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I remember the night of the first murder like it was yesterday. I’ve had a lot of time to think since then but that night is seared into my brain like an iron brand on my soul. So many terrible things happened afterwards that I look back on that time with an almost fond remembrance, a more innocent time, though I know this is an illusion. It was hardly the first time I had been got out of bed in the middle of the night, but had I known then what I know now, perhaps I would have hid beneath the covers and prayed that I could stay there, safe and warm, forever. 

It was Janet at the station who called. As I sat up in bed and tried to gather my senses, her calm voice at the other end of the phon told me that there had been a death at the university. We only had the one, Ravenshade. One of their staff had been found brutally slain and could I get there immediately? I stumbled out of bed, lit a cigarette and set off into the night. It was barely 3 a.m. The roads were deserted, of course. I smoked as I drove, oblivious to the horrible scene I was about to discover, and the monstrous labyrinth it would set me on. Such a quiet night. You would never think such horror could be perpetrated on a night like that. Perhaps this is me being romantic.

The university was a collection of buildings on the outskirts of town. You could see the observatory from far off, with its distinctive domed building. There were police cars surrounding it when I got there, blue lights flickering in the black. I parked my car and stepped out into the damp, pre-dawn air. A young officer – I forget his name – came to greet me. His face was pale, his eyes wide.

‘This is a bad one, boss,’ he said.

‘Aren’t they always?’ I didn’t wait for a reply, going straight through the open doors into the darkened building. It was an old place, of twisting corridors and high stone walls. The flash of a camera – the crime scene photographer, no doubt – illuminated the path as I made my way to the biggest chamber in the observatory, the one where the star gazers worked their magic. What I saw there was unlike anything I have seen in twenty years on the force.

A man – I assumed it was a man – lay on the floor, throat slit, his body arranged in what looked like a star map. He was fully clothed, but every bare inch of him was soaked in gore. His face was frozen in an expression of what I can only describe as unspeakable terror. 

I tore my eyes away from that dreadful visage and took a moment to examine the scene around me. Strange symbols littered the floor, daubed in the victim’s blood. The walls were scrawled in something that resembled ancient script. It was ritualistic, precise, and somehow ancient, as if the death and the act of killing were from a different time, and they did not belong here in the age of reason.

‘Who is he?’ I asked.

The on-duty officer, Ripley, glanced at her notebook. ‘Gregory Lunt, doctor of astronomy. Age 54. He’s been working here about fourteen years.’ 

‘He was found like this?’

‘Yes.’

‘Who by?’

‘A caretaker, doing their late-night rounds.’

I made a mental note to talk to the caretaker. ‘Alright, we’ll let forensics have their way with this one. I need fingerprints and a murder weapon. Also, talk to security and found out who had access to this building. Judging by the scale of the violence, we could be looking for multiple perpetrators. Find out who Lunt’s superior was. I want to know what he was working on. Somehow, I doubt this was a random killing, he was targeted. I want a motive.’

‘One thing you might want to see, sir.’ Ripley indicated the telescope, standing in the middle of the floor, pointing towards the heavens. ‘It might give us a clue as to what he was working on before he died.’

I pressed my eye to the eyepiece, careful not to make physical contact in case I contaminated the scene. What I saw there perplexed me. ‘What the hell am I looking at?’

‘We’re not sure. And I’m no expert on the night sky, but it seems odd, doesn’t it?’

‘There must be something wrong with this thing. Let the staff clear that one up.’

The telescope had revealed something that in the moment, I dismissed as a malfunction. A faint, red glimmer in the depthless dark of space. Like a flickering eye, looking back.
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My first port of call when the sun had risen was the office of one of Lunt’s colleagues. Dr Evelyn Rourke was younger than Lunt but still of some tenure within the university. 

‘He kept to himself mostly,’ she told me over a cup of tea. ‘We got on well enough and I’d say we’ve worked together on and off for about five years, but I never felt I really knew him.’

The background check on Lunt had found no children or partner. ‘Was he seeing anyone that you knew of?’

‘No.’

‘Any friends or colleagues that he may have confided in?’

‘I don’t know. We only discussed work things.’

‘What was he working on most recently?’

She hesitated. ‘There was something, but I don’t know how relevant it is.’

‘Let me be the judge of that.’

Rourke put down her tea and folded her hands in her lap. ‘In the last few months, Greg became... I don’t want to say obsessed. Perhaps fixated is a better word. Yes, he was fixated with a rogue planet.’ 

‘And what is a rogue planet, in layman’s terms?’

‘Put simply, it’s a planet that doesn’t orbit any star. They’re quite common, but this one was different. Have you ever heard of the Planet Morgoth?’

I tried to cover my growing frustration. I felt like we were veering off topic, but then I had come here for background on the unfortunate Lunt. ‘Can’t say that I have.’

‘It’s first mentioned in astrological texts dating back to Nostradamus. A planet that wanders the void of space, and if it enters a solar system, it... contaminates them.’

‘Contaminates them how?’

She spread her hands. ‘The stories are vague. The point is, the planet itself is supposed to be... well, again the accounts differ. According to some, Morgoth is inhabited, but not by anything we would recognise as a life form. Others say the planet itself is alive, sentient, and in every way malevolent.’

I grew conscious of the cold in the room as she fell silent. I cleared my throat, a little embarrassed by the effect of her story on me. ‘And going back to the dead man, uh, Greg, you say he was interested in this planet?’

‘I think it went beyond interest. I had heard of Morgoth before I met Greg, but like you, I assumed it was just a ghost story that bored astrologers tell to each other. Greg believed it was real. He used to sit in the observatory for hours reading old books, most of them gibberish, but he didn’t see it that way. His theory was that Morgoth has a mind that can reach across space and time, feeding on the dreams and souls of those who become caught in its web.’ She leaned closer. ‘He also believed that it knew of humanity, that it’s been watching us for centuries, learning more about us by corrupting the minds of anyone who learns its true nature. He told me that someday, perhaps someday very soon, Morgoth would reach our solar system, and usher in an age of atrocity.’
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Frankly, I thought she was batshit crazy. But she was only telling me what Lunt himself believed, and at this point so early in the investigation I couldn’t rule out the possibility that this science fiction hokum had something to do with his death. The next step on my journey was to visit the dead man’s house, and there I saw the extent of his psychosis which Rourke had barely alluded to.

The house was a mausoleum of madness. Old books in cracked leather binding littered the floor and walls, with scraps of loose paper littering the place. What writing was legible described subjects as varied as interstellar insanity, ancient cults with barbaric practises and planetary alignments which, according to the texts themselves, were utterly impossible. Grainy, monochrome photographs pinned to the walls showed bizarre constellations whose shapes recalled the macabre symbols that had surrounded Lunt’s desiccated corpse. In the centre of the study, a map of the stars had been violently slashed. In the exact geographical heart was one small red dot labelled Morgoth.

In a drawer, I found a black journal. The handwriting was erratic and difficult to read, but I was able to decipher certain passages:

Morgoth speaks in dreams. It waits in the black between worlds. I hear it at night, foul whispers from the abyss.

The Cult of the Black Star... they’ve contacted me. They say Morgoth will pass close to Earth soon. A ‘Great Convergence.’ I think I’ve gone too far. They want me to bring others.

Beneath the last entry was a crude drawing of a planet with a vertical slit down its middle, like a great, all-seeing eye.
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The next day, I was in my office when I got the call. There had been a second murder.

This time it was a student named Daniel Keene, who just happened to be on one of Gregory’s courses. He had been gutted and suspended upside-down in a wooded grove outside the university. His mouth was stuffed with ash.

I stood in the cold air looking up at the body. He was only twenty-one. All our efforts had found no cause or motive for Lunt’s murder, except this obsession with the Planet Morgoth. Now one of his students was dead and it was not hard to see the same modus operandi, the cold ritual of the violence, the sacrificial display of the young man. 

I felt a tug on my arm and Rourke quietly drew my
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