
issue, or failure on Natheer’s part, for he returned quickly to his body, making it sit 
upright with a start and a loud gasp that nearly sent me over the edge of the precipice 
from fright. 

I demanded to know what he had learned, but the poor fellow babbled incoher-
ently as if he’d been struck dumb. His eyes rolled in his head, staring back at the 
world gibbously, fixed on nothing in particular. This above all else was frightening, 
for it was said the eyes are the windows to the soul, and when I looked into Natheer’s 
eyes I saw nothing but despair and madness there. He talked of an ancient and vast 
network of underground basalt cities filled with thousands of the polyps. 

One of the monsters reached Van de Castele, making a high-pitched whistling 
sound and forcing the poor man to drop his torch to cover his ears. I called up to 
him to warn him, but it was too late. The polyp reached out to him with translu-
cent tendrils of pliable plasticity and, attaching itself to Van de Castele, pulled on 
the helpless fellow until it quite literally skinned him alive. Blood rained down, mist-
ing as it fell so that I felt only a few drops hit my face as I stared up in horror. The 
polyp swallowed the sheet of floppy skin, sucking it into itself where it swirled in its 
innards, terrifyingly visible to the eye. Van de Castele went limp in his harness, his 
flayed body hanging at an unnatural angle. 

But the horrors were only beginning. The polyps above shifted their amorphous 
forms, squeezing easily through the fissure at the summit of our cyclopean abode, and 
in thus doing so they revealed that the walls of the column we were presently hidden 
within were pocked with more gaps and holes (such as the cave I lie in), which at first 
I understood mostly to have been left behind by the erosion of certain minerals per-
haps once embedded in the basalt walls. I could not have been more wrong, for from 
these spaces began to emerge a whole new legion of squamous monsters such as the 
very ones which had risen before me from the depths below. 

Natheer’s mad ranting was evidently truthful, and the monolith we were hidden 
within was just one of many, each interconnected by subterranean caves. 

I dragged Natheer through our own cave and out into the daylight, assisting him 
as we stumbled across the boulders to rejoin with the geologists. I’d intended to warn 
them that the attack upon us was strategic, that these impossible monsters were capa-
ble of building cities and thus of calculated combat. 

Down the sides of the Kirthar Mountains rolled the bloated polyps, their translu-



cent bodies squashing down and reforming as they tumbled toward us. The govern-
ment agent, Joyo, produced a weapon, firing it several times at the beasts, but to no 
avail. The polyp absorbed the bullets within its plasticity, spurts of flame issuing from 
the wounds. 

The driver, Bakkar, pointed his finger at Natheer and I, accusing us of bringing 
this calamity upon their heads with our sinfulness. Others rejoined him in his con-
demnation of our sexuality. 

From the rear of one of the vehicles, more rifles were procured (it was customary 
for the Sindh people to carry them everywhere), generating a volley of projectiles to 
reduce a platoon to scrap meat. It simply had the effect of momentarily sending the 
polyps off their course, so that when the monsters reached the base of the cliffs and 
their gelatinous bodies pounded the desert floor, they needed only to redirect their at-
tack slightly before they were once again headed straight for us. 

We decided to retreat. It was now every man for themselves. 
Natheer refused to move, staring mutely as the polyps rolled across the desert floor 

at him, sinewy arms reaching out to pound the desert floor and drag themselves for-
ward. Dust and stone stuck to their bodies, masking the horror of their translucent 
innards. I screamed for Natheer to follow, and was ready to run back and pull him by 
force myself when the monster reached him first. It rolled across him as if he weren’t 
there, but in its wake I could see Natheer drop first to his knees, and then face-first 
onto the ground. His clothes and skin had been completely torn from him, as in the 
case with Van de Castele. 

I didn’t know what to do. I could only stand and stare in disbelief for a few mo-
ments. 

The polyp was still advancing, however, and yet more behind it besides. I turned 
to make for a vehicle, seeing only that the geologists and drivers had already tak-
en them and were speeding along the track beside the Great Wall. Those who hadn’t 
reached a vehicle and had been likewise abandoned, were making a dash for the wall 
and were even now already climbing it, hooking their fingers and toes into the cracks 
and fissures. 

I set off after them, fighting the will to return to Natheer’s corpse, my lungs heav-
ing with the effort as the hideous whistling noise of the polyp behind me grew in-
exorably closer. I chanced a look over my shoulder, and saw the entire side of the 
monolith was swarming with polyps. The one at my heel was nearly upon me, its 
blasphemous form undulating hideously as it pursued me. It had no face, nothing I 
could see by which to locate me, and yet it came straight for me, its shapeless arms 
forming from its body and stretching out in a parody of the human reach. 

Just then a strange sensation entered me, like I was underwater, all sound sud-
denly dim and distant. It was just a moment, and then clarity returned again, and I 
somehow knew, instinctively, that I was not alone. In my thoughts, and in my spirit. 
In fact, I knew instantly that Natheer had projected himself into me, freed from the 



mortal vessel and eager to know a new one. It wasn’t my thoughts alone that deter-
mined this, but Natheer’s as well. We were suddenly co-joined in thought, two souls 
in one body, working in synchronicity. 

But Natheer had gone mad down in the cave, when at my urging he’d entered the 
mind of a polyp to secure knowledge of their intent. And now, bonded with my own 
mind, I was infected by his madness. With only perhaps twenty yards of ground to 
cover before I’d reached the safety of the Great Wall, I slowed my flight, and the pol-
yp was upon me, thrusting me to the ground and ready to skin me alive. 

I could feel Natheer’s mind working in other ways, now. We crawled deftly in re-
verse, escaping the polyp’s maw (for I surely saw one now, with proximity) and slid-
ing across the stones to appear behind the monster. It decided to continue advanc-
ing upon the men who’d climbed the wall, and the madness infecting our minds (for 
surely Natheer and I were one, but not), we began to run in an arc away from the 
wall and back toward the Kirthar Mountains, on a trajectory not straight toward the 
advancing polyp legion but skirting it instead. The screaming from behind told us 
that the polyp had reached and mounted the Great Wall, skinning alive the men who 
had sought refuge there. 

Part of us was terrified, watching the undulating masses roll across the desert floor 
in our general direction, belching flames above themselves as a kind of war-cry, and 
part of us was exhilarated to take our leave from reason and fear and face the eldritch 
so boldly. 

A helicopter roared by overhead, part of the Pakistani military Joyo had called 
for earlier. They’d arrived and there’d be a fierce battle once again in the desert of the 
Sindh district. The stones of the Great Wall would be soaked in the blood of men 
afresh, baked dry by the flames of the polyps, a new Atishfishan for a new age. 

We recognised the boulders ahead and ducked behind them even as two polyps 
fought to strike us down and eat our flesh. The cave beckoned, and we slid into it like 
a worm, like a legless thing, wriggling into the safety of the dark and the cold. The 
whistling at the mouth of the cave grew in pitch, the polyps frustrated by the loss of 
their prize. 

We were safe, and we curled into a foetal position and lie listening to the sounds 
of modern warfare, of man pitted against monster, the Great Wall of Sindh doubtless 
serving as the boundary for each force. 

The battle raged for three days and nights, only finally dying down when the 
might of artillery was amassed too greatly upon the ancient ones. We heard the pol-
yps retreating to the monolith, sliding down the walls into the stygian depths to take 
up their arcane slumber once more. 

We knew, Natheer and I, we knew that these monsters had fallen from grace, their 
evolution and ambitions  here in their great basalt cities having been stunted and de-
formed. They had been a more formidable force, once upon a time, but they’d been 
reduced to flightless creatures since. We knew all this, Natheer and I, because we 



watched the polyps. We became a guardian, of sorts, watching their infernal rest for 
signs of malcontent, ready to return to the outside world and warn it should the pol-
yps grow weary of their stygian prisons. That was what their cities had become, ban-
ished here millennia ago and returning to the surface only when disturbed by man-
kind, we who are of little consequence in the scheme of things. It is my decision to be 
The Watcher. Or, as the locals like to call me, the Gora Bashar. The White Beast. The 
desert above has become a militarised zone, with Indus United Petroleum scientists 
occasionally entering the monolith by armed escort to collect sedimentary samples. 
They seldom spy me in the darkness, but I am nimble from years of practice on these 
walls, and I can crawl quickly to cover and become like a phantom of their imagina-
tion, muttering curses at them from where I hide, adding to the legend of the Gora 
Bashar. I can always smell their fear. I wait here in the darkness, crawling the walls 
of the cyclopean monolith to feed on a diet of lizards and beetles, licking the damp 
stone when I thirst. I wait for the day the monsters wish to rise again. I wait, and I 
watch, going slowly mad.
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