
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​​​​​​RETRO EVILS

[image: ]




​​

––––––––

[image: ]


3-Retro & Female-Led Misadventures... In the Classic Style



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


VOLUME ONE


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


CONTAINS

“Let Sleeping Evils Lie”

Theo Hopcraft

“She Was Evil”

Maurice Huysman

“The Dark Depths”

Rafael Menton

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​​​​​Copyright © 2025. All Rights Reserved



[image: ]




This adaptation may not be reproduced without prior written permission from the publisher.

All rights reserved

© 2025

The right of Theo Hopcraft – Maurice Huysman - Rafael Menton to be identified as author and adapter of this work has been asserted in accordance with section 77 of the copyright, designs and patents act 1988. This book is sold subject to the conditions that it shall not by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​​​​​​​​​“LET SLEEPING EVILS LIE”


[image: ]




By

Theo Hopcraft

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​A Brief Foreword



[image: ]




The attempt at a retro and escapist fiction you’ll find below spans the period beginning with the first decade of the 20th Century and is told backwards from the beginning of the new millennium.

That first decade of the twentieth-century being a time of mores, beliefs, and acceptance of words and attitudes those of us looking back from the vantage-point of these more sensitive times would likely find crass and insensitive to go with their unfairness.

I know I do.

And?

So progress goes – as slow and gradual, not to mention infuriating, as the old Fabians proclaimed it to be – even if the conclusion was reached that the “gradual” was preferable to the “anarchic”, with its stated aims of levelling off before creating a more equable society. Aims we have witnessed in action at both extremes and almost always resulting in the tyranny of the gulag, collective obedience, or the iniquities running hand-in-hand with unchecked authoritarianism of either communist or capitalist ilk. 

And there lies the problem for those of us wanting to deliver a piece of escapist entertainment set in the past - and doing so without ruffling the feathers of those ready to take offense at the depiction of the views and the language given expression during that time.

Not seeing much sense in writing a piece of fiction from a certain period and then having to bowdlerise it in order for it to be acceptable – at least to those in our present-climate who think an Ostrich-approach will somehow sanitise in the present less inclusive views expressed back in the day - I declined that approach. 

What’s to be gained by such a revisionist approach to what we know to have once held true? 

Would renaming the atomic-bomb a powder-puff somehow make the suffering and devastation it delivered less appalling?  

The same goes for those words used back in the less enlightened day to describe certain persecuted minorities.

Though I have no intention of offending simply to garner attention.

The descriptions I refer to those of us today, at least those of us in possession of a couple of working brain-cells and a synapse for them to strike upon, being those the majority of us would rightly take much offense from hearing aimed at another fellow-traveller.

But revisionism, in my view, is neither right nor a solution. The sanitising of which I speak being the kind which tries to make any attempt at a truthful depiction of life as it was lived and spoken in the past seem like either a celebration or approval of the words and beliefs highlighted on the part of the writer or educator doing the depicting. 

So, a warning to those who prefer the revisionist, misleading, and non-controversial approach:

This ain’t it!

Which, you’ll be relieved to know, doesn’t mean I’ve tried to put thoughts and dialogue in the mouths of the characters involved simply to disturb more easily ruffled feathers.

With all that said, I hope you enjoy what is nothing more sinister than an attempt on my part to re-create a piece of escapist fiction after the style and mindset of the masters of the period I’ve – no doubt unsuccessfully - attempted to replicate.

While, hopefully, replicating the kind of language and accompanying social attitudes in use when those “masters” were active.

Theo Hopcraft

Leigh-on-Sea

Essex

December 2023
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​​Intro to a Journal



[image: ]




My name is Ryan Bendixon. 

I’m English, unmarried but currently engaged at the ripe old age of forty-nine. I live in a mews cottage in London’s Lancaster gate, a few steps from the Bayswater Road and Hyde Park itself with Kensington Palace and its gardens a very brief stroll to the west.

A location my younger fiancé, fortunately – seeing as I’ve no desire to give it up, enjoys even more than me.

Like the father who purchased the cottage for me as a gift on my 21st birthday – the much loved parent I buried some eight months ago and continue to miss to the point of physical pain - I’m a writer. Though the three non-fiction efforts I’ve had published have hardly made me a hot-name. Even less have they added to the money left in trust to me by my late-mother and, now, father. 

A father, I say without jealousy but much envy, whose prolific and pseudonymous fictions on the subject of crime were extremely popular back in the day and swelled an already swollen financial portfolio. 

Which, brief but necessary introduction made, brings me to the point of my making it:

Some seven months ago, after my father’s death at the age of eighty-four and just three months on from the resignation of the so-called “Iron Lady” - the “one of us” Tory who did so much to ensure I became the first of my family to vote Labour, or at least own up to doing so – I finally found the wherewithal to gird my loins and look through those personal effects my father left to his only son not requiring permission from probate to find themselves in my possession.

Receipt of my father’s still considerable book royalties and other parts of his estate requiring patience on my part.

Amongst those personal contents I found the journal of a late great-uncle my grandfather had passed down to his son and my father had forwarded to his upon his own death.

A great-uncle’s journal that appeared to me as if it were still - wrapped securely in brown paper and tied across with blue twine - in the exact same condition it had been in when my father and my grandfather before him had initially taken possession of it.

The simple note attached to it in my emotionally supportive but always straightforward and clearsighted father’s hand doing much to motivate and turn me away – at least for now – from the non-fiction I’d been pursuing towards the less rigorous embrace of fiction and the more liberating joys of the imagination itself.

And able to do so without any of the constraints placed upon sexual encounters restricting the writers active at the time in which my great-uncle’s journal was written...

Dear Ryan,

Our goodbyes have already been said and, if you aren’t aware of my feelings for you by now I hardly think a declaration of them on my part - no matter how flowery the language - will effect a difference.

As you know - and taken pains to ignore – I’ve always believed your true calling as a writer is in the less shackled realm of fiction and the imagination and, with my passing, you will now have in your possession what I received from my father by courtesy of his brother and my uncle.

A possession, I hope, that will make you revisit your reluctance to attempt what I believe you’ll find most pleasure doing.

As you know, that uncle and travel-writer of mine was unknown to me, but from what I was told he was as great a snob and self-regarding narcissist as your grandfather was neither of those two. 

Something of a non-aggressive xenophobe too, I was led to believe.

Yet there was much in the journal my father gave to me – and now you - I felt would serve me well as the basis for an entertaining work of fiction; though, obviously, if you are reading this I didn’t manage to utilise it for that purpose.

No matter, the journal belongs to you now and I truly believe it’s found its natural home.

Believe me, Ryan, if you can bring yourself to feel more confidence in the kind of writing requiring a little more trust in your metaphysical decision-making, rather than pursuing an analysis of freely available facts, I’m convinced you’ll make something entertaining of our relative’s journal. And, hopefully, Propel yourself into another sphere of writing likely to be as well-received as it is well-remunerated.

Be assured though, that the latter remains the least important of those considerations in light of the financial good fortune those of our line have always enjoyed.

This is neither demand nor request – and I’m beyond either anyway – but simply a suggestion made to a loved son from a loving father who wants nothing more than his happiness

With all my love and best wishes for your future,

Your father.

Vernon Bendixon.

P.S: When reading the journal – whether you decide to fictionalise it or not – do not be too judgemental of your great-uncle. Snob that He was, he had many qualities and was no less a product of his own time than we are of ours.

...As you are now aware, I did indeed take my father’s advice and pray the efforts you’ll find below don’t contradict the confidence he had that I’d be able to do so.

Ryan Bendixon

20 Upbrook Mews

Lancaster Gate

London

July 1991 
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For some reason, I was the only one who took it in. 

And by the only one, I mean the only passenger aboard the S.S. Bernicia on its return journey from the East who understood he was looking upon a disturbance likely to have a negative impact upon a number of my fellow travellers and, perhaps, even upon the man in the process of taking that disturbance in.

Me.

Staring down from the first-class deck to the quayside below where a number of passengers waited to embark – most of them for steerage by the less than affluent looks of them – I ran my eyes over the rabble about to become a part of our temporary shipboard life and once again considered the irony that a man like myself with a mild but self-professed mistrust of all things and all people not English should make his living as a travel-writer.

The necessary visits to other lands in order to write of them, you’ll have guessed, having done nothing to temper the fondness I felt for my own country. 

Anyhow, gazing down from the deck it was hard not to feel superior to what I was witnessing. Despite the fact the masses queuing below me were brightly coloured and animated, even the vivid hues of their clothing seemed, somehow, soiled. Just like, it must be said, the town and the canal of Port Said I’d visited on many fleeting and transient occasions. Not to mention the country the Port serves that – miracle of the Pharoah’s resting places aside – was scarcely more to my taste. 

To me, only the cloudless blue skies seen all too infrequently back home seemed pristine, while the perennial and unforgiving sunshine in which we were bathed served only to bring the lack of cleanliness and societal disorder it shone down upon into a more stark relief.

Only a little of the above, you’ll understand, finding its way into my popular books on travel - given the tourist-agencies sponsoring my travels insistence that I use my travels to drum up a desire to book passage with them rather than, as I’d prefer myself, remain at home.

Knowing this of me you’ll be in no condition of shock when I tell you the steerage passengers climbing the gangplank in various conditions of excitement seemed to me shabby, sweaty, and pockmarked.

Though, my mood being what it was at that moment, I had to confess also that the few Europeans climbing aboard with them seemed equally greasy and sweaty.

My distaste, however, not explaining the nature of the disturbance I thought I was the only observer to have noticed and not preventing me from turning to the Arab gentleman alongside me on the rail:

“What’s all the agitation about?” I asked, referring to what sounded like a swarm of bees coming from the masses lining the quayside.

The thin and bespectacled man beside me who had only just boarded himself and had introduced himself as Mr. Ahmad Elsayed, smiled and went on to inform me I was not so singular in my perception as I had thought.

“I believe,” he replied, “that we are about to welcome some politician or local celebrity aboard.”

As he said this a group of men dressed in European fashion save for turbans, each of them in the same blood-red, alighted from a motor-coach with a number of veiled women and headed for the gangplank.

They were preceded by an imposing but venerable man I could not take in fully, though I could see enough to know he was in robes and had skin of the darkest Arab hue.

The arrival of both the man and those I took to be his followers increasing the agitation and anticipation of quay-siders and resulting in the kind of hive-like hum of which I just spoke.

This buzz, of what I could only describe as being like a subdued uproar, grew before – for no reason I could ascertain - dying away. 

But it was only when it had faded to nothing that I understood how intense it had been.

My only experience of such a phenomenon having taken place in an Algerian bazaar when – though I was not to know it until later – a presence considered holy of provenance mingled with the unfavoured and unwashed masses.

Then it happened; the inexplicable incident signalling a change of many things in my life.

And not just my own – though I was unaware of it at the time.

What I was seeing without fully understanding was the coming of a new power from the old that would, if no light were shone upon it and it were left unchallenged, set up a base of power back in England to match the influence it exerted in the East.

And from England consolidate itself in the rest of the civilized world.

A power that would affect my own life going ahead in matters social, financial, and – knowing I’ve no intention of this journal being read before my own, censorial in such matters, time is long past – sexually. 

And by sexually I mean in a way that...

Forgive me. I speak of what I know now. 

Not then. 

For at that time my thoughts and those of Mr Elsayed next to me, were startled by a shrill, almost falsetto, scream of terror and maybe even physical torment.

A scream which was lowered to an anguished groan before dissipating and merging with the silence of an equally startled crowd.

“What on earth was that?” I asked my fellow traveller as I watched the crowd part and an imposing dark skinned man climb aboard in possession of an attaché case; though even from the distance of the deck it was easy to see the whiter flesh of his hands that indicated he was neither Egyptian nor hailed from its surrounding regions.

Behind him, the victim, and presumably the source of the scream, was being carried aboard also; too far away for the present, and part hidden by the crowd, for his identity to be identified or even guessed at.

“Stand back, now!” ordered a voice obviously used to exercising authority as the mercifully unconscious man was brought on deck, a few paces from where I looked on with Elsayed upon my shoulder - and upon it with a look of horror on a face as suddenly pale as the epidermis boasting his geographical provenance allowed. 

“A Copt,” I heard my new acquaintance say softly, almost as if to himself, the relevance of his observation unclear to me at that moment as the poor devil passed closer to us and the full horror of what had happened to him made itself plain.

“He’s been butchered!” I uttered aloud as I took in the makeshift tourniquet being applied to his upper left-arm and knotted tight upon it to stop the flow of blood exiting an arm of which nothing remained below the joint connecting forearm and elbow.

Looking about the crowd, I could see nobody in detention for the atrocity – though how a butchery of the kind requiring such immense power and strength could have been performed without a soul amongst the crowd noticing and raising the alarm was a conundrum I found myself at a loss to solve.

Even more perplexing seemed to be the absence of the missing lower-arm!

I nabbed a passing steward and asked him what had happened, even though I knew from my vantage point that I was probably the better informed of the two of us.

“All I know, sir,” he said, accent placing his own provenance as being somewhere in the Scottish Borders, “is that the poor soul was assisting the professor with his luggage.”

“Professor?”

He nodded.

“Professor Cairnforth, sir,” he answered, inclining his head towards the man with dark-facial-skin and the contrasting white hands I’d noticed a few moments earlier.

A man, I noted, still clutching the attaché case to him in what I told myself seemed a somewhat over-protective and defensive fashion..

I gave the steward a nod of thanks and he took off to whatever duties he needed to perform as I examined my thoughts.

Strange thoughts.

Something – other than the missing half of the limb belonging to said professor’s servant – had my antennae bristling.

And, having been proved right in their regard many times in the past, I was not about to ignore what my intuition and subconscious reasoning was fair screaming at me. 

The amputation that had taken place in full view of those on the gangplank and the crowds lining the teeming quayside was singular enough, but I knew with certainty that there was something more.

Something more... far reaching ...behind this act of barbarism performed in full view.

Knowing myself and my curiosity as I did – not to mention winning a story for my next book of travel experiences – I knew I would be attempting to discover just what it was the moment the understandable outcry had died down and I could sneak a few words with its principals.

My self-professed antennae bristling once again when my eyes caught those of a veiled woman clothed in a white-cotton robe from neck-to-foot amidst the train of the man with the red-turbaned followers. 

Eyes that held mine and seemed to be imparting a message to me beyond my ability to translate.

Though I seemed to know with certainty that if ever I did the message would not be of a kind I would find... appealing...

***
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Professor Cairnforth it turned out, when I eventually found a moment to introduce myself, was indeed English and was a much respected scholar and academic on the subject of Eastern religion and mysticism into the bargain.

Like me, another traveller.

Not that this small common-ground in respect of either tourism or nationality won me much in the way of favour when I questioned him:

“The fellow was to my rear, Mr. Bendixon,” he said a little sniffily, the air of superiority he appeared to adopt towards an affluent man from our shared country’s capital something I found baffling, given he was, academic or not, enunciating his words with a strong Mancunian accent that triggered my, perhaps groundless, sense of southern, capital-city, superiority. 

Superiority or not, I concealed my irritation as he went on:

“I’d only just taken my case from his hand while he was carrying a heavier suitcase of my own as well as one belonging to him.”

“Did he have anything to say when he regained his senses?” I asked, not expecting much joy from the inquiry given his terseness so far.

“Not a word,” he said with a shake of the head as he confirmed my assessment of him. “But I did get to see the wound.”

I waited, noting that beneath his air of superiority lurked some kind of disquiet on his part.

“It was a clean cut,” he told me.

Then, more preoccupied, as if saying it to himself:

“A cut like that of a scimitar.”

I nodded, as my thoughts, given the race if not the religion of the butchered servant, took a similar path to those of the professor’s.

Thoughts the man’s next words underpinned:

“I’ve seen many such wounds on my travels, Mr Bendixon. Almost all of them inflicted upon those men unwise enough to have transgressed the laws of classical Sharia. Normally in cases of theft.”

He looked thoughtful before adding:

“Though I’ve yet to see anything quite so... savage ...until today.”

With that, and having nothing further to add or simply not wishing to confide in someone who was, after all, no more than a stranger who shared the same tongue, he bid me good-day and left me to turn my attention to the dark and imposing man of senior years who had also come on-board at Port Said.

A man I had yet to see close up.

It would not be until later, in conversation with Mr. Renton, the Bernicia’s chief officer, that I learned the man who had come aboard with his followers behind him was one, Mr. Mansouri. 

“Most likely an alias,” averred Renton with voice lowered, “not that we’re likely to ever know. Him and his people seem pretty important – at least in Egyptian terms – and have their own women as well as their servants travelling with them.”

His next observation was not one I hadn’t heard before and was not exactly unfamiliar to my own thoughts:

“Though why bother having a woman at one’s side only to keep her in mufti is beyond me. What possible pleasure is there in that?”

I’d given him a small answering smile to satisfy his vanity and he had wandered off as I pondered his “Pretty important” people observation, along with the women in “Mufti” Renton took to be wives. 

As our voyage back to England progressed, however – and unpleasurable female camouflage aside - I began to find my mostly unseen fellow travellers more and more interesting.

As subtly as I could manage, I started making inquiries of others regarding this strange addition to our number, though without managing to engage any of the additions themselves.  

Of course, we were on a ship, so it was obvious I would come across those belonging in the baggage-train of the distinguished one as they went about their duties for him - whatever they might have been. But not once did I catch so much as a glimpse of the man and his inner-circle with the red turbans.

“Just who is Mr. Mansouri?” I’d asked an instantly nervous Elsayed.

“I cannot say,” replied the Egyptian, and I knew instantly that it wasn’t a case of him not knowing but not wanting to tell. A suspicion strengthened when he abruptly changed the subject and enflamed my interest further. A reticence coupled with an evasion that served only to engage and deepen my interest in the mystery of dismemberment suddenly enveloping our seaborne domicile.

So it was one evening, my interest as you know already engaged, that Renton approached me and in a hushed voice suggested I might like to step forward with him.

Indicating he lead the way; I followed him to the forecastle where he bade me stop below it.

Doing as he asked, I waited, puzzled.

He said nothing but also stood and waited.

For a short while we stood in silence and would have made a curious sight had we been observed, I was just about to press him on just why we were standing like two nautical tailor’s dummies when I heard it.

A low and rhythmic chanting of a kind I’d heard during my travels and recognised as the Moslem call to prayer.

But...?

Somehow different.

This was not the credulous and formulaic, but no less atmospheric for that, worship I’d listened to on so many occasions during visits to Muslim countries from Turkey and as far to the east as Afghanistan.

The variation on the chanted theme I was hearing – even as low and barely audible as it was – seemed...

Woeful.

“It’s the lascars,” said Renton, referring to the sailors of Indian and South-Asian origin crewing the ship under the command of its English and European officers. “I’ve been hearing this off and on since our mysterious and reclusive Mr. Mansouri joined us.”

“You think the two are connected?”

“I was thinking along those lines. Though I’m damned if I can work out a reason why. All I know is that things have felt off from the first moment the man set foot on the Bernicia’s gang-plank – and we all know what happened just before he did!”

I nodded, more to throw him a bone of engagement than to acknowledge he had offered anything original.

“I might be jumping to false conclusions,” he offered, thus encouraged, “but I shan’t be in the least sorry to reach Tilbury and see the man and his followers gone.”

***
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The next singular event during the voyage of the Bernicia back to Tilbury and home was the attempt to break open the door of Professor Cairnforth’s stateroom. 

The need to do so explained by the fact that – and in this Cairnforth and I were alike – except for when he was actually in his cabin the Professor made sure to keep his room securely locked.

It was an attempt, unsuccessful as it was, that must have had an effect upon him, despite initially making light of it. An impression strengthened when the man I had formerly found brusque to the point of rudeness approached me in the saloon that very evening after dinner and took me aside to confide a most curious story.

Even going so far as to invite me to the aforementioned – though less comfortable than my own - stateroom to tell it along with our Cognacs. 

What he related to me was the story of an apparition.

“It was a crescent, Bendixon,” he said, pointing to a corner. “A luminous crescent that glowed in the darkness as I lay in my berth.”

I gave it some thought.

“Something that was reflected into the cabin from the deck outside perhaps?” I offered.

Cairnforth shrugged, obviously having considered this already and, just as obviously, dismissed it.

“I did think of that,” he confirmed, shrug becoming a shake of the head. “But... It was just too well-defined to be a reflection.”

“And what did this defined reflection resemble?” I asked with a curious certainty the answer was already in my possession.

Both curiosity and certainty proved right when he replied:

“It...”

I waited as this man of logic and analysis collected himself.

“It was the reflection of a most real and lifelike scimitar, Bendixon,” he told me with what I could see was no small agitation that, to me, seemed a blood-relation to fear. 

“The surface of its wicked and finely honed blade,” he went on, “was so dazzling it required me to turn my eyes.”

Having seen him in the saloon partaking of either sherry, whisky, or as now, Cognac, I could hardly keep myself from the suspicion that he might have indulged too much and experienced no more than an inebriated illusion while he slept – though it would hardly be good-form to accuse him of such.

“No chance it could have been a dream?” I asked, voicing at least a half of my suspicion.

“None,” he told me emphatically. “I was under exactly the same impression myself – and especially as I had been more than a little indulgent of the Chivas Regal before retiring. I even went so far as I lay in my berth to give the fleshy part of my forearm a rather severe pinch as I took in the reflection.”

I waited; aware I was holding my breath.

“And what do you know? When the luminosity of the reflection faded and I switched on the overhead light, awaiting me on my forearm was a rather nasty red-mark that has since turned into an impressive bruise - with such force had I pinched the skin.”

He used the moment to show me the bruise itself and now I was the one shaking my head.

“No, Bendixon,” he went on over my silence, “we can safely say that it was no dream.”

My curiosity was greatly aroused by this time and I questioned the professor again:

“Does any explanation for its appearance suggest itself to you?” I asked.

Suddenly, he looked a little... embarrassed.

Then:

“Well,” he confessed, “I do have a theory. One you’ll find risible; I have no doubt.”

“Try me,” I challenged.

With a loud expulsion of breath he prepared himself to do just that.

“It requires me to take you back to the Middle Ages I’m afraid.”  

“I see no problem,” I told him, hoping to lighten the atmosphere with a little levity. “So long as you don’t intend me to remain there amongst its hair-shirts and cess-pits.”

If the attempt lightened his mood it certainly escaped me.

The look on his preoccupied jowls indicated he hadn’t even been listening to me.

“You see, Bendixon,” he confirmed my suspicion, going on as if I hadn’t spoken. “Like you, I’ve lived as well as travelled in the East a great deal and, without meaning to do so perhaps, I’ve taken on some of their more... outré ...beliefs and superstitions that...”

Which was the exact point, as I waited for him to continue, a strange look I couldn’t decipher transformed his expression and he all but leapt to his feet with a sudden purpose.

That purpose being to shoo me from his stateroom while apologising to me for having wasted my time with his foolishness.

This while assuring me the drinks were on him the next time we were together in the saloon.

All the above before ushering me from his stateroom with all the swiftness of a politician dismissing a floosy from the bedroom he usually shared with an absent wife - doing so before the press corps arrived to discover yet another juicy and sensational scandal.

A clumsy but very apt metaphor for his behaviour on my part, I would tell myself later.

As you can imagine, far from dousing the flames of my curiosity, his sudden dismissal of me after seeking my counsel only served to fan their heat to a greater degree.

More than ever, I was sure the strange and eerie atmosphere aboard ship - and the incidents keeping it company – could be traced directly to its mysterious passenger and those with him who – affluent looking or not – were obviously his followers.

All I had to do was prove it!

***
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“This trip’s been the stuff of nightmares,” Renton offered after cornering me during my morning promenade of the deck with Tilbury coming into sight. It being obvious something else had happened to spook this usually sane and sober- minded merchant-navy man.

“Go on,” I encouraged him, hoping to hear something that might hint at an explanation for the strange goings on.

“On watch last night I swear I saw some black animal crawling along the deck towards the companion-way.”

“Probably a cat?” I suggested, knowing just how fanciful and credulous we can become when under stress from the seemingly inexplicable.

“Believe me, this was no cat,” Renton refuted me. “My wife keeps cats and this, Mr Bendixon, was not of their number. It... It was something it took the exertion of all my willpower to stop myself going to the armoury, withdrawing a pistol, and shooting the thing!”

He was, I could see, in no small state of agitation and it took me a few long seconds and some reassuring words to calm him to a point where I could ask questions. 

“Have you informed the Captain?” I asked, reasonably certain of his answer and soon proved correct.

“And have him question my sanity and ability to carry out my duties? I think not, sir.”

I nodded understandingly.

“But where did it go, Renton?”

The chief officer sighed before running a hand across his bow and shrugging his shoulders. 

“Just vanished,” he said, complexion white. 

Then:

“And I hope the thing stays vanished.”

***

[image: ]


At Tilbury, the great and venerable man finally appeared and his party went ashore in a body to be checked in the customs-hall. 

Many of that party being veiled women who arranged themselves about their leader in such a way that getting a clear glimpse of him was all but impossible.

By contrast, I could clearly see Mr. Elsayed standing close by the companion-way and, unseen by him as I was, I watched one of the veiled women slip something into his hand. 

At which point he stood transfixed and, as she walked away, I saw the blood had drained from his cheeks.

His dusky complexion seeming to pale even more as he notice me approaching him – even if I didn’t quite make it to him as my attention was diverted by a steward leaving the Professor’s stateroom. carrying the brown attaché-case in his arms that Cairnforth had brought aboard at Port Said.

I watched, distracted from my intent in regard of Elsayed as the steward passed it to the hurried and distracted looking professor himself.

Of course, by the time my attention actually returned to Elsayed he had vanished and, look as I might, I could not see him anywhere.

Which was when, as it was already beyond time, I turned with the intention of preparing to disembark myself.

And was stopped in my tracks by a soul-withering scream that made itself heard above the clamour of arrival.

It taking a second or two, after unfreezing, for a number of us to move in the direction of the shrill and pitiful cry.

A steward – the same one from whom Professor Cairnforth had taken the bag - lay writhing at the foot of the stairs leading to the saloon-deck. 

His left-hand had been severed above the wrist!
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​​Two
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During the next day, and understandably so I believe, my thoughts seemed to fixate upon the events marring the Bernicia’s return to home-port. 

More than ever I was convinced that, if he wasn’t at the very heart of it, Professor Cairnforth’s involvement in the shocking events was at least crucial.

The interest swift becoming a fixation with me stirred further by a most vivid dream; served to me on the night before arrival in Tilbury and the following morning’s second atrocity.

A dream, you’ll be unsurprised to learn, containing vicious dismemberment that, thankfully, was unrelated to me but had me waking perspiring and agitated in small hours of the morning, wrapping myself in a dressing-gown and taking a be-slippered promenade of the decks in order to take the cooler night air and calm myself from the night-fright.

Only to be confronted with an incident which, though not as fearful, shocked me just the same.

Passing the open-porthole of a first-class-cabin – not a stateroom like Cairnforth’s, you understand – I heard a female, speaking French in a slightly raised voice.

As curious as the next man and with at least a rudimentary grasp of the Gallic, I placed my back against the outside of the cabin with my ear as close to the porthole itself as I could manage without being seen. 

“Vas-tu obéir?” I heard. “Ou devrais-je dire au maître votre insolence?”

Unable to resist winning myself a picture to go along with such provocative words, fascinated to learn who could be demanding such obedience and to whom she was demanding it from, I edged closer to the open porthole and risked a glance inside.  

What I saw robbed me of breath.

The woman, undoubtedly belonging to the entourage of the so-called, “Maître”, was naked – Renton’s “Camouflage”, all except the veil, discarded at her feet.

Which was not the only thing prostrate at her lower extremities.

A man, obviously of the servant-class, was bent at the waist with his lips upon her toes as if genuflecting towards a deity.

A female and Arab deity with a body likely to send Aphrodite herself into a rage of vindictive and finger-clawing envy, as my thoughts described the sight.

She was, I had to confess, even as I berated myself for intruding upon such an intimate scene... spectacular!

Hour-glass and womanly, with every curve and swell of calf, hips, and breasts created to enflame the desires of the brute male blessed with eyesight that worked.

Of whom at that moment, I confess, I was most certainly one. Only the abject voice of the man at her feet managing to deflect my attention from her.

“S'il vous plaît, Madame. Le maître me fera punir sévèrement s'il l'apprend.”

The words telling me that servants were chastised in the Arab world still, came as no surprise to me given my experience of that culture and its obstinate adherence to past belief.

The woman’s reply, however, did:

“Alors vous ne voudrez pas que je lui dise que vous avez imposé vos attentions à sa femme.”

What was this? Had I come upon a crime? Was the man in the process of abusing this Arabian goddess? 

My questions prompted no more than another piece of self-inquiry.

If abuse was the intent of the servant, I asked myself, why was he prostrate at her feet?

Moreover, why was she the one who seemed in total and unfazed control of the situation?

The next words I managed to translate into English, along with the breathing I had only just managed to return to something like normal again, found me in deficit once again:

“Déshabillez-vous et allongez-vous le dos sur le lit... Ou je crie pour appeler le maître.”

Transfixed at the cabin porthole, I quickly scanned the deck to ensure my intrusion remained unobserved.

It was and I continued to watch as the man hauled himself to his feet shamefaced and began to remove the robes denoting his servant status.

If I thought I’d been shocked before then the white skin, contrasting with a face so sunburned I’d taken him for an Arab native, took my amazement to another level.

The disrobed man moved slowly to the bed as if he were a man marching to the gallows – despite the incredible female body acting as his erstwhile executioner awaiting his progress – and lay upon it face up.

A man and a servant, I noted as she placed herself astride him and his excitement inevitably overcame his fear, who was...

White and European! 

Which was the point at which a pair of eyes, familiar to me from having come aboard at Port Said, turned in my direction and, shamed for my continued voyeurism, as well as for watching a fellow man being used in such an emasculating way, I crept from the porthole and made another four turns of the deck before I felt composed enough to return to my own stateroom and attempt a sleep I felt certain would prove elusive.

In that, at least, I was too be proved right.

***
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Of course, I had neither seen nor heard anything from Cairnforth – and hadn’t expected to, given we remained strangers apart from our brief onboard interactions. Which did not prevent me dwelling on the man’s affairs and the part they played in what had happened and was, I felt certain, going on still. A condition of distraction from my own writing that was ongoing until I found myself plunged again into the man’s affairs. 

When I was sucked in again, I was by chance re-reading a long newspaper piece describing what it called: “The Atrocity at the Docks”, and the unfortunate steward who continued to lay in hospital after the severing of his hand. Finger-pointing aimed directly at the police who, the article accused, were no nearer to apprehending the perpetrator. It was almost ten in the evening and a shuffling outside the door of my Knightsbridge apartment caught my attention. 

Something was being thrust through my letter-box.

Opening the door quickly the corridor beyond was empty but looking downstairs past the lift-shaft I thought I caught a figure in some kind of white fabric descending.

Returning inside, I saw an envelope with a curious and unusual powder-blue coloration with “Mr. Bendixon” written upon it waiting on the mat.

Tearing it open I quickly glanced at the contents then again threw open the door and raced downstairs with neither hat nor coat, so great was my haste.

Haste that served me well as I caught sight of my secretive visitor in the near distance and took off in pursuit, intercepting a closely veiled girl wearing eastern-type trousers and a long white coat of a material I couldn’t place as she left Rutland Gardens and headed for the Kensington Road.

“Madame,” I said coming up behind her – delivering the honorific in French coming from me naturally for some reason.

She was startled just the same.

“What do you want?” she snapped in an accent I couldn’t for the moment place but knew wasn’t of the Gallic; startled, as I observed, but not frightened if her eyes through the veil covering the lower half of her face were a guide.

And such eyes!

The visceral response of my thoughts was that they were the most beautiful eyes I had ever seen, or ever would again.

It took a few beats for my more logical reasoning and sang froid to catch up as I waved the note I was still clutching before her.

“What is the meaning of this note!”

Despite the absence of any fear, I saw she was breathless from having hurried and seemed to be trembling, even as those magnificent eyes seemed to shine with a brilliance as unmissable as the mystery contained within them.

“I am just a messenger,” she told me with that indefinable but definitely pleasing accent. I was asked to deliver a note. A note you now have. Please let me pass.”

For all her lack of fear regarding me, it was easy to see felt apprehension of something, of someone.

Yet still I had no right to detain her.

Even if I could plead.

“Is there not something you could tell me, at least?” I asked, sensing I was on the verge of something momentous my coincidental trip on the Bernicia had involved me with somehow.

Her answer when it came was not what I had expected and again my breath came up short as she suddenly she raised her veil to allow me gaze without hindrance upon a pair of eyes that seemed a mixture of deep indigo and opaque blue.

Eyes that were all the more compelling for being set in a face that, while from what I could see of it wasn’t conventionally beautiful, was about as sensuous as any I had come across in my long and thoroughly enjoyable experience of the female sex. 

A sensuous face made to seem even more mysterious by its framing of the straightest and silkiest of coal-face black hair.

“Do you promise me your silence never to speak of my visit?” she demanded.

“I do,” I told her, already half-transfixed by the sight of her to a point where I might have agreed to anything.

“To anyone?” she demanded.

“You have my word,” came my assurance. 

She nodded, before; “Honestly, truly, I cannot, dare not, say more! Only promise that you will do as I ask!”

Since I could perceive no alternative, I agreed, realising that, far from being unable to say “more”, she had yet to say anything of any moment up to now.

“I promise,” I replied.

“Thank you,” she said while raising her veil once again and depriving me of the full-face experience before walking away and then turning back after taking a few paces.

“All I can tell you, Wilson Bendixon, is to be careful.”

Her magnificent eyes held mine with what I could do no more than believe sincere.

Then:

“More careful than you have ever been or thought you would need to be in your life until now.” 

With that she took off along the pavement and I found myself moving to where I could observe her as she crossed the road further up and a man stepped from the shadows where he had obviously been waiting for her.

From the brief glimpse I got of him before they swallowed up by their fellow pedestrians I was pretty sure who had been waiting for her.

It was none other than Mr Ahmad Elsayed.

And right there and then, with the recognition, a heavy sense of foreboding kept me motionless as if I’d suddenly lost trace of all self-volition.

With the sensuous face and magnificent eyes of the girl in front of me I’d felt no fear of any kind. But that had changed the moment she took off from me. Now, with her gone – and knowing what had befallen the two men aboard the Bernicia – the feeling that I was in the firing sights of those responsible for the atrocities weighed upon me more heavily than I could recall anything ever weighing upon me before.

A weight that was not made any lighter for my having no real idea of what I was dealing with – if the same could not be said of the who.

Again I took in the powder-blue notepaper and read the message written upon it in a somewhat flowery and exotic hand:

––––––––
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“As you value your own well-being, do your utmost to persuade Professor Cairnforth to place that which he has that does not belong to him in the hands of its rightful owners. 

A failure to do so will mean that he, and likely you, will feel the full wrath of a vengeful, disrespected and angry, deity.

And, in your case, in a manner likely to prove fatal to the manhood you hold dear and the view you have of yourself as a proud man.”

––––––––
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It was, hardly surprisingly, unsigned and - though its wording struck me on first reading as something cooked up by the pupils of my former boarding-school as a means of scaring a more unworldly and unfavoured fellow pupil – it induced in me a sense of onrushing Armageddon that stopped just short of outright terror.

Though it did strike me, this as I made stumbling progress back to my apartment and read again the last line promising a destruction of my manhood, that I could very well find myself in that fearful condition soon...
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​​Three
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As luck would have it, the number for the Professor was in the telephone directory and, after returning home and after a couple of stiff Cognacs, I called the operator and asked to be put through, the sound and image of my mysterious caller refusing to be dislodged from my thoughts as I for the exchange to try and connect me.

To my relief, the connection was not only successful but found Cairnforth at home.

“Coincidental you should call, Bendixon,” he said, actually sounding pleased to hear from me. “I was about to ring not a moment before my own phone rang.”

“Then I’m happy not to be disturbing you,” I told him, not in any mood for small talk. “Unfortunately, I believe I’ll soon be doing just that. “Allow me to read the contents of a letter just delivered me by...”

I caught myself only just in time, doing so only as my promise to my veiled and sensuous delivery girl with the mesmeric eyes leapt to the forefront of my short-term memory.

“...by an anonymous messenger to my home,” I told him, hoping he hadn’t caught my hesitation and quickly reading the brief but worrying missive to him that he might not dwell on my indecision.

“It means little to me,” I told him when I stopped reading. “So I’m hoping, given you are the one to whom the letter asks me seems to relay the message, you can throw some light on its meaning... As well as the reference to the view I have of myself as a: ‘Proud man’.”

After only a short pause, the professor assured me he could and went on to do just that:

“I can, Bendixon, and only too well,” I heard as I waited to hear what I hoped would dispel the presentiment of doom I’d had since the girl had delivered those few lines to me. 

“You,” he went on, “recall my story of the scimitar which flashed before me after my sleep had been disturbed in the Bernicia’s darkened stateroom?”

“I do,” I told him. “At least until you cut it short and shooed me from your room with no small haste.

“Well, I apologise for that, but I was not as sure of you then as I am now.”

“Why so?” I pressed, not entirely won over by his apology.

“Because now I have more information about you to hand,” he returned without prevarication.

At this I accepted his apology and he went straight on:

“The thing, Bendixon, is that I have my personal vanity along with most men. That said, I’m also clearsighted enough about my capacities to know I’m not an imaginative man. My mind has always been geared towards a scientific bent and, where possible, works to optimum when presented with cold and hard facts.”

He paused and I could sense that underneath his rational and reasonable delivery he was as troubled as his caller.

More so, in fact.

“But,” he continued at last, I’ve seen that same scimitar again – and with exactly the same luminosity as it showed upon the first occasion.

My expulsion of breath into the receiver made a verbal response to his admission unnecessary and would have been wasted anyway as went straight on:

“For that reason – though there were others before it, as you know – I can no longer doubt myself the object of a pursuit which, I believe with some certainty, began in Mecca during a spell of research there.”

There followed another pause and I could sense Cairnforth running a hand over a forehead clammy with concern.

Then:

“The two incidents of butchery on the steamer alerted me to some degree, of course. But at first - when the man lost his hand at Port Said – I neglected to connect it with my own situation; not fully anyway. It just seemed so... so implausible and other worldly in this modern age that such an atrocity could be performed in broad daylight.”

He broke off yet again and I was just beginning to worry our connection had been cut when his voice in its obstinate Mancunian accent resumed:

“I was brusque with you in the face of your initial inquiry of me and for this I apologise,” he offered with a tone suggesting he did not confess to mistakes on a regular basis. “But, if something was amiss with me I had no desire to draw in an innocent.

I nodded, though he couldn’t see it; grateful for his apology but almost chuckling as I heard myself described as an “Innocent”.

“The attempt to break into my stateroom and the subsequent... let us call it a vision ...together with the outrage upon the poor steward after the Bernicia docked, removed all further doubt from my mind that I was the object of the two atrocities and not the blameless men who suffered from the consequences most.”

“The contents of the leather attaché that was always with you being the catalyst?”

I took his silence as a confirmation and his next words confirmed that:

“Yes. But not quite in the way you think. The severing of the limbs was not carried out as a means of stealing the bag. It was simply a punishment. Inflicted on any one unfortunate enough to touch it.”

It was my turn to pause now and the professor divined my thoughts.

“You are asking yourself why I was spared?”

I confirmed as much.

“Two reasons. The fanatics wishing to take it into their own possession worried my death en-route – or even a major injury - might see the object of their pursuit taken into the possession of the authorities and lost to them for all time. What they wanted was an opportune moment and they thought it had arrived at Port Said. My saving grace was that the case itself proved too bulky to be immediately concealed - even in the uproar following the amputation - and that the culprit could have been revealed.”

“And the second reason?”

“That, Bendixon, I believe attributable to their uncertainty regarding my faith.”

“I’m not with you.”

“The thing is, I have long passed for a true Believer in the East. It was as a Muslim I visited Mecca and was allowed to go about my research because of it.”

“And, of course, you are no such thing,” I said, not framing it as a question.

“No... Though my knowledge of the Koran and Sharia itself is extensive enough to have allowed me to pass as one of their number.”

A sigh came down the line to me.

“Just because I was not brutalised in either Port Said or Tilbury,” he told me in a voice suddenly fatalistic, “does not mean my death, and the manner in which it will be carried out, is not already determined.”

I waited for him to go on and, when he didn’t, filled the silence myself: 

“Which brings us back to the contents of the case,” I said, somehow unsurprised that the man on the other end of the line was living under a sentence of death.

“I bequeath its contents to you – at least for now. With the admonition that you never touch it.”

He must have divined my confusion from my silence:

“I think one of us facing the snuffing out of life is enough, don’t you?”

Confused as I was, on this I found it impossible to disagree.

“The case itself is locked in my safe here and the building I reside in just happens to be next to New Scotland Yard on the Victoria Embankment. The key to it, along with a comprehensive accounting of how I came by it is...”

“And you are confiding this to me why?” I interrupted, suspicious that he would trust such knowledge to someone he had only met on a few occasions – and not sure, if I’m completely honest, that I wanted to accept such a responsibility.

His laugh had a kind of gallows feel to it.

“As I hinted earlier, I made enquiries concerning you of a number of respectable friends and acquaintances. To a man – and even the women amongst them; especially them – they assured me that aside from your vanity and self-regard, along with a most superior form of xenophobia, you were a man of substance to be trusted.”

“I’m sure I’d return their high-regard of me, if you ever see fit to tell me who they are,” I sniffed, winning myself a brief chuckle.

“Anyhow,” he went on, “I thought hard before involving you but... Well, to certain eyes, you already are.”

I nodded to myself for his confirmation of what I’d already told myself.

The safe key is at the back of a volume of Rider Haggard’s ‘Allan Quartermain,” he informed me.

I raised an eyebrow and he sensed it somehow:

“That’s right, Bendixon. Even us academic moles have a need for some harmless escapism from time to time.”

Unseen by my caller, I smiled back, thoughts going to the copy of Conan Doyle’s latest effort, “The Lost World”, resting on my own shelves, awaiting attention when, if ever, I found time to relax again.

“I know that my life is in real danger,” he was continuing, “and I believe I also know who’d like to take it from me,” he admitted. 

He considered this, before:

“Under those circumstances alone I would give up what’s wanted from me. But in this case I’m as certain London is in the south of England and fire is hot that my doing so would not be enough on its own to keep me alive or prevent their wider intentions. Let us say that only by keeping what I have in my possession can I have even a small assurance of safety.”

On this I agreed, though I was no nearer to arriving at the core of the mystery as my earlier sighting occurred to me:

“And is our fellow passenger aboard the Bernicia, Mr. Elsayed, connected to it all by any chance?” I asked, unable because of my promise to not to speak of the woman, to refer to her but under no such obligation when it came to Elsayed.

The reply, given my own suspicions, was as surprising as it was instant:

“Not in the least, Bendixon,” he told me. “I know Mr. Elsayed to be a person of no small scholarly reputation. Believe me, I have nothing to fear from him and neither do you.”

“But you surely have protection arranged for yourself just the same?” I asked, my own concerns in that regard increasingly to the front of my mind also.

Again his brief bark of a laugh reached my ears.

“If nothing else, Bendixon, the East makes of those like me who visit it for extended periods of time somewhat fatalistic. ‘What will be will be,’ as the wise prophet has assured us.”

Another laugh followed before:

“Though my door is always locked and you can be sure I go nowhere in public unarmed – or even in private.”

A while longer we talked; and though by the end of our conversation I was convinced some implacable threat hung over the professor’s head I was no nearer to knowing the true reason why and was convinced I could have stayed on the line to him the night long and my ignorance would have remained the same.

And it was only after he had rang off that I realised my question on the subject of my manhood had not been addressed.

Lat alone answered.

Possibly, I considered, from an altruistic desire on Cairnforth’s part that he might not place me in any more danger than the note intimated or make me more fearful that I was already.

Which did not stop me from placing a call to Detective Inspector Derrick Chopra, the son of a fellow Bristol undergrad with whom I’d shared rooms and based now in the same Scotland Yard next door to Cairnforth’s place of residence.

Derrick was pleased to hear from me after so long being out of contact since the death from sudden heart failure of his father Bryan and, after some necessary catching-up, a few words on my recent experiences were enough to command both his interest and his intention to visit me immediately. 

No matter the hour!

For, you see, and as fate would have it, the son of my old friend had been placed in charge of the investigation into what the newspapers were now describing as:

“The Tilbury Atrocity”

***
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Having managed hardly any recently anyway, I made no attempt to resume work on my latest travel-title in the interval before Derrick arriving.

And, as it turned out, would have had no time to do so anyhow before the detective himself was at my door.

An indication of just how seriously the authorities – under the usual printed pressure, of course – were taking the attack on the unfortunate and now dismembered steward.

In truth, the arrival of the younger man calmed me. For the son of my friend I looked upon as if he were a blood nephew was no ordinary man of the law, but an astute and well-trained observer of human interaction with many successful cases under his belt, despite his relatively young years in terms of service and position at the Yard.

His physical appearance – taking more after his Indian father than the English mother who passed giving birth to him - invited the description more of subcontinent legal-man than Anglo-Indian police-officer. 

In short, his being a detective with the world’s most famous police-force would be amongst the last occupations a stranger might ascribe to him. 

An occupation, just the same, both his mother and his father would have been exceptionally proud to have seen him pursue.

The same father I missed almost as much as the son.

In stark contradiction, I must protest, to the professor’s second-hand description of me as “Vain” and “Xenophobic.”

Armed with the Cognac I’d poured us both – “to hell with all that being on duty nonsense,” to paraphrase him, he took a chair and listened gravely as I gave him the story from Port Said to the appearance of the girl and my recent conversation with Cairnforth.

“I haven’t met the professor, Wilson, but I know of him,” he told me. “Lives in a Mansion block a few doors along from the Yard. Rather expensive digs for an academic.”

I laughed at the suspicion his profession had instilled in him.

“Patrons and sponsors, Derrick. Nothing any more sinister.”

He laughed at himself; like his father the son was heavy on healthy self-awareness.

I had about reached the end of the pertinent facts of which I was aware when the telephone rang and startled us both.

Laughing at each other this time, I took up the receiver.

“Bendixon! Is that you?” was shouted down the line before I had opportunity to speak and the hair on the back of neck seemed to crisp.

“Is that you Cairnforth?”

“Yes. I’ve rung the police and they’re coming round, but...”

“Cairnforth!” I cried out as Derrick leapt to his feet and the sound of an uproar of some kind came down the line to us.

At least until a hair-raising cry and what sounded like some distant babbling was heard in the background.

Babbling followed by a crash indicating Cairnforth had dropped the receiver. 

Repeatedly I shouted his name, until, terrifyingly, came what I would later learn were the professor’s dying words:

“Allat, Bendixon... Allat of... Allat of Ta'if!” 
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​​Four
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A plain-clothes man allowed us entry into the mansion occupied by the professor.

“Professor Cairnforth?” I asked, more with hope than positive expectation and a sick feeling at the stomach.

The man simply shook his head with a look of regret before addressing Derrick:

“Never seen anything to compare with it, sir,” he said with a distinct South-London twang.

Wondering just what horror we were about to be shown; I was struggling to come to terms with the fact that not much more than a couple of hours before Cairnforth and I had been speaking on the telephone.

And now?

What?

I was about to find out.

In that kind of reverent and timid silence we reserve for the presence of death, we followed the plain-clothes man inside the mansion to a hallway with five doors leading off from it.

Only one of them was open while the rest were closed.

And the open one had obviously been forced.

“That must have made a considerable noise when whoever was responsible forced it, Mullins,” Derrick observed to his junior colleague.

A colleague already shaking his head.

“The door was locked when we arrived, Detective Inspector,” the man named Mullins answered. “The forcing was our doing. Took two of us too.”

Derrick and I shared a look and the quick-witted South Londoner answered our unspoken question:

“The windows were all locked as well, sir... And from the inside. Just like the door.”

The room we stepped into was, apart from the disorder into which it had been thrown, exactly how one would have expected the study of a scholar to look.

More like a shop containing antiquities than a room found in a home and lit by a spilt lamp still managing to shine from its new spot upon the floor. 

The disorder it illuminated comprehensive.

“You and your men touched nothing, of course?” asked the plain-clothes man with a hint of what I took to be suspicion he instantly softened:

“I’m not questioning your attention to procedure officer,” he assured the man who appeared not to have taken offence anyway. “Just that some of your colleagues are a bit more... handsy ...when it comes to crime-scenes.”

“I understand, sir. Take it from me though, I was first on the scene and I made sure the boys stayed clear after we’d broken through the door. I now how particular you are about keeping things intact.”

Derrick gave a nod and a small smile and it was easy to see he respected his younger subordinate – obstinate South London twang or not.

“Do you know what he said when he made the call to the Yard?” he asked.

“It’s all logged, sir, but the message I got from the Desk-Sergeant was that he sounded frantic and insisted something – the sergeant was very precise about his use of the ‘Something’ - had got into his mansion and that he had locked himself in his study. 

“When we arrived it was all in darkness. But...”

He shook his head, puzzled.

“But what, officer?” his superior pressed.

“Well, we thought we heard sounds in here through the door.”

“What sort of sounds?”

“Best I can describe it, was as if something was crawling about on the floor.”

Derrick Chopra nodded, though I couldn’t say it if it was an acknowledgment of significance or made simply to engage.

He turned to the durable door, now hanging from its equally sturdy looking hinges, and studied it.

“The key’s still in the lock on the inside of the door,” he said. “Is that where you found it?”

“As I said, nothing’s been touched, sir,” was the answer, and this time there was just a touch of irritation for the repetition of Derrick’s earlier inquiry.

In the corner of the wrecked room the gleaming brass knob of a safe could be seen.

“The safe was also locked?”

“Yes, sir.”

Which was when, as my eyes turned in the direction of the same safe the Professor had mentioned to me only a couple of hours before, I saw the lifeless body of Cairnforth for the first time.

Half hidden beneath a table, it was a sight no prior experience could have prepared me for and one I pray I never have to see again – let alone describe.

Something that was, anyway, spared me by Derrick’s own outpouring of shock:

“In the name of all that’s holy,” cried a man I knew, like his father, to be an atheist. “He... He’s been all but decapitated!”

Taking in the same sight, I clutched at the mantelpiece and tried to fight the nausea attempting to enter my throat.

It was horrendous.

But even with that nauseating sight in one’s eyes there was that question the three people in the room of death could not avoid:

How had Cairnforth met his death? 

And in what, after all, a room that to all intents and purposes was sealed!

“You searched for the murderer, of course?” asked Derrick.

The officer indicated the room with arms wide:

“We did but we weren’t long at it. As you can see, there’s not a spot in her where a man could hide! And as the King’s my witness there was nobody in here when we forced the door.”

Derrick’s attention had already been taken up by the dead man.

“Do you see the Professor has a chisel in his hand.”

“We did notice. I got the impression he must have been trying to prise open that box at his side when he was attacked. Either that or it was for protection.”

“He told me he was armed,” I offered as I joined Derrick in a scrutiny of an oblong box which lay upon the floor near the murdered man. 

The box itself, we saw, was a small packing case addressed to the Professor.

A box, evidently, that had not been opened.

“When did this arrive?” asked Derrick.

“I was told it came about an hour ago,” supplied Mullins.

“Delivered by who?”

“The Night-Manager said he’d stepped away from the foyer for a few moments and when he came back it was waiting on the counter.”

“Night-Manager?” Derrick queried.

“That’s right, sir. These mansions are serviced. Night and day.”

As I watched, Derrick and Mullins dragged the box more fully into the light. 

It was some three feet long by one foot square, and looked solid and extremely well-constructed.

“The murderer obviously stayed on in order to...”

“Find the key to the safe,” I finished for him.

“Exactly,” Derrick agreed. “If the men really heard sounds here, it would appear that the assassin was still searching at that time. That would explain the shuffling that sounded like crawling... But...?”

“I promise you, sir,” Mullins read his train of thought, “that there was no living soul in this room when we entered.”

Derrick and I could only share looks of utter incomprehension.

“Mr. Bendixon here knows where the safe-key is hidden,” Derrick informed Mullins. “While he locates it I suggest we try and break into the box.”

Needing no further prompting, I went to a great, open bookcase, which the frantic searcher seemed to have overlooked aside from a few books spilled from the shelves. I found “Allan Quatermain” a few books in upon the shelf one down from the top. The key, to my surprise, having expected to find it gone, still rested at the back as Cairnforth had said it would.

Though I hadn’t expected to see the note it rested upon.

I was peering at the small writing which was almost too much in that light for my tired eyes when I heard Derrick curse in reference to the box:

“Damn it! We’ll have to smash it!”

“I’ll see if the Night-Manager has any tools,” offered Mullins. “If not I’ll send one of the boys back to the Yard.”

Derrick nodded and the officer took off.

“I see the key is safe,” Derrick observed with a look of relief. “Did that letter come with it?”

I nodded.

“I’ll leave you to read it. The writing’s too small for me.”

He rose from the box, took the letter from my hand and stepped to the table, holding the letter to the light of the upturned lamp before reading:

––––––––
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My Dear Bendixon,

It has now become apparent to me, as I intimated to you, that my life is in some great danger. You know of the inexplicable outrages which marked my homeward journey, and if this letter finds its way into your hand it will be because another has claimed me.

The idea of a pursuing and vengeful scimitar is not new to me and certainly not to antiquity. This phenomenon, which I have now witnessed three times – twice in your company - is fairly easy of explanation, but its significance is singular. It is said to be one of the devices whereby the Hashishin warn those whom they have marked down for destruction. 

This particular variant of the phenomenon, and peculiar to the two instances we know of it being employed, is called:

––––––––
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“The Vengeance of Allat” 

––––––––
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The Hashishin, you see, were members of a secret Muslim society founded in Persia by one Asghar of Dur-Sharrukin and there is a persistent tradition in parts of the Orient that this sect still flourishes in Assyria under the rule of a certain Hassan of Aleppo. 

A man, I have heard it whispered, who is known to be a kind of vassal to the Sheikh-al-jebal - or supreme lord of the followers of Hashishin. 

My careful and most diligent inquiries into this, however - made, for my latest paper on the subject - failed to discover any trace whatsoever of either group or person and, accordingly, I assumed Asghar to be a myth along the same lines as the Ginn. 

I was wrong. 

He does indeed exist and it is my conviction it was he, perhaps together with Hassan, who came aboard the Bernicia and was the actor behind the troubled voyage and arrival we shared with each other. 

Thus, by my supremely rash act, I have incurred the wrath of both on behalf of their mistress.

That is right: “Mistress.”

For while Asghar rules the sect, Hassan of Aleppo has for some time been the self-appointed guardian of the traditions and relics of one of the Muslim world’s three goddesses.

A holy toe-ring that once belonged to the goddess known as Allat and is said to confer miraculous powers upon those she favours.

It is for this reason, Asghar, with a number of his acolytes and servants, followed me from Mecca to England, though up until now my precautions have enabled me to retain the relic.

A retention that comes at a cost you have seen for yourself in the fate which befell all those others who did nothing more to earn rebuke than touch the receptacle containing it.

Let alone the toe-ring itself!

If I fall a victim to the Hashishin, I am uncertain how you, as my confidant, will be regarded. That’s why I entrust to you the key to my safe in which I’ve secured the toe-ring, along with particulars of the lock combination to be used in tandem with it.

However, I warn you with the utmost gravity. Do not open the safe lightly. You have seen for yourself how they punish those they believe to have come in contact with a relic that is not only considered holy by their faith but is said to entrust certain dark powers to those considered worthy of them. Having it in your possession will, just the same - if their wrath be focused upon you - provide at least something in the way of a safeguard.

Take the draft of “The Three Goddesses” you’ll find in my bureau. Its contents will reveal to you all that my studies have divulged respecting the Hashishin and their ways. If I am doomed to be assassinated such knowledge may prove invaluable to you - and not only to save yourself.

Believe me, Bendixon, there is more at stake here than either my life or yours. If, that is, the power of the toe-ring, if given to and utilised by as unsavoury, remorseless, and fanatical a recipient as Asghar of Dur-Sharrukin. 

My fears are not just for individuals but those whose beliefs run contrary to those followed by the followers of the Three Goddesses.

I close now, as a cloud of horror settles upon me and I cannot help but feel my time is coming to a close. But please take heed of what will likely be my last piece of advice to you or, indeed, anybody:

TOUCH NEITHER THE TOE-RING NOR THE CASE CONTAINING IT.

Yours in hope,

Brinsley Cairnforth.

“It’s almost incredible!” I said hoarsely after having read its contents to Derrick, my narration coinciding with the arrival of our plain-clothes man accompanied by a stout looking pick-axe.

Mullins looked at his superior and Derrick, still digesting what he’d heard from me, gave him a preoccupied nod.

As we stood in the room of death and looked on, the officer attacked the oblong box with a savage energy I could tell he was using as an outlet for the emotions inspired by what he had witnessed – this as I allowed his onslaught upon the box to vent emotions of my own.

The room reverberated to the sound of the blows that echoed and rang with a kind of rhythmic and musical intimation of horrors to come until the box fell to pieces and what it contained was revealed to us.

A wicked looking knife.

Crescent shaped.

Its blade slick with blood!
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​​Five
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Beyond the windows of my apartment, the ceaseless hum of Knightsbridge life, despite it being the small hours, provided a backdrop of welcome normality to recent events and my attempt to make sense of them.

The loose and inked sheets, comprising the now late Professor Cairnforth’s draft of “The Three Goddesses”, were in a growing pile beside me, this as I sipped, and sometimes gulped, at the latest and much needed tumbler of Chivas, now standing almost empty upon the table also containing, in contradiction to the alcohol, a rapidly filling notebook. 

Having reached the halfway point of the draft – but in possession of little in the way of rigour and academic diligence of its writer – I was struggling to stick with the professor’s, it must be said, rather dry and prosaic writing-style.

Let alone make sense or be able to see what it was in the mixture of myth and historical fact he had been so anxious for me to read and Derrick had been willing to allow before taking the draft into his possession the following morning to see what his colleagues at the Yard would make of it.

The Hashishin, or Hashashiyyin as they were also known, I learned, were a religious sect of Ismaili Shi'a Muslims from the Nizari lineage and originating in Persia, during the eleventh century.

This clandestine society, favoured by the goddess Allat, was known to specialize in terrorizing the voracious and treasure-hungry Crusaders invading their lands under holy pretexts of their own. Crusaders they routinely executed in a variety of gruesome way – impaling chief amongst them. 

A shadowy and clandestine society who, nonetheless, were relentless in their carrying out of assassinations prompted by either religion or politics. Their militant, implacable, and equally savage and unforgiving views were not, Western historians claim, directed wholly at Crusaders but also against those Muslim rulers they saw as impious usurpers of the true faith.

I also learned that the modern word "assassin" is derived and found its way into the English tongue courtesy of this group, of whom ‘Hassan of Aleppo’ was its best known and historically recalled practitioner.

A group, according to the late Brinsley Cairnforth, thought to have been active from 1090 to 1272.

Which dating fetched me no closer to an explanation for either the amputations or the professor’s own murder and the threat of my own manhood being in danger.

It was at this point in my so far fruitless perusal of Cairnforth’s pages that a coal was ejected from the fire and I jumped, spilling both Chivas and paper as my edgy nerve-ends reacted protectively.

Putting vanity aside, I confess here and now that physical bravery has never been at the forefront of those qualities I believe to be in my possession – though I have pride in myself enough to at least force myself to face confrontations of the kind when threatened with them.  

Which did not stop the prospect of them from terrifying me – as, indeed, was the case now.

Alone in my apartment after Derrick had left me, those same edgy nerves had convinced me we had been followed back and whoever it was lurked on the streets below somewhere. Even in the back of the recently introduced patrol-car Derrick had commandeered to fetch us back to Knightsbridge – the same patrol cars that were gradually phasing out the usual horse-drawn wagons - I found myself constantly looking from the little window at the vehicle’s rear and swore to myself that another vehicle was dogging our progress.

Derrick, professional that he is, had calmed me and told me it was a normal response after an experience such as ours and that only frequent exposure to such events prevented him behaving in the same way.

None of which prevented me from imagining, this after Derrick took his leave and I waited a few minutes before entering the stair-well and looking down past the lift-shaft, a pair of baleful and blazing yellow eyes returning my stare.

It was only with an effort of will that I convinced myself it was my imagination and returned inside to begin poring over the professor’s draft of “The Three Goddesses.”

Though I made sure my own seldom used revolver stayed at my side as I did so.

Which brings me to my conclusions thus far:

The apparition of the illuminated scimitar in the professor’s cabin aboard the Bernicia, was the result of someone utilising the moonlight - or artificial light of some kind - to cast a reflection replicating what we had discovered in the chest upon the wall of a darkened stateroom.

A number of devoutly fanatical and highly motivated men and women - who might or might not be of the ancient order of the Hashishin - had followed the stolen artefact back to England. Along the way, they had severed any hand, other than that of a True-Believer of the faith, which had touched the case containing it. 

With that acknowledged, I reminded myself that the Coptic porter who had been the first of the victims was a Christian – though I was no closer to knowing what became of the rest of the arm that had been severed at his elbow.

And had the feeling I never would.

After this, perhaps uncertain of Cairnforth’s faith - or, more likely, fearful of endangering the success of their efforts by an outrage upon him en route - they had refrained from the attempt until his arrival home.

Also, Cairnforth had intimated he’d been warned of the horror coming his way by Ahmad Elsayed.

Which meant only that the questions were multiplying:

Just who was Elsayed, after all? 

And who was his beautiful associate with the mesmeric indigo eyes? 

I found myself unable, at the present time, to answer either of those questions and, to my discredit, found myself more concerned on the part of the woman than the man as I ran true to form when it came to the frailties of my gender.

Access had been gained to Cairnforth, secure in his serviced-mansion-apartment, by the delivery of a box by a regular and, as yet, unknown carrier. A delivery that had yielded up an extraordinary discovery by way of a trick used by Eastern conjurors for what is generally known as “the Box Trick.” That is to say, it could only be opened (short of smashing it) from the inside! 

You will remember what we found within it? 

Consider this with the new fact above and to what conclusion do you come?

Something, small enough and beyond our reasoning, had been concealed inside and had killed Professor Cairnforth while he was in the process of trying to force it open. 

This inconceivable creature had then searched the study for the toe-ring - or for the key of the safe. 

Interrupted and trapped by the arrival of the police, the creature had then returned to the box, re-closed it, and had actually been there when the study was initially searched.

For a creature as small as it would have to be to fit in the box, it would have been more than possible for it to slip out during the confusion, and at some time prior to the arrival of Derrick and myself.

With no explanation coming anywhere close to offering a solution both myself and Derrick were certain that had been what happened.

Which begged the stupefying question:

What on earth was this creature?

With that to mind, I found the papers of Cairnforth’s draft referring to “The Rituals of the Hashishin,” and studied it once again in the hope I’d overlooked something during my – admittedly preoccupied – first scan of it and re-read the chapter.

The legends it contained were referencing this sect of religious murderers and devout fanatics seemed more akin to the more outrageous fiction than the research of a respected academic. 

Cairnforth wrote of the generally accepted belief – even in traditional Muslim circles – that the cult was long extinct. He referred to the popular legend that, since Asghar of Dur-Sharrukin, there had always been a Sheikh-al-jebal, and whose supremacy had been enforced by a dreadful being known as Hassan of Aleppo, the notorious and pre-eminent sect Assassin favoured by the least benevolent of the “Three Goddesses.”

A goddess, according to the professor, as vengeful and sadistic to those who displeased her as she could be generous to those who offered true and devoted worship of the most servile and obedient kind.  

Which, I thought, knowing something of the male Arab mindset, could not have been easy for the two powerful men in their own right offering thrall and obedience to an entity – despite her goddess status – who remained a female just the same; even if she was as benign and bountiful to her loyal worshippers as she was cold, unforgiving, and sadistic to those of any belief who defied her.

The professor referred once again to the fact that the word “Assassin” was derived from Hashishin and quoted El-Idrisi and other scholars who believed the same.

He went on to say the Hashishin performed their murderous feats under the influence of hashish, or Indian hemp; and during the state of ecstasy it induced acquired powers almost superhuman to regard. 

I read how they could scale sheer precipices, pass fearlessly along narrow ledges which would scarce afford foothold for a rat, cast themselves from great heights unscathed, and track one marked for death in such a manner as to remain unseen not only by the victim but by others about him. 

It was at this point, engrossed in my study of the professor’s findings, and in a sudden and outwardly inexplicable nervous panic, that I laid my hand upon my revolver.

I thought again of the yellow eyes which had seemed to look up from the black well of the staircase and, in doing so, thought of the horrible end of the man whose work I was reading.

And then I heard what must have spooked me to begin with.

A sound from inside my bathroom.

A bathroom to which, I recalled, I had left open the window.

The same open window to which a drain-pipe led up from the courtyard and for which I would kick myself for my carelessness later.

For now though, I took up the key of Cairnforth’s safe, and his letter to me, that lay close by my hand and automatically slipped them into a drawer and locked it. 

With every nerve, it seemed, strung to almost snapping point, I mechanically pursued my reading.

“At the time of the Crusades,” wrote Cairnforth as I split my concentration between page and door, “there was a story current of this awful Order which I propose to recount. It is related to the apparently mythical Hassan of Aleppo and his equally mythical practices in worship of the deity to whom he was bonded. Practices I am disposed to believe, rather than myth, had a solid foundation...”

At the periphery of vision and making my hair bristle as if about to stand itself upon its ends, I watched my door begin to open.

Slowly.

My grip upon the revolver tightened.

Frozen with horror, I sat and watched, my peripheral gaze never abandoning the door, yet somehow taking in the next paragraph of the page before me.

“As a means of creating uniquely efficient assassins when under the influence of the drug, and as they were capable of concealing themselves where a normal man could not fail to be detected, the Sheikh-al-jebal took young boys of a certain desert tribe, and for eight hours of every day, until their puberty, confined them in a wooden frame...”

Taking in my door more fully, near paralysed with terror, I saw what looked like a reed was slowly inserted through the opening between door and doorpost until it pointed directly toward me.

Self-preservation shaking off the icy hand of fear keeping me motionless, I’d no sooner ducked my head than something flew past it to strike the wall behind me.

Adrenalin releasing me from my inactivity more fully, I leapt across the room with revolver in hand and threw the door open while firing.

Again... And again... And again.

Which was when I saw it.

Briefly.

Not a man and not an animal either, but something suspended in a halfway state between the two.

A hybrid of some kind.

And the creature I had no doubt was responsible for the murder of Cairnforth with the crescent-knife and had just propelled a poison-dart at me that would, I was convinced, have served me the same fatal compliment.

I state without hyperbole, that no Victorian freak exhibition and carnival attraction could ever have show-cased so small a living and sentient human being.

Though to describe it as human was something of a stretch.

Too stupefied with wonder to move as I gazed upon it, I watched as the creature turned with animal litheness and leapt towards the bathroom’s still open window; giving me in the process a three-quarter view of a swollen head which was, surprisingly, nearly as large as that of a normal man.

Never while my mind serves me can I forget that yellow, grinning face and those canine fangs and the unearthly blazing eyes set in that great and misshapen head as it rested upon a sinewy neck.

Fear of the strange freeing up my physicality this time, I fired once more and hurled myself forward with no idea if my aim had been accurate.

As if he were a feline, the gleaming body of the scantily clothed intruder leapt upwards and out of the open window!

Open mouthed, I realised it had leapt to its certain death upon the stones of the courtyard far below and I moved to the window to look down upon the horror of twisted limbs I knew awaited me - my mind racing with horror for what I’d just seen and, taking me unawares, a feeling of sympathy for the pitiful hybrid whose life the shots from my revolver had prompted it to end of its own accord.

My pity was misplaced.

By the light of a brilliant moon flooding the courtyard, its stones were visible.

All of them.

For the court was empty and the hybrid had disappeared!
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​​Six
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“It’s the first time I’ve been connected to anything of the kind,” said Mr Rawson as Derrick stood by the window and listened to the silver-haired solicitor while sat across the man’s desk from him. We were all silent for a few moments.

“My late client’s wishes,” continued Rawson, “are explicit. His last instructions, written only a brief time prior to his death, advise me that the so-called “Holy Toe-Ring of the Goddess” is contained in the locked safe at his home in Victoria.”

I nodded an affirmation of this.

“He was clearly of the opinion,” Rawson went on, “that Mr. Bendixon here would be at significant risk from his possession of the key. And, since attempts have been made upon his life since, my departed client was not in error.”
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