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Chapter One - An Uncertain Future
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Atlantic Ocean East of Saint Mary 27th November 1872

The ship beat its solitary way slowly eastward, the slight swell of the ocean causing a small wave to break across the prow, leaving a trace of a wake that was quickly absorbed into the vastness of the ocean. The low winter sun sparkled off the surface of the water, giving a deceptively pleasant aspect to the depths below. The light clouds spotting the sky all the way to the horizon gave no memory of the gale that had worried the ship through the night.

The ship was no different from numerous others that plied the trade routes of the Northern Atlantic. She had two masts and a slightly raised aft deck. This, combined with a length of one hundred feet and a displacement of two hundred and eighty tons, caused the ship to be classed as a Half Brigantine.

The ship had left New York on 7th November without any fanfare and had made reasonable time crossing the Atlantic to the small Portuguese island group of The Azores, where she and her crew had spent a couple of days. 

The island of St Mary was now two days behind them. The harbour of Vila do Porto had been the last brief respite and restocking point before the final crossing of the Northern Atlantic. Ahead lay over seven hundred miles of cold, deep water before the landmasses of Europe and North Africa would come into sight. The ship would then negotiate the busy Straits of Gibraltar to travel another thousand miles to the final destination port of Genoa in Italy.

The Captain and part owner of the vessel stood on the raised aft deck, behind and to one side of the helmsman. Dark circles surrounded his eyes, courtesy of a couple of sleepless nights fighting the unpredictable weather and harsh sea conditions. 

In spite of his exhaustion, he was dressed as always in a dark, woollen full three-piece suit. The high collar of his shirt standing above the lapels was well starched and closely buttoned. It was encircled by a precisely knotted plain black bow tie. His dark hair was starting to show flecks of grey at the temples, as was his neatly trimmed beard. He was without his usual greatcoat as the early winter sunshine was pleasantly warming the air.

Without interfering he was keeping an eye on the man on the helm as he made minute course corrections. Unconsciously he also monitored the tension in the sails and rigging of the Half Brigantine. As everything was under full control he was more than happy to leave control of the ship in the capable hands of the sailor.

The gentle creaking of the storm lashed timbers and rigging were the only sounds to compete with the gentle washing of the ocean against the hull. The rhythmic rocking of the ship was almost cathartic in its regularity. He half turned and idly watched the small wake. Perhaps four or five knots he thought to himself.

Beside the captain stood his devoted wife Sarah. She was dressed in a long, heavy skirt with a fashionable bustle. A well-tailored jacket of the same dark brown material as the skirt covered a high-necked white blouse. Her long dark hair was braided and drawn back tightly across the top and back of her head. Their two-year-old daughter Sophia was supposed to be napping below in the main cabin, out of the way of the efficiently working crew, but the odd scream of laughter and thump of small feet on seasoned timber betrayed her.

He looked over at his wife as she gazed over the rail towards the distant horizon and smiled fondly. She was seven years younger than he at thirty, and despite giving birth to their two children she still retained the trim figure and open, honest face that had attracted him.

Captain Benjamin Spooner Briggs was looking forward to the end of this journey, more so than any other he had undertaken. He had a growing young family to look after and spending months at sea was no life for any of them. It had split them up on too many occasions and this voyage was no different.

Although his wife and young daughter were with him, his seven-year-old son Arthur was with his Grandparents in the family home back at Rose Cottage, Marion, Massachusetts. He intended to sell his shares in the ship and the associated company as soon as they completed the return journey to America and enjoy a safer career on land, setting up a hardware business with his brother Oscar.

The pleasant thought of an easy life without having to fight the tempestuous Atlantic Ocean every voyage was very attractive, especially after the last couple of days. Some of the tension dropped from his stance and a trace of a smile crept over his normally gruff face.

‘What are you smiling at Benjamin?’ Sarah’s query and a gentle loving touch to his arm brought him out of his reverie. She had turned form the rail and noticed his distant expression.

‘I was thinking of getting us all home to Rose Cottage and putting the Ocean behind us forever. My days as a Sea Captain are just about over.’ He put his arm around her slender waist and drew her towards him, not taking his eyes or his attention from the goings on with the ship.

‘It’s such a shame we had to leave Arthur behind; he must be missing us all dreadfully. I know Sophia is definitely missing him and I suspect you are too,’ he continued.

Sarah sighed and rested her head on her husband’s shoulder. 

‘I do miss him and the cottage, but school is important. I hope he’s not causing too many problems for your mother.’

‘Knowing him he will have her wrapped around his fingers by now. I have no doubt about it.’ He laughed briefly, thinking of the boys open face and cheeky smile, as well as his unerring curiosity and propensity for trouble. 

The helmsman smiled to himself as the captain and his wife happily chattered away. It was nice to know that he was trusted enough to get on with his job without the captain interfering.

The captain turned his head from his wife as he spotted the ships First Mate Albert Richardson climbing up to the aft deck by the port ladder. The mate’s weathered face was well lined, the skin prematurely aged by exposure to the elements. He appeared much older than his twenty-eight years, courtesy of his short, compact frame and a lifetime of being at sea. He was dressed in well-worn but clean woollen trousers and a short canvas jacket over a woollen shirt. A pair of heavy boots laced tightly about his feet completed his outfit.

‘Mr Richardson. Is all well below?’ 

The experienced seaman nodded politely to the Captain’s Wife before replying. 

‘All is secure Sir. A couple of the barrels in the forward hold had shifted a little but we’ve lashed them in place. None have been broached that I can see. She’s weathered the storm well.’ 

The ship had passed through a gale during the previous day and night and the captain was worried that the cargo might have broken loose. The contents of the barrels were not the captain’s idea of being the safest, especially if they broached and leaked their lethal contents.

‘That’s good, we shall have to ask Mr Head to fire up the stove so we can have something hot for lunch. We certainly deserve a hot meal. I’ll be glad when we can get the foul stuff out of the hold.’ Captain Briggs nodded as he indicated his thanks and let Mr Richardson carry on with his duties.

The first mate slid back down to the main deck and stuck his head through the main passageway.

‘Eddie, fire up the stove and cook us something hot for lunch.’

Richardson climbed back onto the aft deck without waiting for a reply and moved over to the helm and considered the Captain.

Although he respected the Captain’s obvious skills and quiet confidence in mastering the ship, he couldn’t quite get to grips with his abhorrence of alcohol and his strictly enforced rule of not carrying any drink on board. 

However, the seventeen hundred barrels of industrial alcohol distributed within the hold wouldn’t be tempting him. It wasn’t drinkable and had turned his stomach and given him a pounding headache when he had caught a brief smell during the loading back in New York.

The First Mate enjoyed working on the ship and was hotly expected to take over from Captain Briggs as the master of the ship when they returned to New York. He even had a small sum put aside to purchase some of the shares that would be released by the Captain walking away. It was well known on board and with the owners that the Captain wished to spend more time with his family. Richardson could understand his reasons for wanting to be separated but would miss the Captain.

He idly noticed the first signs of pale wood smoke drifting from the flue connected to the stove. The smell was a sweet change from the tarred ropes and salty air they had endured for the last few days. In the galley below Edward Head carefully stoked the fire and began considering what provisions to prepare their first hot meal in two days 

‘Mr Richardson.’ 

Richardson turned to look at the Helmsman who was attired in almost identical clothes to himself. ‘Yes Mr Gilling?’

Andrew Gilling, the compact twenty-five year old Danish Second Mate indicated a region of the sea a few degrees to port of the ships current course.

‘There’s another storm coming up by the looks of it. The clouds look more than a bit strange.’ The softly accented words carried no signs of concern. A small squall shouldn’t cause the ship any problems.

Richardson picked up the ships telescope and moved to the port rail. Looking at the approaching disturbance he snapped open the telescope and raised it to his eye. He scrutinised the clouds, which seemed to be materialising up out of the sea instead of the sky. 

‘Looks like no storm I’ve ever seen. The clouds are too low.’ The telescope swept back and forth, and then dropped a few degrees. 

‘My god, the sea looks like it’s boiling up.’ He lowered the telescope slowly.

Captain Briggs dropped his arm from around his wife’s waist and strode angrily towards the mate, his face set in an instant scowl. As he did he felt the air around them change, becoming somewhat thicker and charged with expectation.

‘Mr Richardson, I beg that you remember who is present and curb your language,’ he barked. 

He happily noted Richardson’s quick guilty look towards his wife then accepted the proffered telescope. He raised it to his eye and replicated the First Mates actions. Slowly he lowered the telescope and scrutinised the cause of the blasphemy.

‘Mr Richardson, I believe your observation is mostly correct. It does appear that something is boiling out of the sea. It’s like nothing I’ve experienced before. It’s certainly not whales or fish schooling.’

The Captain was an enthusiastic amateur expert on aquatic life forms and often enjoyed watching porpoise and whales whenever they encountered them.

Mrs Briggs left the stern rail and wandered over, she looked at the disturbance with idle curiosity.

‘It’s nothing to worry about is it? Have you found Laputa?’ She asked enthusiastically, referring to the flying island from Gulliver’s Travels. She cut it short as she saw the severity of her husband’s face.

‘Have a look my dear.’ He pointed towards the phenomenon and offered her the telescope. There was none of his usual tenderness in his tone.

Sarah lifted the heavy unwieldy instrument to her eye and looked towards the horizon. 

‘It’s a bit hazy Benjamin.’

‘Here, let me.’ He softened his voice and quickly showed her how to focus the telescope. A slight gasp blatantly indicated that the view had become crystal clear.

Slowly, as the ship sailed closer and closer to the increasing maelstrom the rest of the crew detected the change in the atmosphere and made their way quickly onto the deck. 

Below decks, Edward Head sensed the change in the atmosphere too and left the galley. He found a pensive Sophia starting to climb to the deck and picked her up. He carried Sophia up the ladder, set her on her feet and escorted her to her parents.

‘Daddy?’ 

The small child brushed hair from her eyes with the knuckles of her hands before she took her father’s hand in both her tiny ones and looked back and forth from him to the maelstrom in confusion, clearly picking up on the tension.

‘I don’t know what it is darling.’ 

He bent down and lifted his daughter into his arms. Standing, he looked past the rail, holding his beloved child tightly. She threw her arms around his neck and snuggled up to him, letting out a satisfied sigh as she relaxed into the safety of his embrace.

The storm clouds now revealed themselves to be clouds of steam and boiling, exploding water, thrown high as something unusual happened beneath the surface.

Slowly the ship continued to sail towards the maelstrom. The surface of the ocean around it became increasingly choppy as the area of disturbance expanded. The ship lurched unexpectedly, causing Briggs to quickly adjust his stance.

‘Sarah, go below and look after Sophia,’ ordered the Captain suddenly.

Sarah recognised the look on her husband’s face and immediately complied, taking Sophia from his arms. She moved unsteadily to the stairs to the main deck and accepted Mr Richardson’s aid in safely negotiating the steep ladder, followed by Edward Head.

The ocean around the ship was rapidly becoming more turbulent, with spurts of steaming water bursting up from the depths randomly. The water splashed back leaving a fine, hot mist to drift across the deck.

‘Tack to starboard,’ called Captain Briggs.

On the deck the crew leapt to the ropes and began adjusting the sails. They cast nervous glances over the rail as the jets of water became more violent and frequent. The deck became a living thing as the ship bucked and rolled in the increasingly unpredictable waves.

An immense blow battered the hull of the ship as an explosion of heated water lifted the bow before crashing it back into a deep trough. A wave of hot water washed over the deck, causing the crew to curse in pain as they were scalded.

Below decks Edward Head was thrown backwards in the massive jolt. The ships heavy cast iron stove was lifted several inches by the movement and broke free of the mounts that normally held it in place. The steward scuttled back on his back in case it fell towards him. It stopped short of falling over and seemed to settle so he moved forwards and attempted to push it back.

He snatched his hands back quickly as his hands came into contact with the red hot metal. He cursed and noticed the atmosphere in the small galley was becoming hazy. He looked at where the flue should be poking through the roof. The chimney flue had broken free and sporadic sparks were leaping into the air, accompanied by bellows of smoke.

Realising he could do little on his own Head turned and scrambled to hit feet to make his way down the passageway to the hatch. He was about to call out when the ship was thrown into the air again by a massive concussion. There was another drop that threw him from his feet again.

Below him he heard a crash, as several of the barrels in the hold broke loose. Almost immediately he smelt the heady fumes of the alcohol permeating the atmosphere.

As the ship bucked in the maelstrom he dragged himself along the gangway to the hatch. With an immense effort he pushed it open and pulled himself through.

‘Captain, the stove has broken free of the flue and some barrels are broached. Fumes are building up below deck. The stove is burning hot.’

Captain Briggs looked at the violent water around the ship and considered his options. With the possibility of a fire or explosion he had few choices.

‘Spread the word. Abandon ship,’ he called.

He grabbed Gilling as he headed for the ladder to the deck.

‘Get the Sextant and the Chronometer and meet us on the main deck.’

Briggs staggered unsteadily to the ladder and half fell, half climbed down to the deck.

‘Unship the boat. Quickly!’ he ordered. 

Gotlieb Gondeshall refrained from untying the boat from its position on top of the main hatch, instead resorting to using his small axe to hack through the ropes in a couple of accurate blows. 

Briggs scrambled down the main passageway towards his cabin. Pushing open the door he faced Sarah holding a screaming Sophia in her arms.

‘Quickly, get on deck. We’re abandoning ship.’ He pulled her towards him then thrust her into the passage.

Another concussion threw the ship into the air. He fell to the deck then scrambled for the ships register and the navigation charts. Shoving them under his arm he lurched back up the passageway as another blow ran through the ship.

On deck the crew were cowering on the deck. Around the ship the water was exploding upwards to heights approaching forty feet in thick waterspouts before crashing down, releasing gallons of spray and steaming mist across the deck.

The crew had lowered the ships yawl over the side and were holding it close by a heavy rope.

‘Mr Richardson, open the hatches to help the fumes clear. We will hold off to see if it becomes safe enough to board her later.’

Richardson moved off unsteadily and heaved the scuttle hatch covering the galley open. He ducked back as a burst of sparks erupted. Keeping low he moved to the fore hatch and heaved that open too. As the ship was rocked by another geyser he scrambled back to the rail to assist in helping Sarah and Sophia into the yawl where Boy Lorenson and Andrew Gilling were kneeling to prevent themselves from going overboard in the heavy sea.

The ship lurched violently as another waterspout tossed it sideways. Richardson lost his footing and staggered into the rail. He span around, catching his leg on the exposed end of the rail where it had been removed, drawing blood. Automatically his hand went to the injury instead of steadying himself.

He lurched backwards as another waterspout rocked the ship and fell over the side of the ship into the water. He screamed in agony as his body came into contact with the hot water.

Gilling reacted instantly. He dropped the rope he was holding that connected them to the ship. His arm shot out and his hand clamped onto Richardson’s collar. With a heave he dragged the man out of the water and into the rocking boat.

Lorenson helped pull Richardson fully into the boat. He almost vomited at the state of Richardson’s skin. Already angry blisters had started to form on the skin. Richardson was moaning in agony.

‘Pull us away from the boat or we will be smashed,’ said Captain Briggs. 

He glanced at his injured first mate before looking around. As the boat pulled away from the ship he became aware of an ominous change in the atmosphere. He stood and looked around. The waterspouts began to quickly abate until the surface became as still as a millpond. There was still a low mist hanging in the air from the spray.

The air around them became thick, and a strange metallic tang could be smelled. Briggs reached for the low rail of the yawl to steady him and gasped at what he saw. 

A short distance away a strange phenomenon appeared through the mist. Slowly some ‘Thing’ pushed the mist away, revealing a glowing bluish tinged transparent dome, barely visible against the backdrop of the bright sky and shimmering ocean surface. 

It slowly pushed higher into the air and expanded ever outwards, pushing a low wave in front of it. 

‘Mr Gilling, alter course to Starboard, take us away from it.’

Captain Briggs looked briefly at the Helmsman to check he was making the course change before turning back to the strange view. He noticed that his wife and the rest of the crew were now ignoring Mr Richardson. They all turned slightly as the boat changed direction, keeping the dome in view.

They watched as the shimmering oddity continued to climb into the sky. As it did the perimeter of the dome maintained its steady push outwards. Inside the dome they started to see strange objects materialising. With a sinking feeling Captain Briggs realised that it was a possibility that his wife was correct. Before their eyes an island of incredible proportions was rising from beneath the sea.

The crew on the yawl looked at each other in amazement. Boy Lorenson, the youngest seaman aboard at the age of twenty-three grabbed one of the ropes descending to the deck from the short mast and stood up, using the additional height to gain a better look. 

The sailor watched in stunned amazement as the island revealed itself. Initially the backs of a range of mountains appeared through the distortion of the blue haze. They seemed to increase in size and also recede into the distance as more and more of the island revealed itself. 

He watched for a while then realised that the island was spinning like a coin in the water. As the mountains moved away the lower land was being brought closer and closer to the ship. Undoubtedly there was more land coming up through the water, almost certainly beneath them.

‘Sir,’ he shouted back over his shoulder. ‘It’s spinning on its axis. We may be above it.’ His German accent did nothing to camouflage the rising panic in his voice.

Captain Briggs realised he was right. Although the yawl was slowly pulling away at an angle away from the emerging island, the encapsulating dome was overtaking it. And to add to their worries the still water abruptly started flowing towards the raising island. 

Boy Lorenson slipped on the decking as the yawl lurched as it decelerated, he barely kept his footing by tightening his grip on the rigging. His brother Volkert grabbed him by his belt one handed and dragged him safely to the deck, causing him to bash his shin on the railing.

Boy yelped in pain and put his hand to the injury and rubbed it hard. 

‘Thank you very much.’ He muttered.

‘Pull!’ yelled Captain Briggs.

Volkert hauled on his oar and looked past his brother and watched as the edge of the dome approached ever quicker. Beyond the edge he could see the island raising. He could also see a corresponding sea level slowly coming up, with a waterfall at the edge as the dome passed beyond the higher sea level.

Instantly he recognised the problem. The yawl had no time to pull away, and when the barrier passed them they would be plummeted down to the level inside the dome – if they survived the barrier passing them.

‘Turn the boat.’ He screamed.

Captain Briggs instantly understood and grabbed the tiller. Aided by Gilling he tried to drag the prow of the boat around to face the drop. Aided by the little remaining forward motion of the boat and the current heading into the dome the yawl gradually started to respond. Degree by degree the nose came around as the dome headed towards them.

Suddenly the tiller caught the current that was now heading towards the phenomenon. Aided by the oars wielded by the crew, forward motion was regained. The yawl was now accelerating and heading directly towards the dome.

‘Hold on!’ 

The warning was unnecessary as everybody grabbed hold of something solid. Edward Head wrapped his arm around some ropes, then pulled Mrs Briggs and Sophia towards him in a one armed bear hug. She clasped Sophia to herself with one arm and hugged Head with the other.

The prow of the ship faced the emerging island and dome head on. At a rush the dome and the ship hurtled towards each other. Unconsciously Captain Briggs took a deep breath and held it.

The ship hit the edge of the waves and bucked high into the air before slamming back down. A wave of water washed over the deck, soaking the crew. Luckily the water had cooled off, warming them instead of scalding. 

The yawl almost stalled in its forward charge, but the current pushing it along won over the reverse flow of the water and it resumed its progress towards the dome. The water still spurted high, throwing the occasional splash of steaming water over the deck.

The leading edge of the dome touched the nose of the yawl and parted easily, letting the boat slowly pass through it. The crew heard a slight sizzling sound as it started to pass down the length of the gunwales.

Arian Martens was the first to face the transparent barrier. He drew back, ducked his head to one side and closed his eyes tightly, reluctant to release his grip around the prow. He felt a strange crawling sensation sweep across his skin, causing every hair on his body to stand on end, before he passed through the barrier to the inside of the dome. He opened his eyes and looked around without releasing his grip. He turned to look back towards the rest of the crew.

The rear of the twenty-foot long boat was tinged with a blue haze as the barrier distorted the sunlight. Arian kept hold of the mast with one arm, but released the other to feel over his body, groin first before touching his face and chest. He released his breath with the happy realisation that he was still whole.

A foot at a time the barrier passed over the boat, taking each member of the crew in turn. As it did the prow was maintaining the same level as the outside of the dome. Eventually the centre of gravity passed beyond the rim of the waterfall and the yawl started to tilt forwards.

As the nose dropped the rate of transfer into the dome increased. They started to head downhill. Sarah started to scream and Sophia, picking up the panic from her mother started to cry harder. At the tiller Captain Briggs and Gilling grappled as the rudder lifted out of the churning water. Gilling lost his footing but maintained his grip on the tiller. As he slid along the base of the boat to the floor he caused the tiller to twist, nearly tearing it out of the Captain’s hands. The crash to the first bulwark took the air out of his lungs and loosened his grip.

The keel of the yawl slammed down into the rapidly streaming water heading into the dome. A huge wave of cold water swept down the deck of the ship, taking away the breath of the rest of the crew but mercifully not taking them overboard. Gilling was washed aft to crash into Head and Mrs Briggs. Instinct caused him to wrap his arms around the steward’s solidly braced legs. 

The ship accelerated and rode the waterfall down to the level of the sea. Overall it wasn’t as bad a drop as expected. It seemed that the island had almost completely risen from the sea and the water levels had nearly reached equilibrium.

Using the momentum gained from the drop, the yawl started coasting towards the island, a gentle breeze wafted over them. The current pushed them away from the foaming waters behind them. Finally the island reached full ascendance, and the water levels equalised. The blue dome flared once then dimmed and disappeared.

Filling the horizon before them the crew and passengers could now see the island clearly. White sand and shingle beaches rose gently onto wooded slopes leading into the interior. The mountains or steep hills could be seen some undetermined distance beyond the beaches.

Captain Briggs let the breath out of his lungs explosively, not realising that he had been holding it. He began scrutinising the shoreline. It looked as if the boat had coasted into a large bay. The open sea was behind them to the south. A large rock formation formed the western arm of the bay, and a spit of sand and gravel extended several hundred yards into the sea to create the eastern arm. Splitting the beach was a wide, deep river that disappeared straight into the trees at the top of the beach.

‘Captain,’ Boy Lorenson stood beside the captain, nursing the swelling on his leg.

‘Yes Boy?’ The Captain glanced at the seaman before returning his attention to the strange shore.

‘We seem to be in a lagoon sir. It appears we were dropped in over a reef.’ He pointed beyond the stern of the boat to a line of breakers spanning the width of the bay. ‘It’s going to be difficult to get past it.’

‘We will have to address that problem once we determine if the ship is still seaworthy, and we can get back to her.’ He rotated on the bench he was sitting on and looked out to sea. The ship was bobbing calmly in the now still water. 

Something else was bothering Captain Briggs, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

‘Yes Captain. Captain,’ Boy paused, ‘when did you learn to speak German?’ He looked perplexed.

Captain Briggs turned to look at Boy directly. That was what had bothered him. The German accent had disappeared completely.

‘You must be mistaken. It is you who are speaking perfect English.’ Boy looked at the Captain in wonder.

‘Aber herr, sie sprechen Deutsch perfetct,’ stated Boy.

Captain Briggs listened to Boy’s reply with perfect comprehension ‘But sir, you are speaking perfect German.’

‘There’s something strange going on here,’ muttered the Captain.

He turned to look at Gilling, who was rubbing the base of his back where it had crashed into the deck.

‘Mr Gilling, would you be so kind as to take us to the beach. We will drop off Mr Richardson and the women the see if we can get to the ship. 

Gilling aimed the boat towards the eastern side of the beach, as it appeared to be smoother. The men at the benches put their backs to it and dug their oars steadily into the clear waters of the lagoon.

As the boat approached the shingle beach, Arian and Volkert shipped their oars. Arian then grabbed the mooring rope and gently vaulted the gunwale into the shallow surf. He backed up the beach, dragging the prow of the boat with him until the keel of the boat ground into the shingle.

Volkert passed a long metal spike to Arian, who in turn took a couple of strides up the beach before thrusting it deeply into the coarse sand. Quickly he looped the rope loosely around the spike to prevent the boat drifting back into the lagoon.

Arian moved back to the boat and started to help the unloading process. Sophia was carried above the shallow water and well onto the beach before being set on her feet. She set about running in circles, jumping and landing unsteadily in the deep sand, the traumas of the last hour already forgotten.

The crew gently lifted the injured Mr Richardson out of the yawl and carried him to a level area of sand where Mr Head knelt and began checking him.

Sarah raised the hem of her dress before stepping over the gunwale, aided by her husband. She stepped daintily through the ankle deep water and onto dry land before releasing her dress, her high boots keeping her feet dry. She turned to watch the rest of the crew unload the equipment they had had chance to grab before abandoning ship.

Gilling stepped back out of the water as Volkert and Arian untied the boat and then pushed it back into the lagoon for the attempt to regain the ship. He leapt over the gunwale and took his position at the tiller.

The yawl pulled slowly through the current and approached the reef. Gilling was standing at the tiller and aimed at the part where the water appeared deepest.

The two oarsmen heaved at the oars and pulled over the reef in a burst of speed, using the swell of the ocean to lift them over the jagged rocks and coral. Gilling angled the tiller towards the ship. They quickly pulled through the still water and bumped up alongside. While Volkert held the side of the ship Gilling clambered on board then caught the line thrown to him by Arian.

He quickly secured the line and assisted the crewmen and the Captain aboard. Captain Briggs looked around, assessing the situation. Smoke was still billowing out of the galley hatch.

‘Lower the anchor into the boat so we can pull the ship closer in to shore and gather some goods. I want us all ready to go in two minutes.’

The men moved away quickly, gathering up essential tools and ropes. There was the clatter of a ratchet as the anchor was lowered. The yawl would drag it and the ship closer to the beach as they rowed in.

The Captain quickly moved forward to the bilge pump and removed the valve. With steady, efficient movements he slotted a rod down the tube and measured the depth of water in the bilge.

‘Ready Captain,’ called Arian from the rail.

Briggs removed the rod and rested it against the mast. He considered replacing the valve but decided he could do that later. Besides, any opening to the below deck area would help clear the fumes.

The captain returned to the yawl. The return to the island was slower as the crew fought the waves crashing over the reef and the weight of the anchor.

They eventually dropped the anchor in the quiet waters of the lagoon before returning to the beach. Captain Briggs was relieved that the ship was now inside the reef and protected from the currents. Finally he stepped onto the beach and relaxed.

‘Captain, the chronometer has stopped working,’ said Gottlieb Gondeshall.

‘Please take a look at it and see if you can get it working.’ The Captain walked over to check on Richardson.

Taking his tools Gotlieb returned to the chronometer and carefully unwrapped it. Laying the canvas flat he unrolled his tools and laid them beside himself. Taking a deep breath he prepared to attempt to determine what had caused the delicate but normally reliable mechanism to stop. He was about to start taking off the casing when a shadow fell over him.

He looked up to see Sophia hunkered down on her haunches looking at him with interest.

‘I’m sorry Miss Sophia, can you move a little so I can see what I’m doing?’ Sophia smiled in complete understanding and shuffled to one side. 

Gotlieb started to remove the casing; carefully putting each piece to one side on the canvas in the sequence he removed them.  

Sophia soon lost interest as Gotlieb started to poke around the brass parts inside the mechanism. She stood up and looked around at her new playground.

Boy Lorenson was slowly scouring the edge of the woods at the top of the beach, gathering dead branches and kindling, keeping a constant eye on the shadows under the trees. A trip at a time he took his findings down the beach to where Edward Head the steward was digging a fire pit.

Her father was earnestly talking to Mr Gilling about Mr Richardson with her mother standing close by. A small motion caught her eye as a crab making its way across the beach captured her attention. She followed it slowly, crouching down then standing, taking a step and crouching again. It moved towards a small series of rock pools, where it sank into the water. Sophia watched it disappear. 

She saw other movement in the pools and was soon examining their depths, oblivious to the sand and water staining her dress. Her small fingers scrabbled to try and remove shellfish from their secure grip. She watched fascinated as small colourful fish darted back and forth through the clear water.

Wishing to share her experiences she jumped up and ran awkwardly across the sand and shingle towards her mother.

‘Mummy look,’ she pointed behind her, ‘fish.’

Her joyful calls raised the crew’s deflated spirits temporarily until they remembered the strange circumstances that had resulted in them ending up on the beach.

*   *   *
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THE ISLAND 27th November 1872

Slowly the rest of the late afternoon passed. A fire was soon burning merrily on the bone dry wood Boy had collected. Edward Head was preparing a meal from a collection of fish and crabs caught in the lagoon.

As the sun slowly slipped beneath the horizon to the west the crew and the Captain’s family gathered around the fire to enjoy a fine feast.

‘Sir, what are the plans for the morning?’ Boy asked.

‘That depends on how Gotlieb gets on with the Chronometer, and assuming the fumes have cleared. It also depends on how Mr Richardson gets through the night.’ Captain Briggs looked towards the young German, still amazed at the perfectly clear pronunciation.

‘To be truthful sir, I cannot determine what the problem is. Everything seems to be moving freely, it’s just not moving like it should when you leave it alone,’ Gotlieb raised his hands in exasperation. ‘I think it needs a proper craftsman, but I’ll give it another go when the light comes up.’

‘Where are we Daddy?’ 

Sophia’s light voice cut through the crackling of the fire. Everybody looked at each other, each surprised by the obviousness of the question. Finally they turned their attention to the Captain.

‘Captain,’ prompted Gilling.

‘According to my calculations we are 37 degrees 50 minutes North by 22 Degrees 12 minutes West. According to the charts we should be sitting on the ocean bed.’ The Captain read from the navigation charts he had taken from the ship.

‘So this could be Atlantis,’ said Sarah speculatively.

‘It’s certainly unusual. How can an island raise itself from the sea with trees and flowers on it? And how can it have been dry?’ Gilling voiced some of the concerns that had been nagging him all afternoon.

‘This place is wrong, it shouldn’t be here. I think we should get back on board ship.’ stated Arian, the signs of panic appearing in his voice.

‘Calm down,’ said Gilling, his deep, confident voice silenced the others. ‘You all know we can’t leave until we figure a means of getting beyond the reef, and a good night’s rest will make things seem better in the morning.’ He looked at the Captain for confirmation.

‘Mr Gilling has it right. The morning is soon enough to see how things stand. All of you make the most of a good night’s sleep.’ 

With that he stood and moved over to where Sarah had settled Sophia down. Wrapping a blanket around his shoulders he lay down next to his wife.

The crew sat silently for a while, the crackling of the fire and the leaping of the flames the only sight and sound as full darkness descended. As the flames slowly burnt down to glowing coals the Steward raked them together and threw a couple of large logs onto them to keep the fire going through the night.

Gilling stood and moved away from the fire. He checked Mr Richardson, noticed that he was sleeping, his breathing regular and deep. He knelt and had a quiet word with Mr Head.

‘How is he?’

‘He’s badly scalded but should be alright. He was not in the water too long.’ Head was slowly packing away his equipment.

Gilling nodded then moved back to the fire. His eyes were becoming heavy after the exertions of the day.

‘Boy, keep watch and wake me in four hours.’ He waited for the German to reluctantly nod before moving off to find a level piece of sand to spread out his blanket.

One by one the rest of the crew moved away from the fire and selected places to sleep. Boy wrapped a rough blanket around his shoulders and walked slowly to a large rock that was taller than him. He sat down in the lee of the rock to keep the offshore wind from him and hugged his knees, resting his back against the surprisingly smooth rock. 

He looked out into the bay where the ship was bobbing gently at anchor. All signs of the turbulence caused by the island appearing had disappeared, and the gentle surf breaking over the reef gave a gentle roar in counterpoint to the swishing as the waves disturbed the shingle.

His brother lay down nearby, smiled at him then closed his eyes. Boy watched as the crew settled down, wrapped blankets around themselves and dropped off to sleep. 

Boy pondered the strange circumstances that they were in. How would people accept the strange tale of an island rising out of the sea in front of them? Were there riches to be found? Was there anybody living on the island? There certainly seemed to be an abundance of life, what with all the birds he had seen whilst collecting the firewood. He smiled to himself.

What had the Captain’s wife said? Atlantis? What if this was Atlantis? He knew little of the legends of Atlantis, but what he did centred on gold and riches beyond anybody’s dreams. Slowly, the swishing of the ocean on the beach and the crackling of the fire lulled his senses and he quietly fell asleep, dreaming of fortune and glory.

*   *   *
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Captain Briggs walked through the field, his hands held to his sides, brushing the seed laden heads of the grass. Out of his sight slightly behind him he could hear Sarah and Sophia also pushing through.

Ahead of him he could see Arthur running in circles. Briggs smiled at his son’s exuberance. 

‘Don’t go too far Arthur,’ he shouted after the child.

Arthur ignored his father and continued to run energetically in ever widening loops that took him further away from the more sedate pace of the Captain and the rest of the family.

‘Come back Arthur,’ he called again.

In the distance he could see a strange haze across the field. Arthur’s running was taking him closer and closer to the shimmer. Strangely the Captain didn’t feel concerned.

He continued to walk forwards, now several hundred feet behind the small boy. The tops of the grass had started to obscure the view of the child. The haze came closer.

‘Arthur, where are you?’ The Captain called.

There was no answer. Unconcerned he continued his stroll, the reassuring sounds of his wife and child followed him.

Finally he came upon the haze and saw that it was a barrier stretching across the field and reaching far into the sky. He looked around for Arthur. After a second he saw him. The boy was standing still on the other side of the barrier. There were tears in the boy’s eyes.

As the Captain looked on the boy started to age. The boy matured into a fine looking man before his eyes, then started into middle age. Without feeling any emotion he watched his son quickly wither and die.

He continued to watch as the body was reduced to a pile of bones.

‘He’s gone,’ he said to himself. A hand touched his arm in sympathy.

‘It doesn’t matter, he’s gone.’ He shrugged off the arm.

The hand touched his arm with more force.

‘He’s gone.’ He brushed the hand away. ‘Leave me be.’

‘Captain!’ a rough hand shook him on his shoulder. ‘Captain, wake up, the ship has gone.’

Captain Briggs jerked himself out of the dream into a sitting position and swung his head to look around. He was still on the beach. The remains of the fire were still issuing a hazy smoke into the still air. He used his arm to push Martens out of the way.

Instead of the horizon stretching as far as the eye could see a blue-green shimmering haze hovered several hundred yards beyond the limit of the bay. 

Raising his eyes the Captain looked up into the sky to see that the haze extended up, over and beyond the beach and the immediate area. 

He looked up at the strange sky and tried to focus on the strange motions beyond it. Blurring patterns seemed to swirl and dance at fantastic speeds.

Slowly he stood up and turned in a slow circle. Ending with his eyes looking into the bay where the ship had been anchored the night before. The ships boat was still securely lashed to the spike in the beach.

‘She’s gone.’

It was true. His ship had disappeared. The Mary Celeste was gone. He, his wife, daughter and crew were now marooned on a strange shore with no way of getting home.
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Chapter Two – The Return
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The Streets and Catacombs 3rd May  

It was well after midnight as the small contingent of three hooded and cloaked figures moved stealthily through the dark streets of the city. The sky above was moonless and without clouds, it shed no light on their careful progress. The only light to aid their passage came from the weak lanterns suspended from ten-foot high poles located every fifty feet or so along the streets. 

Secrecy was paramount, and they each wore heavy cloaks to conceal their identities from chance viewing by any late night pedestrians. They had also carefully wrapped any loose items to prevent them making any inadvertent noise. 

Although the group were deep within the territory protected by their colleagues they were still treading carefully. Their mission was of such importance that additional resources were roaming openly ahead to divert anybody out on an early walk away from their path; they had no wish to advertise their presence to anyone. 

If the identity of one of their number were discovered then all the months, even years of preparation and subterfuge would be in vain. The general population would be roused immediately, and bloody revenge would be taken, even though the three believed beyond doubt that they were acting on behalf of those citizens.

The small group came to the edge of one of the numerous plazas located within the city and huddled in the darkest shadows at its perimeter. They chose a location midway between two of the regularly placed lanterns spaced around the edge. The dim lights picked out the shapes of the various trappings and stalls associated with the market that filled this plaza during the daylight hours.

‘Wait here,’ hissed the one who was leading them. He slowly edged forward and scanned the open area and their next target from the shadows of an empty market stall. The other two shrank back deeper into the shadows and stayed perfectly still, effectively disappearing from sight.

Across the wide plaza were the footings of an unusual shaped bridge. Instead of spanning a single water course, the bridge had been engineered to span where a tributary joined the main branch and joined the three banks of the waterway running beneath. 

The element they approached left the bank at an angle to cross the tributary, where it was joined by the span from the opposite bank. These two combined to stretch across the main course of the wide canal below. 

Across each side of the longest bridge span a pair of stout tower fortifications provided security and protection for a small garrison, ensuring that individual sections of the city could be sealed off. A small commotion could be seen taking place at the nearest pair.

A detachment of ten guards was in the process of ending their eight hour shift to be replaced by another. The lead watcher smiled as the exchange was made. Although he was too far away to make out details, he knew that the new guards would let them pass without checking who all their identities were. They were slightly ahead of schedule.

As the previous guard detachment marched out of sight he looked back over his shoulder in search of the others. He finally spotted his crouching companions as one of them moved slightly, causing the shadow to shift. He waved them forward with a curt motion of his hand. 

Abandoning caution he stood and strode directly through the stalls and across the plaza, sacrificing security for bold speed. The two followed, staying several yards behind him, heads turning, constantly scanning the area between the stalls and the periphery of the plaza. As most of the buildings in the plaza housed businesses there was little chance of being spotted. It also helped that the lighting surrounding the plaza didn’t shed their dim light far into the open space. The gods had been kind to provide a moonless night.

The guide approached the guards, who had spotted the movement and were watching warily. He stopped a short distance from them, hoping the darkness would disguise his companions. He gestured for the detachments sergeant to approach him.

The non-commissioned officer walked forwards cautiously, opening the shutter on his lantern and directing the beam at the guide.

‘Cover that light,’ snapped the guide brusquely.

The sergeant hastily clicked the shutter back in place and stood to attention as he recognised the commanding voice.

‘Sergeant. Send your men into the towers. They are not to interfere with our passage. If I hear that they have seen anything there will be severe repercussions. Do you understand me?’

The sergeant looked uncomfortable. The implied threat hadn’t gone unnoticed. 

‘Yes Sir.’ He saluted and quickly jogged back to his post and began issuing orders for his men to get out of sight. He then ran across the bridge to the matching forts at the far side to repeat the orders.

Satisfied, the guide waited for the guards closest to them to secure the gates to the towers before he moved forward, followed by the two others. They strode through the well-lit area near the gate house then picked up the pace as they saw the sergeant join the guards inside the building at the far end of the bridge. 

Once over the bridge they ducked back into the safety of the shadows and moved quickly down a short, wide street to the corner leading onto an even larger plaza, this time empty of stalls. Dominating the centre of the open area was a huge temple. 

The majority of the building was hidden in the darkness but the side of the temple facing the trio was faced with massive, lifelike carvings. The flare of the burning oil torches at the foot of the carvings and the glint of precious metals gave the reliefs a semblance of life.

The guide sneered unconsciously as he looked at the statues. The founding fathers and mothers of the city had been so short-sighted. It was no wonder that people like his colleagues and he had to right the mistakes they had made.

They paused briefly and searched the shadows along the perimeter of the temple forecourt for almost a minute to ensure they weren’t being watched. After detecting no movement they breathed deeply and strode directly towards the main doors of the Temple.

The guide reached the recessed doorway and motioned for the others to take cover in the deep shadows thrown by the ornate architecture. Raising his fist from under his cloak he thumped on the thick wood.

An echoing boom rolled through the temple, abruptly drawing the attention of a neophyte who was sitting dozing inside the door. He woke with a start and scrambled to his feet, tugging his arms from the warmth of his body and pushing them back out of the sleeves of his thick woollen white robe.

After rubbing his eyes he stepped to the door and opened a small hatch at his eye level. Looking out he saw the shadowed face of the hooded guide, who nodded at him.

The neophyte closed the hatch and started to man-handle the heavy beam keeping the door secured. He stifled a yawn as the well-worn beam slowly slid easily back into the wall of the temple. Taking a secure grip he leant backwards and heaved on the thick door. Once the inertia was broken the door moved freely on surprisingly quiet hinges. 

As soon as a thin crack appeared between the two halves of the portal the guide started pushing. After creating barely enough space he signalled to his hidden companions, and they slipped through sideways one after the other.

Quickly they joined the neophyte to stop the swing. Working quickly the door was pushed shut and a soft thud could be heard as the beam was slammed easily back into place by the largest of the cloaked figures.

The neophyte picked up his shrouded lantern and led the trio back into the darkness of the temple. The dim light barely gave enough illumination for them to see their feet, but the smooth cool flagstones gave even footing. The boy angled towards the huge statue that dominated the centre of the huge building. He resisted the urge to look back over his shoulder at them.

Upon reaching the statue the boy stood on tiptoes and reached carefully behind part of the scenery built into the plinth of the statue to pull a hidden lever. There was a muted click as a bolt was released. The boy pushed part of the plinth with one hand and part of the base rotated inwards and down silently on oiled hinges. He stood away from the base and averted his eyes.

The three figures swept past him in their concealing robes, lowering their heads to duck through the narrow opening. As the third, largest figure passed him the boy caught a thick, earthy stench emanating from beneath the heavy folds of cloth.

As the sounds of their footfalls faded away he turned to check he was alone. Quickly he pulled the opening closed and heard a click as the lever re-engaged. He coughed then breathed deeply to clear his lungs of the smell and prevent himself from gagging.

He remembered the instructions he had had drilled into him earlier that day and hurried into the dark, holding his oversize robes high to avoid tripping. He headed directly to the dormitory he shared with the other neophytes, ignoring the freedom to explore the temple as he would normally have done. The lantern bobbed and weaved like a drunk as the neophyte put as much distance between himself and the three strangers as quickly as possible.

Putting the neophyte from their minds the three figures moved carefully down the steep spiral rock staircase beneath the statue. Light from below was transmitted through veins of clear crystal running through the rock walls. It barely provided enough pulsing illumination to let them see the steps beneath them.

After descending over fifty deep steps into the bowels of the earth the stairway exited into a subterranean cavern. The light was surprisingly bright and constant, illuminating a perfect dome of pale brown rock and a smooth, level floor. The clean white light emanated from a set of six pillars evenly spaced around the chamber.

The light pillars surrounded a square metallic dais standing nearly four feet up from the floor. The dais reflected the light in waves of orangey red.  Casually surrounding the dais were twenty white robed priests and a tall man who stood head and shoulders over them. 

His confident bearing betrayed the plain leather tunic and plain sandals he was wearing. His light brown hair was long and was pulled back from his strong intelligent face into the nape of his thick neck by a leather cord. He stood stock still with his well-muscled arms crossed over his broad chest, legs braced. Attached to the wide belt at his waist was a scabbard containing a broad bladed short sword with a well-worn hilt.

He patiently watched the three figures look warily around. The leader of the priests timidly shuffled up to him and looked up at the haughty face nearly two feet above him.

‘My Lord, are you certain you wish us to perform the ceremony? It should not be performed until another thirty-eight years have passed.’ queried the priest. 

‘High Priest, it is time for us to resume our place. The time to permanently leave our exile is now. You will carry out your ceremony tonight.’ The man didn’t look at the man as he replied.

‘I understand My Lord, but I alone can carry out the ceremony. There is no need for my colleagues to be here.’

‘This is an important day. All of the priesthood must be here to bear witness to the power of the gods.’ The man speared the priest with a penetrating gaze.

‘Yes My Lord.’ The priest lowered his head in deference and backed away to organise the other priests.

The man stood waiting as the three figures walked towards him and stopped a short distance away. He nodded in greeting at the guide then turned his gaze on the other two, his eyes narrowing as he did.

The difference between the two was immense. One, the shorter, was looking around nervously in awe at the surroundings. The other was fully cloaked, but was obviously staring directly at the tall man from beneath the filthy cowl of his cloak in barely veiled aggression.

Although the man was over six and a half feet tall, the final cloaked figure topped this by at least another foot. The voluminous cloak covering its head was spread at least three feet wide. Heavy breathing could be heard, as air was forcibly drawn in and expelled.

The tall man’s nostrils flared as he too caught the earthy smell. He rested his hand casually on the hilt of his sword and addressed the guide.

‘Have they accepted our terms?’

‘I speak for myself and my people.’ A deep, heavily accented voice echoed from beneath the hood.

‘Wonders never cease,’ sneered the man.

The massive figure before him tensed, taking a half step forwards. The guide quickly stepped forward between them.

‘Everything has been agreed. They get their revenge...’ he indicated the massive figure behind him. ‘...and he gets the girl of his dreams.’ he pointed at the smaller man, who had wandered closer to the dais.

‘Or at least he thinks he does,’ the guide added quietly.

The tall man smiled and a nasty chuckle emanated from the hood of the massive figure.

‘Take your places.’ They moved towards the dais.

As they approached the Head Priest fawningly directed them to different quarters of the strange construction.

The smallest of the three figures had thrown back the hood of his cloak to reveal a man in his early forties. Patchy stubble covered his chin and his head was almost bald, with wispy blond hair standing in all directions. He followed the directions of the priest until he stood to one side of the dais.

In front of him on the surface of the dais was a pair of handprint shaped depressions. Following the instructions of a priest he gently rested his hands in the depressions and looked up at the others. His eyes snapped back to the dais as a soft hum caught his attention.

Part of the surface had split and was slowly lifting up, revealing a small window looked into the depths of the dais. In the depths a strange light pulsed at a slow, regular frequency. He looked at the blinking light for several seconds before a snorted laugh caught his attention.  

Raising his head he looked around. Directly across from him was the hulking shape of the still cowled figure. He could hear its congested breathing even from the distance of ten feet. 

To his left the guide had also pulled back his hood to reveal an attractive hard faced man with close-cropped black hair and pale translucent skin. The man who had been waiting for them took the final quarter to his right.

The small man looked at both of the men, trying to put an age to them. They appeared to be in their early thirties, yet had looked the same when he had first met them over fifteen years before.

The lesser priests moved around behind, checking the quartet had assumed the correct positions. One by one they indicated to the Head Priest that all was ready.

After looking around carefully the small priest moved to a position where he could look directly at the tall man. At his feet was a set of foot shaped depressions. The Priest carefully slipped off his leather sandals and gingerly located his feet in position.

There was a definite change in the atmosphere as the Priests feet settled in place. The giant cloaked figure turned his head one way then the other, searching for the source of the humming noise he could now hear. 

The High Priest was now in his element and threw his arms wide in supplication and called out in a forceful, loud voice, betraying his earlier nervousness.

‘Oh Great Poseidon, God of the Oceans, God of Earthquakes, Overlord of the Seas, Brother of Mighty Zeus and Father of our ancestors, search our souls and hear our prayers.’

There was a short pause before a booming bass monotone voice suddenly reverberated from the very air around them.

‘THIS IS POSEIDON. WHO DISTURBS ME?’

The four figures at the Dais looked up into the air in wonder as the sound surrounded and penetrated them.

‘Poseidon, I am your High Priest, guardian of the souls of your people. I come before you with a petition from the people.’ The High Priest’s voice cracked with nerves.

‘HIGH PRIEST, TELL ME NOW THE PETITION OF THE PEOPLE.’ 

The priest looked at the tall man, who nodded curt encouragement. He gulped the raised his voice again.

‘Poseidon, it is the petition of your people that the Island of Arcanadia be permanently released from exile.’

There was a pause.

‘THIS PETITION REQUIRES THE JOINT CONSENT OF ONE OF THE RULING CLASS, ONE OF PURE BLOOD, ONE OF OUTWORLD BLOOD AND ONE OF AN OUTCAST RACE.’

The priest looked at the four figures.

‘Poseidon, I have the necessary representatives to give the consent.’ He called to the air above him.

‘RULING CLASS, GIVE ME YOUR CONSENT,’ ordered the booming voice.

The tall man was suddenly bathed in a bright light that speared down from an unseen source in the roof of the chamber. He felt a prickling sensation in the palms of his hands. The air around him warmed dramatically and he started to sweat. Whether it was due to the heat or nerves he wasn’t sure.

‘I am of the ruling class,’ he stated proudly. ‘I give consent that the petition for the rescinding of exile be approved.’ The tall man held his breath.

As quickly as it had arrived the light disappeared. The man shivered as the heat vanished.

‘PURE BLOOD, GIVE ME YOUR CONSENT.’

The guide was bathed in the bright light. He also experienced the prickling sensation and the heat.

‘I am a pure blood Arcanadian. I give consent on behalf of all pure bloods that the petition for the rescinding of exile be approved.’

Again the light disappeared.

‘OUTWORLDER, GIVE ME YOUR CONSENT.’

The middle aged man flinched as the light washed over him. He automatically jerked back his hands as the prickling sensation swept across his hands. Ignoring the frantic orders to replace his hands hissed by the priest standing nearby he looked at his palms.

Several hundred tiny speckles of blood covered his palms.

‘Put your hands back Outworlder.’ The large man ordered menacingly.

He looked up to see everybody looking at him. Tentatively he replaced his hands. He winced as the tiny needles dug into his palms again.

There was a short pause, and then something appeared in the window in the dais before him. He leant forward to focus on what was happening.

With a start he realised that the strange pulsing light was changing. It began flashing across the window, leaving traces of light lingering. Suddenly he realised that he was looking at words forming before his eyes.

‘Read them out,’ hissed the priest.

‘I am not a native of Arcanadia,’ he stammered. ‘I give consent on behalf of the rest of the world for the rescinding of exile to be granted.’ he looked up and smiled nervously at the others.

The light flicked off and the voice boomed out again.

‘OUTCAST, GIVE ME YOUR CONSENT.’

The light washed over the giant form opposite.

‘I am a so-called outcast. I give consent from all the Outcast races for the petition for the rescinding of exile to be approved.’ the giant muttered from deep within its cowl.

The light disappeared. There was silence.

The tall man looked at the High Priest.

‘Well?’

‘I do not know my Lord. I have never done this kind of ritual before.’ the priest looked nervously around, his short lived confidence draining.

The voice boomed without warning, assaulting their ears and their bones.

‘HIGH PRIEST, YOUR PETITION AND CONSENT HAVE BEEN ACCEPTED. AS ALL RACES HAVE BEEN VERIFIED AND ARE IN AGREEMENT THEIR PETITION HAS BEEN GRANTED. THE PROCESS FOR RESCINDING EXILE HAS BEEN INITIATED. ARCANADIA WILL REJOIN THE WORLD IN TWO DAYS.’

The quartet stood back from the Dais. The tall man removed his hands from the dais and walked towards the High Priest.

‘The Ceremony is complete?’ he asked.

‘Yes my Lord.’ the priest bowed his head.

‘Are the priest gathered here the only ones able to initiate the ceremony?’

‘Yes Lord, the priests of Poseidon have maintained the details of the ceremony within the highest ranks of the order only for twenty three generations. Only the
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