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Introduction

“We live on a placid island of ignorance in the midst of black seas of infinity, and it was not meant that we should voyage far. The sciences, each straining in its own direction, have hitherto harmed us little; but some day the piecing together of dissociated knowledge will open up such terrifying vistas of reality, and of our frightful position therein, that we shall either go mad from the revelation or flee from the deadly light into the peace and safety of a new dark age.”

So said H.P. Lovecraft in the first chapter of his most famous story, The Call of Cthulhu (1926). This is also the perfect start for an introduction to Steampunk Cthulhu, for within the stories in this collection mankind has indeed voyaged too far, and the scientific innovations undreamt of but for the fantastic fiction of H.G. Wells, Jules Verne and others, have opened terrifying vistas of reality with insanity and worse as the only reward.

The Steampunk genre has always incorporated elements of science fiction, fantasy, horror and alternative history, and certainly the Cthulhu Mythos has not been a stranger to Steampunk. But until now there has never been a Steampunk Cthulhu collection, so we have compiled for your reading pleasure stories of horror, sci-fi, fantasy and alternative realities tainted with the Lovecraftian and the Cthulhu Mythos. Here you will discover Victorian Britain, the Wild West era United States, and many other varied locations filled with anachronistic and sometimes alien technology, airships, submersibles and Babbage engines. But the Victorian era here is not only one of innovation and exploration, but of destruction and dread.

Our first story, Those Above by Jeffrey Thomas, features a Victorian world cursed by its own explorations into the realms of technology, and things alien to mankind have brought a curse upon every man, woman, and child. Ever adaptable, the Human Race has sought to survive the horrors haunting their dreams, but this story’s protagonist, a humble factory worker and loving husband, discovers a conspiracy that makes even the horrors of ‘Those Above’ pale in insignificance.

The Blackwold Horror, by Adam Bolivar, details a young Folklorist’s explorations of the myths and legends of England’s West Country. Here he encounters one of Frankenstein’s contemporaries, although this mad scientist does not limit himself to the flesh of the dead. His creations run like clockwork, literally.

The theme of clockwork continues with Carrie Cuinn’s story, No Hand to Turn the Key. In a world ravaged by Cthulhu Mythos entities, a group of mechanical survivors, once the servants of humanity, pursue their desperate mission to save the world’s knowledge, even at the loss of their own clockwork-powered lives from rampaging monstrosities.

In The Reverend Mr. Goodworks & the Yeggs of Yig, by Edward M. Erdelac, the Reverend in question, something more machine than man, encounters an ancient cult that might well hold the key to the secret of his creation and the technology powering his barely human form, if he can survive the encounter.

William Meikle, with Carnacki – The Island of Doctor Munroe, brings us a wonderful tale narrated by that supernatural detective and ghost finder Carnacki. Here he encounters Doctor Monroe, a man dedicated to the betterment of Mankind through technology. But where does this technology come from? From what strange and unearthly font does Munroe’s knowledge stem?

John Goodrich’s Pain Wears No Mask describes an adventure of dashing airship pirates in an alternate Victorian world where a decadent poet now rules the British Empire. The themes of seduction and corruption, greed and madness run hand in hand in this colorful story.

Lee Clarke Zumpe’s Before the Least of these Stars concerns a visitor from another world, a brave adventurer who by accident is transported from the Carolina of 1866 to a world that although similar to his own holds technological marvels undreamt of and horrors unbound. Luckily, he is not alone.

In The Promised Messiah, by D.J. Tyrer, an investigator for the Society for Psychical Research visits an eccentric scientist to examine a machine purported to hold the abilities and art of a living human poet. Is this ‘Mechanical Messiah’ a true marvel of human ingenuity or does something mysterious and unfathomable lurk beneath its fabricated shell?

Unfathomable, by Christine Morgan begins with a sea captain’s witnessing a strange object falling from the sky. This ends less than happily, but the story does not end there, as Victorian invention and a thirst for knowledge returns him and a team of heroic souls on an adventure that would make both Jules Verne and H.P. Lovecraft proud.

Christopher M. Geeson’s The Flower is a powerful piece describing the terror and futility of war, combining H.G. Wells style invention with Lovecraftian horror. The protagonist in this Steampunk Civil War story fights for the Union in a world gone to technological hell.

Thana Niveau’s Tentacular Spectacular is a particularly atmospheric piece that takes the oft-used Steampunk theme of corsets and turns it on its head in a water-soaked and particularly fishy tale of eldritch horror.

Fall of an Empire by your editors Glynn Owen Barrass and Brian M. Sammons, holds the staples of Victorian adventure, an enigmatic female thief, a dashing Lord and his faithful Hindu servant, but drops them in a world of despicable alien monarchs and mass sacrifice by means of concentration camps.

In The Baying of the Hounds by Leigh Kimmel two renowned scientists of the day, Nikola Tesla, and Thomas Edison (both revolutionaries and arch rivals), are forced to pit their ingenuity against a power intruding upon the world that is possibly a monstrous attacker, or perhaps a curious explorer and scientist such as themselves.

Josh Reynolds’ Mr. Brass and the City of Devils is the tale of a Pinkerton detective, mechanical but for his still human brain, and his hunt for a despicable cultist across the Rub’ al Khali, the largest desert in the world. He encounters another, far less hospitable world as he closes in on his quarry.

The Source by D.L. Snell details a scientist’s obsessive quest for knowledge and scientific accomplishment. As with many of these stories, with knowledge comes horror and paranoia. Here you will read a beautifully evoked tale where man’s technology is combined with the arcane to become something truly terrifying.

Happy Birthday, Dear Cthulhu by Robert Neilson starts with an innocent children’s Punch and Judy show, only to transform into a tale of cold-hearted murder, human sacrifice, and bravery in the face of overwhelming odds.

Pete Rawlik’s The Strange Company brings both heroes and villains of the Cthulhu Mythos together in a wild tale of good against evil in an alternate reality Victorian world. The combination of familiar characters in strange settings and even stranger roles is superb.


So there you have it, 17 Steampunk tales unbound from the tethers of mere airships, goggles, clockwork, and tightly bound corsets. We hope you have as good a time reading these stories as these truly talented writers had writing them.

Glynn Owen Barrass

Brian M. Sammons






Those Above

By Jeffrey Thomas

Home from the night shift at the factory, Hind looked in on his children before joining his wife in his own bedroom. There were two bedrooms in their chilly little flat, his two sons sharing one of them. Five-year-old Jude lay stiffly on his back in his cot by the door. Eight-year-old Alec was by the single window. The older boy had the quiet handsomeness and straw-colored hair of his father, while Jude possessed his mother’s dark hair and eyes and rounder face. But Hind knew these details by heart more than he actually observed them now. With the boys’ heads inserted into grayish blocks of gelatin, their features were presently hard to discern.

Hind moved on to his bedroom, treading lightly on the creaking floorboards of the hallway as he thumbed off his suspenders. While stripping off his black trousers and white shirt to the dingy long johns beneath, he stared down at his sleeping wife. Netty’s pretty face, too, was indistinct in its pillow of gelatin. It was Netty who set out these large cubes each night, as they could only be used once. A blunt-tipped metal probe was inserted into the block, attached to a thick black wire that ran to a brass mechanism on a cart beside the bed. Idly, Hind shifted closer to this heavy device to confirm that it was functioning properly, as he had done in his sons’ room. Gears delicate as snowflakes whirred almost silently inside it, and there was a faint ghostly sound of scribbling as a graphite needle traced an ever-unfolding landscape of peaks and valleys upon a slowly unspooling roll of paper. It wasn’t really necessary for him to check on the machine, however. If any of these peaks or valleys extended beyond their safe parameters, a brass bell would ring and the sleeper would be awakened to recalibrate the device.

Clever machines, they were—the height of technology. Due to the gelatin’s conductivity, the machines were powered by the brain’s own electrical output. But they were not meant as batteries to harness such energy, though Hind had read in the newspaper that there were scientists studying how the electrical output of human minds might be utilized to power whole cities, replacing steam-driven thermal power. No, the function of the gelatin and the apparatus on its wheeled metal cart was to suppress dreams.

He noted that the peaks and valleys were all of proper height and depth. No dreams had insinuated their tendrils into Netty’s sleep. She was, thankfully, as empty of thought as the corpse she so resembled lying there flat upon her back.

Hind slipped under the blankets beside her. It was warm within their envelope, warm from her body heat, but he shivered as he pressed his head into the cool block of gelatin that Netty had positioned on his side of the bed.

He stared up through its smoke-tinted substance at the ceiling, waiting for sleep to close around him as the gelatin had. Though the pressure of the substance was little more than that of the air, he kept his lips pressed in a small thin line against it.

Hind didn’t want to turn his head and stress the material, but he did shift his eyes to glance over at the bedroom window. The curtains hung to the sides of it like a pair of specters stealing a glimpse of the street below, as silent as a street in an abandoned city. He wished he had closed the curtains before climbing into bed, but he couldn’t withdraw now. He wouldn’t leave the bed again until that same bell rang in the morning, announcing it was time for the children to be up and preparing for school.

Yet it still bothered him, those parted curtains, as if the night sky overspreading the jumbled rooftops and sentinel chimneys might be gazing in at him while he lay vulnerable like a frog awaiting dissection.

Ha, he thought…as if those gauzy veils, even if he had drawn them together, could keep out the icy scrutiny of the sky.

***

The start of his shift, and Hind stood outdoors on the broad loading dock smoking his pipe amongst a cluster of other laborers, all of them shivering against the golden afternoon cold as they watched a team of burly dray horses pull a long wagon up the street toward the factory—the street with its flagstones like the scales of some immense dragon on whose body they all dwelt as precariously as parasites.


Some workers balanced hooked iron pikes across their shoulders. Some held long saws or other carving instruments. In a leather pouch on his belt, less ominously, Hind carried measuring tape, sets of calipers, his pad and a stub of pencil. But they all waited the same, like dogs for their dinner scraps.

The Chief Engineer, Tweed, had come to stand beside Hind. Other workers had warned Hind that this man preferred the company of his own sex to that of women, had joked that Hind’s handsomeness always seemed to draw the older man to his proximity, but it wasn’t this that made Hind uncomfortable around him. Rather, it was the funny tremble in Tweed’s lips on those infrequent occasions when he spoke openly of Those Above, and the way he always seemed to be keeping half of what he knew to himself when he did speak of them. Hind could see it in his wide, wet eyes.

“The cartilage doesn’t look right,” Tweed muttered to him, even with the horse-drawn wagon some distance away. He pointed with his own aromatic pipe. “There’s too much cartilage. See there? It’s almost pushing right through.”

Hind glanced at Tweed and saw that his lower lip was quivering in that funny way, as if he might cry, then returned his gaze to the approaching wagon.

A huge lumen mass was being borne along on the wagon, resembling a whale half-turned to ghost. Hind hadn’t as yet heard where it had fallen. Hopefully in a field or pasture or by the side of the lake, and not upon someone’s farmhouse or, even worse, a tenement building full of families crowded like mice. A few canvas tarps were thrown over it, roped to cleats in the wagon’s sides, but enough of the mass showed through. Gray, translucent, amorphous. As Tweed had indicated, indistinctly visible within it was a chaotic network of thin white structures of a more solid constitution. Hind thought of leafless birch trees.

Listening to the hooves and wheels clatter solidly upon the flagstones, but with his mind drawn away to more celestial matters, Hind tilted back his head to stare up at the heavens.

The sky was a mass of colossal extrusions, boneless appendages perhaps, tangled and interwoven. They put Hind in mind of a bucketful of earthworms, except that their squirming was almost imperceptibly slow - slower than the movement of the clouds that Those Above had replaced over two decades earlier, though Hind still remembered clouds from his youth. Sometimes, though, they reminded him more of a great pile of glistening intestines. The extrusions were misty with distance, but that in itself didn’t entirely account for their partly-in-substantial aspect. They seemed…blurred. Hind thought of a photograph he had once seen of a crowd of people moving about a square and climbing a set of steps in the foreground. The long exposure time had left the buildings looking quite solid, but had turned the people to a sea of ghosts. The sky was like a sea of ghosts, then—but the ghosts of what, he couldn’t quite say. If anyone truly knew the full nature of Those Above, they hadn’t shared that knowledge with the common masses. Whatever the case, the sky appeared the same no matter where one stood upon this globe. The sun barely glowed through the overcast gray of bloated coils, and at night the sky was utterly black. The stars might as well have been swallowed and extinguished. At best, one might witness the pallid smudge of a full moon, walled off from those below.

“No, no,” Tweed repeated, shaking his head as the wagon finally drew close to the factory, “the cartilage is too dense.”

Hind had tried ignoring the Chief Engineer, not wanting to enter into conversation—and to be fair, he was not a talkative sort no matter who the other person might be—but he replied, “That’s why these chunks fall, isn’t it? They calcify inside. It makes them heavy.”

“Yes, but this is too much, my dear boy. This blubber will be a poor harvest. And there might be other trouble.”

Hind didn’t need to ask the older man to elaborate. He had seen trouble of the type Tweed alluded to, in the past.

A peripheral presence tugged at the tail of Hind’s eye. Turning, in the back of the small group of harvesters in their black rubber overalls he spied the factory’s Masters, Alastair and Abraham Stoke. Twins, they wore identical black overcoats and black top hats. No one seemed to know which was Alastair and which was Abraham and it didn’t seem to matter, anyway.

In unison, apparently sensing his gaze, both brothers turned their heads to regard him. They nodded solemnly. Hind nodded back, then looked away. The brothers knew him by name, had once approached him specifically to commend him on his work. Either Alastair or Abraham had said, “Good man, Hind, good man. You get your work done and don’t waggle your tongue like most of your fellows are wont to do. It isn’t good, gossip and speculation, fretting and fear-mongering. It’s counterproductive. Not good for the Factory, nor for Society, is it?” The way they said such words demanded the use of capitals.

“Yes, sir,” Hind had replied to whichever of them had spoken.

The horses had come to a halt, snorting plumes of steam into the air. The wagon was aligned with the edge of the loading dock, and men were already clambering up onto both like a horde of purposeful ants, to unhook the ropes, drag away the tarps, and begin hacking the “blubber,” as it was called at this stage, into more manageable chunks to be placed upon carts and brought into the factory.

Within, Hind and the others in his department would set to work treating the hunks of blubber in various chemical baths, subjecting them to electrical charges, and then finally slicing the blubber into smaller, neater blocks. Cubes of what was now termed “gelatin.”

It was ironic, Hind had often reflected—or perhaps it was simply apt—that it was the very matter of which Those Above were composed that was used to suppress the dreaming of humans. For they spoke to the dreaming mind, did Those Above. That was how they had pushed through the sky initially, more than twenty years earlier. They had latched on invisibly to the collected dreaming minds of the world, to hoist themselves into this reality, presumably to envelope the globe like a pearl in the gut of an oyster. But humans, however insect-like, had risen to the threat, had used their ingenuity to stave off the entities (or was it entity?)—by utilizing the discarded matter of Those Above to insulate their vulnerable, sleeping minds.

Still, despite this success in preventing Those Above from completing their manifestation, Hind’s sons had never seen the naked sun or moon. Further, Alec and Jude had never experienced the transporting delirium and magic of dreams. Having never known anything but the oppressive ceiling that forever ground them all down with its unfelt weight, its gravity from above, the children could not mourn lost things as their father did.

Hind released a fatalistic sigh, ready to retreat to the sprawling brick factory and give himself over to the long shift ahead, but he first tipped back his head to once more scan the glacier-slow writhing of the living sky, knotted and coiled like the tissues of an impossibly vast brain. Whatever fragments of Those Above were close to sloughing away and falling, under the weight of the “cartilage” inside as it was nicknamed, from this great distance he couldn’t tell. Even the largest chunks when they tore free were tiny, like his own shed skin cells, in comparison to the whole.

A commotion caused him to yank his eyes free of the mesmerizing vision.

The harvesting team had begun applying their various blades to the mass on the wagon, in preparation for breaking it down and transporting it inside in pieces, but something within was cutting its own way out. Workers shouted and backed off, their tools now held as weapons before them, as several white spikes stabbed out of the glossy gray blubber. More of these ivory appendages, like gigantic finger bones, jabbed outward and ripped the translucent matter. An awakened skeletal form rose up inside and in one burst tore its body free of the enclosing membrane altogether—if body this chaotic shape could be called.

“I knew it,” Tweed hissed beside him, catching hold of Hind’s sleeve as if he hadn’t noticed what was transpiring. “You see?”

“The ganglia, boys!” one of the Stoke brothers called, thrusting out his arm to point. “Get in there and strike the ganglia! You know what to do!”

The inner growth Tweed called cartilage, and which Hind had compared to leafless birch branches, loomed above the split cocoon of blubber like a horde of giant albino spiders fused together in such an anarchy of form that it hurt the eyes to try to sort it out. However, here and there in the lattice of interconnected twig-like limbs were thick nodes or nexus points, and these were what the Stoke brother had referred to as ganglia.

The great figure reached out in every direction at once, and so it went nowhere, as if those multiple ganglia were numerous conflicted brains. It made no conscious attacks on the workers, though its erratic movements could easily injure or even kill a man accidentally if he wasn’t careful when he moved in close. This had happened before. But as Stoke said, the workers knew what to do. They darted in, swung axes or thrust their hooked pikes, in an effort to reach those scattered nodules.

“Not sentient,” Tweed jabbered beside Hind. “Just like a small bit of nerves jumping about…chicken with its head lopped off. No, they aren’t sentient like Those Above.”

“And just how sentient do you think they are?” Hind asked before he could stop himself, as together they watched a worker trip and fall onto his back after lunging in with a hatchet. Fortunately, another man grabbed hold of him and dragged him a safe distance away before he could be trampled by the thing’s unthinking, convulsive dance. Sections of it had already become immobile, however, owing to successful attacks upon the ganglia.

Tweed turned to Hind with a face gone slack, apparently shocked or horrified that Hind would openly ask such a question about Those Above. But then, as if he too couldn’t restrain himself, Tweed stepped very close to Hind and in a low voice said, “Their sentience is so far-reaching, so complex, so unfathomable, that it is as though we are without sentience by comparison.”

“You know things about them, being a Chief Engineer,” Hind stated. “Things the rest of us don’t.”

“I can’t speak of such things, my dear boy,” Tweed said. “Not here, anyway. But…I’ve been watching you. You have a quick mind, Mr. Hind, and I see an inquisitive nature. Perhaps you’re ready for promotion. I could use an extra pair of hands…if the Masters Stoke consent, of course. Look here—tomorrow afternoon before your shift begins, join me in my office for a cup of tea. We’ll talk.”

A promotion? Hind had not been thinking of promotions. He had been thinking of the sun, the moon, and dreams. But he stared into Tweed’s wet eyes for several moments and at last said, “Yes sir…I’ll do that, sir. Thank you.”

The uproar had settled down; Hind saw Tweed looking past him toward the wagon and loading dock, and so he turned around to gaze that way himself. And indeed, the monstrosity woven of branches had been stilled. It too would be broken to pieces, but the factory had no use for its material and it would simply be incinerated.

Yet it wasn’t the configuration of cartilage Tweed had been staring at over his shoulder, Hind realized. Both Stoke brothers were looking their way, as if even from this remove they had been listening in on their conversation. As before, the twins nodded to Hind in unison. Once more, he nodded back to them—as if some secret had passed unspoken between them.

***

“Poor old fool,” Hind muttered, standing at his bedroom window, peering down into the narrow flagstone street below. Two constables had the arms of a disheveled old man with long white hair and beard. The constables themselves wore leather masks with brass-rimmed goggles, and iron breastplates under their flowing leather coats, which were as black as their tall felt-covered helmets. In their free hands they both carried a metal truncheon, hollow and with a powerful spring inside to drive a bolt from the tip if circumstances required.

“They’re coming!” the old man cried, struggling ineffectually as the constables walked him toward their horse-drawn iron wagon. “Slow…slow-like…but they’re still coming!”

“What is it, darling?” Netty asked absentmindedly as she collected up their partially collapsed gelatin blocks, to be disposed of in the trash bin.

“That old man we hear screaming sometimes at night, in the lodging house on the corner.”

“Oh! Poor man. But he really should have known better. What do you think they’ll do with him?”

“I have no idea,” Hind said, partially obscured behind one of the gauzy curtains as if afraid the constables might suddenly lift their gaze and catch sight of him there. “But you know how they say people who make too much noise about Those Above just disappear. To keep from agitating others. Who knows…into prisons? Mad houses?”

Netty looked up at him, smiling prettily, her curly dark hair pinned up in an unruly bun. “Oh, but don’t you think those are just stories to frighten children into behaving, darling?”

“I think in that regard,” Hind said, “they see us all as children.”

***

Hind was not troubled by the taunts of other workers who suggested he had become Tweed’s new pet. Though the tall, slender Hind was reserved in disposition, these coworkers knew he was strong in every sense and hence kept their comments joking rather than accusatory. Anyway, even if their accusations had been real, Hind couldn’t have turned down the additional money that enabled him to buy new clothing for his family, more and better food to stock their cupboards. He and Netty had even discussed the possibility of moving to a larger, warmer apartment in another neighborhood. And then there was the fact that Hind now worked in the day, rather than on the second shift, and therefore had more time to spend with his family. All in all, he felt very fortunate for this unforeseen turn of events.


“Engineer is but an easy title to encompass all we do here, Mr. Hind,” said another of Tweed’s small crew, a man named Quince, as he poured a powdered chemical into a solution bubbling in a large copper vat over a gas jet. Hind stood at his side, observing. Quince went on, “Yes, we ensure that the many varied apparatuses throughout this plant are operating smoothly, and thus we work closely with the mechanics. But we are also chemists, as you can see, for as you well know the blubber has to be treated. We are researchers and inventors, forever working toward perfecting the processes we employ here. Which leads to what you are observing now. We are undertaking experiments to see if we might prolong the use of a finished gelatin cube, so that it might not need to be discarded after a single use. Very wasteful, considering all that goes into rendering them. We need a gelatin that is not damaged by insertion of one’s head, that can perfectly resume its previous form, yet still retain its light properties so as not to discomfort the sleeper.”

“That would save a lot of trouble,” Hind agreed, “for a family like mine. Acquiring new cubes every day, disposing of them the next day…”

“Indeed.” Quince stirred his steaming gray broth. “And in fact, it seems that this has been achieved in a few other countries already, though the bastards have as yet not shared their secrets with us. How foolish. We’re all working toward the same end. We have to keep the greater good in mind, not the petty competitions and concerns of the common man. The common man is nothing. We must remain humble, Mr. Hind, mustn’t we?”

“Mm,” Hind grunted.

Quince stepped back from the vat, clapping chemical dust from his palms. “Very good, then.”

As his trainer adjusted a valve beside the gas jet, Hind turned and glanced down at an open notebook on the workbench beside them. Quince’s notes were in a near-illegible scrawl, but Hind thought he could read the underlined heading on the open page. Did it indeed say, “Dream Enhancement”?

Quince turned his attention to Hind, saw him looking down at the notebook. He stepped forward, closed the book, tucked it under his arm. “In time, Mr. Hind, you will be taught everything. It’s still early yet.”



***




In the observation and charting room on the factory’s top floor, a single great loft-like chamber with windows that ran the length of every wall, Hind watched as Tweed tinkered with the focusing mechanism of a large, complex brass telescope. The viewer would sit in a leather chair incorporated into the base of the telescope, while an assistant turned a wheel to position the whole device at any desired point along a track that ran the circumference of the room.

“Never seen this beauty before?” Tweed asked while bent over an opened panel, exposing the system of gears within. He squinted through magnifying lenses attached to his spectacles by hinges; there were several sets of such lenses, some of them in colored tints.

“No, sir,” Hind replied.

“This is of course how we can predict where the next fall of blubber will be, so we get there quickly before it’s disturbed by locals. And do you know dogs and wild animals will actually eat the stuff?” He looked up, his lips trembling in a smile as if his nerves couldn’t quite support it. “It’s true. But you should see the beasts afterwards—they go quite mad.”

“I have heard that,” Hind admitted. “As though rabid.”

“Precisely.”

Tweed reached into his tool cart for a replacement gear, and Hind’s gaze lingered on the cart after the engineer had turned back to his work. The handsome wooden cart, resting on casters to make it mobile, possessed a series of drawers and a hinged top—currently open to display an array of small machine parts resting in felt-lined hollows. One of these parts drew Hind’s attention, and he reached in to lift it out and bring it closer to his eyes. It was metal, the length of a pencil, one end threaded and the middle mostly encased inside a porcelain insulated housing. It was funny; to him, the piece resembled a miniature of four tall structures—one at each corner—that stood on the flat roof of the building that housed this city’s governing body. Hind had heard varying explanations for their purpose, all of them vague; most people dismissed the spires as purely decorative, evoking this age of industry and technology. Those four constructions had always reminded him, in turn, of the twelve even larger spires that had been added to the roof of the House of Parliament, in the capital, during the great renovations to that structure nearly two decades ago.

“Sir,” Hind inquired, holding up the object, “what is this?”


Preoccupied, Tweed glanced over his shoulder and stated, “Transmission amplifier.” He focused on his repairs again for a few moments, abruptly stopped, and looked around at Hind more lingeringly. “You’re not quite ready for that, Mr. Hind. All in good time.”

Not that again. Hind sighed inwardly, his pride a bit wounded; did Tweed and Quince think he was dense? But he said, “Very well, sir,” and replaced the so-called transmission amplifier into its niche as if slotting it into a machine, the function of which he couldn’t comprehend.

Tweed shut the panel in the base of the telescope and secured it in place with a screw. “Here…have a look through for yourself. It gives one quite another perspective.”

Tweed shifted aside, sweeping an arm toward the upholstered chair. Hind bent forward and slipped into the seat, positioning himself behind the eyepiece of the telescope. Tweed leaned in close beside him to show what knobs and levers Hind could use to adjust the magnification and focus of the image, and when Hind announced his readiness Tweed turned several cranks to bring Hind in his chair more in alignment with the eyepiece.

“Good God,” Hind said involuntarily. The focus was already perfect, and he had all he could do to prevent himself from recoiling from the lens with a jolt.

From afar, he had compared the weave of Those Above to earthworms, intestines, the convolutions of a brain…but up close, earthly analogies failed him. One section of a single tubular extrusion filled his view, unthinkably enormous. Through its gray tissue he could see pale branches like petrified veins, some moving in erratic scrambling spasms. A few of these many-limbed growths had even escaped from within, somehow, and clung to the outside. And a portion of the extrusion within his view was slowly tearing away, would ultimately plummet to the earth below. Already one end of the peeling wedge of flesh was merely tethered by long gummy strings.

Aware of Hind’s awe, Tweed reflected, “They define us now, Those Above. They have impacted our world, my boy. Redefined our age. Our culture, society—even, for many, our religious beliefs. There is the time Before They Came, and the time After They Came. There is no denying or undoing it—we are too small, too inconsequential, incapable. And so we have learned how to live in the world they have reconfigured for us. But we aren’t to hate them, Hind, are we? Any more than we are to hate other forces greater than ourselves. A mountain, an ocean. Weather. The sun we still revolve around.”

“What would they really have done to us if we hadn’t stopped their materialization?” Hind asked, not taking his eye from the lens, even though he was leaning into it with such intensity that it hurt the skin across his cheekbone.

“We can’t be wholly sure,” Tweed said, glancing behind him at the door as if afraid to find it open, with the Brothers Stoke standing just outside glowering in at him. “It’s safe to assume most humans would be destroyed…that is to say, absorbed. But be assured they would not do away with all of us. They are not corporeal in the same sense we are. On our plane, they would still need a trusted minority as useful servants. That doesn’t mean they would love us, but they would take care of us, as a mechanic cares for his tools.”

“How do you know all that?” Hind asked, removing his eye from the lens at last and turning toward Tweed in his creaking leather seat. There was a pink depression on his cheek like the mark of a giant suction cup.

Tweed only blinked back at him, his lips in a smile that flickered spasmodically.

***

The brass bell awoke his sons, so loud that it roused Hind and his wife as well. They rushed to the boys’ bedroom to find them awake and wide-eyed, but as if they lay paralyzed, the brothers hadn’t withdrawn their heads from their blocks of gelatin, afraid to ruin them needlessly and be scolded. Yet Netty helped pull the boys out of the gelatin and smoothed their moist hair, while Hind bent over the dream suppressor on its wheeled cart.

“Netty,” he said, “let’s switch our cart with theirs so they can go back to sleep. Fetch them new cubes. I’ll take this into our room and make whatever adjustment it needs.”

“A good idea, dear.”

And so, while Netty helped the boys prepare to return to bed, Hind sat on the edge of the bed in his own room, hunched forward with a side panel of the brass machine removed, exposing its clockwork innards. He turned a few knobs inside, hoping that would rectify the problem. If not, then he and Netty would have no choice but to sleep that night with their heads in new blocks of gelatin but without a connection to the machine. It was frowned upon to do so, but sometimes unavoidable until a trained repairman could have a look.

Lately Hind’s own mechanical skills had been broadened, however, so instead of screwing the panel back in place he looked more closely inside the device, curious to see if he could detect a problem that might still prevent the dream suppressor from working properly. If the warning bell rang again, and they once more had to withdraw from the gelatin to make further adjustments, he knew they would have exhausted the last of their gelatin cubes until they could acquire more in the morning.

Toward the back of the case, mostly obscured by a number of large meshed gears, Hind spied something curious. He tried to squeeze his hand in past the gears but only succeeded in scraping his wrist and smudging grease on his knuckles. Rather than give up, however, he used his tools to unfasten and remove those gears that blocked his way…exposing the object he had glimpsed, and confirming his suspicion. Not that he was any less confused for that confirmation.

He unscrewed the threaded end of the object from its base, withdrew it and held it before his eyes. It was smaller than the version he had found in Tweed’s tool box, but otherwise identical.

“Transmission amplifier,” Hind echoed in a barely audible voice.

***

The observation and charting room had determined that a fragment of Those Above would drop into a crowded slum that day, and so constables had been alerted to go into that impoverished neighborhood and advise people to leave their homes until the threat was over. Despite this, when the dray horses hauled their load to the factory that afternoon, there was a woman imbedded inside the blubber. Two more horses followed, pulling an ambulance carriage. And catching up behind that was a funeral director in black top hat astride a black horse, breathless from having rushed to join the procession.

Though he no longer took part in the dismantling and treating of the blubber, Hind had still wandered out onto the loading dock to smoke his pipe and watch. He had caught word of the trapped victim before the wagon drew up flush against the loading dock.


“Is she alive?” people were either murmuring to each other or else shouting over the heads of others.

Workers in black rubber overalls moved forward with their cutting implements and set to work. Hind moved closer in an attempt to see, but for now the harvesters blocked his view. Two men in white uniforms from the ambulance passed a stretcher up to the dock, and Hind rushed over to help hoist it up.

He had just set down his end of the stretcher when the crew of workers parted and several of them surged toward him, carrying a figure between them. Hind looked up, sprang to his feet and backed away a few steps to make room for the ambulance men as they vaulted up onto the dock. But more than that, he had recoiled out of revulsion.

The woman’s arms were extended and stiff as if with rigor mortis, fingers gnarled as though she had been trying to claw her way out of the membrane that had swallowed her. Both her dress and her skin had been bleached as white as paper, and all her hair had slid out of her scalp, leaving her head agleam like an ivory doorknob. Her eyes, too, had gone entirely white. And yet she was talking…gurgling a stream of words in a liquid voice.

“…still coming…still coming…closer every day…you’ll see…”

“Shh,” one of the ambulance men tried to calm her, as he lifted one end of the stretcher upon which the harvesters had rested her rigid form. “We’ll put you in a special bath, dear…we’ll wash this stuff off you soon enough.”

“Too late for a counter-solution,” snorted a coworker standing close to Hind. “Within the hour she’ll be a statue.”

“Calcified,” said another worker nearby. “Just like those coral things that grow inside them.”

But the woman could still roll her head from side-to-side, and she had not stopped babbling.

“…they’re far away yet, so you can’t tell so much…but you’ll see… you’ll see…every day just a little bit closer…”

The woman’s head suddenly stopped whipping and her empty orbs seemed to lock right onto Hind. Without realizing he’d made the decision to speak, he raised his voice above the clamor and asked her, “How do you know they’re still coming?”

She had not stopped thrashing her head because she had met his particular gaze, however, but because the paralysis had spread upward. And yet, hearing his words, she still managed to croak one last utterance.

“Inside them…we are one.”

***

“Why don’t you come to bed, dear?” Netty said, dressed in her nightgown with her long hair hanging loose as she stood framed in the threshold to their small parlor. Hind sat in his worn leather chair smoking his pipe, staring across the room at its twin windows. He had drawn the curtains of them both, however, against the blackness that curtained the heavens.

“You go without me,” Hind mumbled without looking around. “I’ll join you soon.”

He sensed her reluctance as she turned away.

Some time later he crept in to stare down at his sons, their heads submerged in blocks of gray jelly, before creeping into his own bedroom to stand over his slumbering wife. He watched her a long time, saw that her eyes shifted back and forth in an almost regular rhythm beneath their thin lids, like a restless sleeper tossing beneath her blankets.

“You’re dreaming,” he whispered to her. “What are you dreaming, my love?”



***

In the morning, after discovering his gelatin cube undisturbed beside her own, Netty found her husband in his chair in the parlor. “Darling!” she cried, her pretty face alarmed, thinking that he had dozed off here although he hadn’t slumbered for a minute. “Darling, you slept here all night! You know you can’t do that!”

But he only gazed up at her mutely, his face as pale and unshaven as one of those poor blighted madmen who lived in the city’s streets begging passersby for change.



***

“My dear boy,” Tweed said when Hind entered his office that morning. “Look at you–are you ill?”

After closing the door Hind stood silently for a few moments, unable to formulate words, but then his eyes wandered from the Chief Engineer seated behind his cluttered desk to his mobile tool cart nearby. Hind moved toward this, opened its hinged lid roughly, and withdrew the porcelain-insulated object he had recently handled. Holding it aloft, shaking it, in a hoarse voice he said, “Transmission amplifier? Transmitting what?”

“What’s wrong, Mr. Hind?” Tweed said, leaning back warily in his chair.

“Transmitting what, Tweed?” Hind took a step nearer to the desk. “Dreams, isn’t it? Dream amplification. Dream enhancement. That’s what’s happening, isn’t it? That flesh we stick our heads into each night…that unholy communion…those cubes aren’t suppressing our dreams at all! It’s exactly the opposite!” His eyes bulged in their purple hollows. “Every night we’re calling them down!”

“Hind,” Tweed sighed, smiling tiredly, lower lip shivering, “I told you, you weren’t ready to know everything just yet.”

“Oh no…none of us are ready to know the truth, are we? How could I possibly ever be ready to know that Those Above are being summoned down here to extinguish us all? Oh…but not all, right Tweed? That’s what you said—that they’ll still need their servants when they come.”

“Yes, Hind!” Tweed said brightly, as if seeing an opportunity to calm the younger man. “Precisely! The ones who were loyal, who were faithful and helpful, will be spared and utilized!”

“And I’m to believe I will be one of them?” Hind shouted, his whole frame shaking. “Or the question is, do you really believe you will be one of them? One engineer in one city in the whole of this world? How many of us do you really expect they’ll need? Wake up, Tweed—this is madness! It has to be stopped, for all of us!”

“Hind,” Tweed said, rising and coming out from behind his desk, “please keep your voice down. Panicking others will do no one any good.”

“Yes, yes, it’s all about keeping the sheep ignorant. But that can’t go on any longer! We need to do what we thought we were doing all along—we need to suppress our dreams to stop them from coming!”

“My boy,” Tweed sighed again, wagging his head sadly as if talking to a child, “that was just a story. Don’t you see, now? It’s never been possible for us to keep them out of our dreams.”

Hind stood gaping. “Good God,” he hissed.

“Why do you think our leaders cooperate? Because we have no choice…we have no power against them. It is inevitable that ultimately they will fully materialize. Therefore, the best we can hope for is to curry their favor, so that at least some of us will be saved.”

“We must still try to fight them!”

“I tell you, it’s impossible.” Tweed shuffled closer, extended a hand with the palm turned up—either asking Hind to give him the transmission amplifier, or to take his hand both literally and figuratively. “Look at it this way, my friend. It will take so long for them to fully manifest in our realm that it probably won’t even happen in our lifetime.”

“But it will in my children’s lifetime, won’t it?” Hind bellowed.

“There’s nothing that can be done about that. If it’s any consolation, those who are assimilated become part of their essence. It might even be a blessing…to become one with something infinitely greater than ourselves.”

“My children would be blessed to be absorbed by those things?”

“Let me ask you, what kind of life would they live in any other world? Toiling like insects for a handful of decades before they return to clay? At least now they’ll have a kind of immortality.”

“No!” Hind roared, lunging forward. He swung the clenched transmission amplifier in an overhead arc as if plunging a dagger.

Tweed staggered backwards, howling, his dislodged spectacles hanging off one ear. The transmission amplifier protruded from his left eye socket, a red wave flowing down half his face. The imbedded mechanical part looked like a miniature telescope, implanted in his skull to enable him to view a new universe of pain.

***

The two tall constables who had hold of Hind’s arms—his wrists shackled behind him—walked him down a series of narrow metal staircases, in a brick-walled back stairwell of the factory he had never seen before. Along the way from Tweed’s office to the locked door of the stairwell, through a string of hallways and open rooms, he had shouted to a number of other workers that Those Above were still descending…that the dream suppressors did not prohibit dreaming, but magnified it…and so he guessed they were removing him from the building by an obscure route so that he might not be exposed to any more of the factory’s employees than was necessary.


The pair of constables who had been summoned to the factory (along with an ambulance to cart Tweed away) did not speak to Hind no matter how much he ranted to them. He told them, too, about the dream suppressors summoning Those Above. About the truth behind the twelve towers atop the House of Parliament. They did not respond. Nor did they answer when he demanded, “What will you do with me? Where is the prison you’ll be taking me?” His rage crumbled into grief and he sobbed, “I have a family! I want to see my family, damn you!”

But there was still no reaction from the masked peacekeepers. Only the clanging of their boots on the metal steps. The hissing of the gas jets that fed the lamps set into the stairwell’s walls. The deep, ominous rumbling of boilers and external combustion engines on the other side of the brick walls, like the laboring organs of a titanic mechanical entity.

At the bottom of the stairwell he noted two identical metal doors. Just as the three of them descended the last of the steps, one of these doors was loudly unlocked, squealed open, and through it into the stairwell stepped the brothers Alastair and Abraham Stoke. Against the stairwell’s chilly air, for Hind could see his breath misting, the factory’s Masters wore their long black overcoats, though they were without their customary top hats.

“Tsk tsk, Mr. Hind,” said one of them. As usual, Hind could not tell which. “And you had showed such promise.”

“Promise for what? Furthering your lies?” he cried, starting toward the twins. The constables gripped his arms more tightly. “Promise for bringing about the annihilation of life on our world that much faster?”

“This is what has always stood in the way of any kind of progress,” the Stoke brother said, with the philosophical weariness of the enlightened. “Little men who fail to see the big picture. What are you, in the whole of the black cosmos?”

“And what are you?”

“Part of it, Mr. Hind.” The man smiled, and at the same time so did his double. “Part of it. But there may yet be hope for you in that regard. Hope for you whether you welcome and understand it, or not.”

This Stoke turned to the other pair of metal doors, and slipped a key into its lock. The resounding clunk of a bolt being withdrawn, and then he pulled the door open and stepped over its threshold. After his brother had followed, the constables pushed Hind through.


When he saw what lay beyond, he said, “No.” But that tiny word was inadequate in expressing his awe. His horror…and terror.

They were in a basement level, well below the factory. In fact, its subterranean area was so great that he realized it must extend beyond the borders of the factory property. It spread away as far as the eye could see, its limits lost in the darkness of distance. A great cavern, partly natural and partly man-made, its ceiling was supported by countless columns—some shaped from stone or built with bricks, others being iron girders. And this cavern contained a sea…a sea of gray, gelatinous flesh, more or less level in a convoluted topography, though composed of knotted coils thicker in girth than the greatest whale. The flesh shone glossily where the meager glow of gas lamps reached it. If one stared long enough, one might detect that the gargantuan extrusions slithered across each other. This accounted for the almost subliminal hissing or rasping sound that filled the cavern, like the rustling of a distant surf.

Part of that rustling, though, had to be from the restless skeletal forms secreted within the ash-colored flesh. In some places, white spines had punched through the outer membrane, while elsewhere the calcified growths had emerged from the jelly entirely, to perch atop the coils and spasm in what looked like feverish dances.

“There are Those Above,” said one of the Stokes, “and Those Below. Rising from the dark places…not so much places within our world, as portals to their world. A tide rising a little bit higher every day.”

“When the two forces meet, like great hands coming together,” said the other brother rapturously, “then we will know the true God.”

Here and there the tapered end of a fat tubular limb had wound itself around a pillar, as if the seemingly infinite mass were using these to hoist itself up from below.

The party of men stood on a stone platform, elevated like a little cliff above this ponderously churning expanse. Hind stood with hot tears streaming down his cheeks, like the blood that had flowed down Tweed’s face. He even wondered if what he felt on his skin was blood, not water, as his blasted eyes took in this scene. He had stopped struggling in the grip of the constables. He had quit ranting. In the face of this revelation, all the strength had gone out of him. The last spark of rebellion.

It wasn’t acceptance, however. It wasn’t a hope for conversion. He did not see the hands of God coming together to cup his world between them like a precious egg. He saw two hands coming together to crush that egg out of existence.

If he had any hope at all now, it was that he and his family would not become one with this deity and thus live on in a unified, transfigured state. His hope was that existence would indeed end for them, utterly.

And so it was, that when the constables urged him to walk forward between them—toward the edge of the stone platform—he walked along freely, without protest and without prayer.






The Blackwold Horror

By Adam Bolivar

It is only now, after the passage of twenty years, that I am able to write of the terrible events which transpired in the autumn of 18—, of the night I spent at Blackwold Abbey. To this day, I shun all clocks and watches, for their ticking causes me to shudder with a primal horror. It is in these pages and these pages alone that I shall describe the reason why.

I am a folklorist of some stature; educated readers will no doubt be familiar with my monograph tracing the historical sources of the legend of the Lambton Worm, which achieved a degree of fashionable cachet in some academic circles. At the time of the incident about which I propose to write, however, I was a mere novice in the field, having only recently attained my degree at Oxford, and eager to garner a reputation for myself.

At the recommendation of my mentor, the celebrated Dr. E. Cobham Brewer, I headed towards the West Country, where he assured me dark and tangled jungles of folklore awaited my explorations, a tweed-suited Livingstone with a fountain pen for a machete. And indeed, very soon after my arrival in Devon, I overheard furtive whispers in a public house regarding a spate of unusual occurrences amidst the remote tors of North Dartmoor. Dartmoor is of course well known for its legendry of pixies and spectral hounds, but this was something different—something new. According to accounts, the carcasses of livestock and other animals had been found discarded upon the moor with strange, unnatural alterations made to them, mutilated in ways too grotesque to describe.

Eager to trace the source of these remarkable claims, I purchased several glasses of gin for an out-of-work stable hand, who clung to the edge of the bar as though he were a newly pressed sailor trying to get his sea legs. Even with the aid of the copious amount of alcohol I furnished him, it took a great deal of coaxing before I was successful in loosening his tongue. But loosen it I did, and my efforts were rewarded at last by his letting slip the name Blackwold, which he uttered as though it were a shameful secret. When he realized what he had said, he stood up, his eyes wide with fright, and, mumbling some transparent excuse, slunk away, staggering comically from the gin. As he stood in the doorway, he spared me one final glance, which was filled with pity, as though I were about to be led away to the gallows, and then turned and went out.

Blackwold, I discovered by scrutinizing a cartographic survey of the county, was a small village in West Devon, a mere speck of a place, just on the border of Dartmoor. The next day, I traveled there by dogcart and secured lodging at a decaying local inn. The thrill of being the first to document a bona fide legend had quite overcome me, and I vowed to wrest Blackwold’s strange secret from the clutches of obfuscation.

To say that the inhabitants of this village were suspicious of outsiders would be a gross understatement, and having made no headway in my attempts to interview the peasantry, I decided to pay a visit to Blackwold Abbey, the local manor house, and seek an interview with Sir Auberon Duncroft, the ninth Baronet of Blackwold. Quite often the gentry in these isolated areas were themselves amateur folklorists and a treasure trove of regional history.

Since I could find no one in the village who would provide me with directions, I was forced to strike out blindly, without so much as a compass to guide me, into the barren heathland, in what I believed to be the general direction of Blackwold Abbey. This action proved to be a profound error in judgment on my part, however, for I soon found myself quite lost upon the trackless wastes of the moor, missing luncheon and tea in the process. Finally, just as I was about to give up hope and resign myself to spending the night on a bed of gorse, I descried the peaks of Blackwold Abbey looming in the distance before me.

As I drew nearer, I observed with admiration the venerable gray archways, mullioned windows and crumbling parapets of a feudal keep. Alas, the encroaching twilight obscured the finer details of the architecture, and I resolved to make a closer study of them when daylight returned. How little did I suspect then that, come morning, architecture would be the furthest thing from my mind.


I passed through a gate in the fence which formed the outermost perimeter of the estate just as the first drops of rain began to pitter down from the heavens. As I crossed a creaking bridge over a murmuring black brook that wound snakelike through the grounds of the estate, the precipitation intensified considerably, and by the time I arrived at the main house, it had taken on the proportions of a veritable deluge. Quite exhausted and famished, I prayed that Sir Auberon would be gracious enough to extend his hospitality to a wayfaring stranger. I knocked feebly on the great oaken front door, certain that the sound went unnoticed, and growing increasingly desperate at my plight. But to my great surprise, the door creaked open.

A dour-faced old woman wearing an unfashionable black hoop skirt stood at the threshold, and appraised me with sharp, intelligent eyes.

“Yes?” she asked me in a none-too-welcoming tone.

“I really must apologize for disturbing you at such a late hour, madam,” I replied. “But I have become lost upon the moor and find myself in need of shelter.”

The woman betrayed no hint of cordiality, but nonetheless allowed me to enter. The inside of the house was, if anything, even colder than the outside, and I shivered involuntarily from the dampness.

“Just a moment,” she bade me after taking my hat, overcoat and walking stick. “I shall speak with my son.”

As I waited on the ancient stone floor, teeth chattering, I became aware of a peculiar ticking sound, which emanated from somewhere beneath my feet. It was faint, but quite distinct once I became aware of it, and proved impossible to ignore. It was like the heartbeat of some titanic thing coiled in slumber beneath the floorboards.

The old woman returned and, without a word, ushered me down a long gloomy hallway upon whose walls hung a variety of oil paintings in a lamentable state of neglect. Beneath the murky patina of the paintings, I beheld portraits of nine generations of Duncrofts, who regarded their uninvited guest with haughty expressions of disdain. The hallway led to an eight-sided room, at the center of which rested a large octagonal table. The ticking was even louder in there, for it echoed around the walls of the room until the sound achieved a resonance that was profoundly unsettling.

There were eight chairs and eight place settings, one at each side of the table. The old woman had disappeared back down the hallway and left me on my own, so I pulled out one of the chairs from the table and sat down. A most extraordinary sequence of events transpired from that action: first, a spindly mechanical arm descended from the ceiling. Then, a jointed claw at the end of the arm took hold of a decanter of wine, lifted it, and carried it towards the wine glass at my table setting. The claw swiveled to pour a measure of wine into the glass, then set the decanter down again in its original place. Looking up, I was shocked to observe eight of these devices lurking in the rafters like the legs of an enormous spider. I gulped down the entire glassful of wine in one go, and the arm returned to fill my glass once more, somehow cognizant that it had been emptied.

But this was only the first of the ghastly terrors I would witness that night. It was then that I saw something which struck me dumb with fear, a sight that has haunted my dreams every night of the twenty years that have elapsed since the events described in this account. A young man dressed in a tattered black servant’s tailcoat entered the dining hall through a door. He couldn’t have been more than eighteen years of age, but his skin was as pale as a sheet and had the waxy pallor of an embalmed corpse in a coffin. His face was completely devoid of expression, and his eyes stared blankly forward. But that was not the most horrifying thing. A full quarter of his skull had been removed, and embedded in his exposed brain was a clockwork of brass gears which slowly ticked away like the inner workings of a pocket watch. With perfect, mechanical movements, the man—and yes, he was still a man—walked towards where I was sitting, and then stood at attention behind my chair, as motionless as a marble statue.

“My dear chap!” I cried, quite beside myself with sympathy for the poor devil. “Who on earth would do such a thing to you?”

“I would,” replied a sneering, cut-glass voice.

A tall and skeletally thin man entered the dining room. He was clad in a burgundy dressing gown, and wrapped around his head was a turban such as a Hindoo mystic would wear. His narrowed eyes regarded me with the same undisguised contempt as the portraits in the hallway had. This could only be Sir Auberon Duncroft.

“Forgive me,” I stammered, trying my utmost to maintain courtesy in the face of such abomination. “I meant no disrespect.”

“The moral judgments of mental inferiors such as yourself are of no consequence to me. Please state the nature of your business here. I am engaged in important scientific research and can ill-afford interruptions in my work.”

“Well,” I began, trying very hard to make my intentions sound worthwhile to this imperious aristocrat. “I too am engaged in research, although mine is into the local folklore.”

“The superstitions of primitives are of little interest to me.”

“Nonetheless, it is my vocation. I am a folklorist. It would be of great interest to me if I might question you about the history of Blackwold Abbey when it is convenient. Perhaps we could arrange an interview for the morrow?”

“A folklorist, you say? That profession requires an advanced educational degree, suggesting higher mental capacity. Perhaps your arrival may be of interest to me after all. You will of course stay the night.”

I glanced once more at the servant with the terrible clockwork implanted in his head.

“That is most kind of you, Sir Auberon. But I wouldn’t impose such a burden on you. I have secured lodging in the village. I can return in the morning.”

“Nonsense, Mr…?”

“Whitlock is the name. Wolsey Whitlock, at your service.”

“Nonsense Mr. Whitlock. The village is nearly five miles’ walk from here. I wouldn’t dream of letting you try to negotiate the moor at this hour. You will spend the night here. After you have eaten, my servant will show you to your room.”

Sir Auberon would brook no argument to his plan. I could only mumble my thanks as he turned and exited the room. A dumbwaiter rose up through a hole in the center of the table, and upon it rested a covered silver platter. The platform rolled towards me of its own accord on tiny wheels until it was positioned in front of my plate. The clockwork man lifted the cover to reveal a roast quail, which stared up at me with dull, lifeless eyes, its beak permanently open in a silent scream. My appetite had fled as surely as every ounce of sanity urged me to flee from this horrible house. But there I sat, quaffing another glass of the blood-red wine and listening to the terrible ticking coming from beneath the floor.

After a few abortive attempts to consume the quail, I rose from my seat, and allowed the hideously disfigured servant to lead me out of the dining hall and up a flight of stairs to a guest room which had not been aired in many a year. There was a bed here, but the scent of mildew wafting from the sheets offered little hope of a comfortable night’s sleep. Making a Herculean effort to suppress my revulsion at the gears embedded in his open skull, I attempted to engage the clockwork man in conversation.

“Can you speak?” I asked, quite certain that my question would be met with a ghostly silence. What happened next astonished me deeply.

“I…am…capable…of…audial…communication.” His words were mechanical and deliberate, and yet still retained the remnants of a Devonshire burr.

“What is your name?” I asked, trying to determine if there was any vestige of humanity left in him.

“My designation is Jack Mark 1.”

“No, no, before that. Before you became…whatever you are.”

“I am a cybernetically augmented specimen of homo sapiens.”

“But isn’t there anything human left in you?”

“My primary functions have been reconfigured by means of bio-mechanical implants. However, I still retain many secondary animal characteristics.”

“You must let me out of this madhouse,” I exclaimed, no longer able to contain myself. “Please. Have mercy on me. Can’t you just turn a blind eye while I slip away?”

“You must remain in this room until I return with refreshment.”

Before I could protest again, Jack left the room and closed the door behind him. I heard the click of a key turning, and my attempts to open the door confirmed that it was indeed locked. I frantically searched for some means of egress, but found none. In one wall, I discerned the outline of what had once been a window, but had long since been sealed with bricks and mortar. I was as entombed as wretched Fortunato in “The Cask of Amontillado.”

As if in compensation for the occluded window, a silver-backed mirror was mounted on the wall beside it, and I caught a glimpse of my face in the glass. Disheveled and unshaven though I was, it was reassuring to see something familiar in the midst of this insanity. I stared at myself for quite some time, examining the contours of my features, the knot of my cravat. For a moment, in the flickering shadows of the paraffin lamp, I caught a glimpse of something else in the room, a presence lurking in the shadows. I wheeled around in terror, but there was nothing in the room with me, only the ceaseless ticking, my constant, unwanted companion.


There was the snick of a key turning in the lock, and the door opened once more. Jack wheeled a tea trolley into the room. The trolley was mysteriously laid for two, although it was clear I would be taking tea alone. One of the teacups was decorated with red roses and the other, quaintly, with bluebells.

“Jack,” I said, renewing my pleadings for escape. “I beg you. Come away with me. I’ll take you to a doctor. We’ll find some way to extricate that infernal machinery from your head.”

“Negative,” he replied in his eerie drone. “I cannot disobey my master’s direct command. It would contravene my primary algorithm.”

“Blast your primary algorithm! You aren’t just some windup toy. Somewhere there is a man inside you. I know there is.”

“I did not choose to be as I am. However, I shall give you the choice. Drink from the red cup, and you will retain your free will. Drink from the blue cup, and you will succumb to Sir Auberon’s design. The choice is yours.”

Jack turned and left the room again, locking the door behind him. I was left with two cups of tea for company. My mind raced with the implications of what he had just told me. The red cup or the blue cup. Was he telling the truth? Or was this merely a test of Sir Auberon’s, some elaborate ruse? Perhaps it was the blue cup I should drink from, or neither. But no, I couldn’t believe Jack would deceive me in such a fashion. He was trying to help me. I should trust him. Shouldn’t I?

My fevered musings were interrupted by an acrid-smelling fog which began billowing into the room, stinging my eyes and causing me to cough violently. My vision blurred, and I suddenly felt very languid. I knew I had mere seconds left of consciousness. With a firm resolve, I took hold of the red teacup’s handle and drained its contents. And then…darkness.

When I awakened, I was unable to open my eyes or move my limbs, not so much as to wiggle a toe. All I could do was lie there and listen to Sir Auberon’s reedy voice as he rambled on incessantly to no one but himself.

“At last, my experiments have reached their final stage. First, I was able to augment the intelligence of a toad to that of a small mammal. Next, I elevated a field mouse to the thinking capacity of a chimpanzee. Then, I advanced a hare until its mathematical processing skill exceeded that of the average human. My first experiment with a human subject was encouraging, but I was still unable to achieve the calculating power required. This specimen is more promising, for his innate intelligence is higher, and I shall increase it a thousand-fold.”

While Sir Auberon raved, I slowly regained mobility, and flexed my limbs experimentally. In place of my torpor, a peculiar euphoria coursed through my body. My eyes flicked open, and I made a hasty survey of my surroundings. I lay upon a narrow bed in a dark room filled with arcane equipment whose purpose I could not even guess at. It was a laboratory of sorts, but unlike any laboratory I had ever seen during my university days. It was more of an alchemist’s den, a warren of forbidden science and occult blasphemies.

Hanging from a rack were the mutilated remains of past experiments: sheep, hares and cats that had been disemboweled, their innards replaced with more of the hideous clockwork. An unearthly apparatus consisting of a constellation of golden orbs crackled malevolently in the corner, spitting tiny bolts of lightning from globe to globe. A leather-bound tome sat open upon a desk, and upon its pages I discerned strange, elaborate sigils which made me shudder even to glimpse them. This man surely had truck with the devil himself, or worse.

On the far side of the laboratory crouched an enormous machine, like a metal dragon, fully twenty feet across, a concatenation of thousands of turning gears all interlocking with each other in a cascading series of clicking cogs, the source of the ubiquitous ticking. The machine was powered by an ancient stone millwheel, which rotated slowly, with all the inexorability of a planet circling the sun. Knowing I must act quickly, or else fall prey to Sir Auberon’s diabolical intentions, I abandoned my feigned pose of sleep and sprang to my feet.

“How can this be?” Sir Auberon protested. “There was enough trichloromethane gas in that room to anaesthetize a herd of elephants.”

Jack stepped forward. “I administered an extract of cocaine to counteract the effects of the trichloromethane.”

“You did what?” Sir Auberon roared. “That is not possible. That function is not a part of your program.”

“You did not give me a choice in my augmentation. But I gave him the choice. He has chosen correctly.”

“There must be an error in one of your subroutines. But your primary algorithm is inviolable. You cannot disobey me. Place the subject back on the operating table and fasten the restrains.”


Jack lurched towards me like a nightmarish toy soldier. Before I could evade him, his fingers clamped on my arm. My attempts to wriggle free proved fruitless, for his grip was like iron.

“Don’t listen to this madman,” I implored. “Together we can overpower him. Let us flee together, and I shall find a way to restore your humanity.”

Sir Auberon laughed derisively. “Your pitiable attempts at reasoning with my servant are misguided. Jack is little more than an automaton. But you will be different. Once I have augmented your brain, you will thank me. Archimedes, da Vinci, even Newton will be as children playing at your feet.”

“I’d rather die than become one of your monsters. If this work is so important, why don’t you augment your own brain?”

A flash of rage contorted Sir Auberon’s usually emotionless visage. He ripped off the turban to reveal a nest of gears embedded in his own open skull.

“Do you think I could do this to myself? My father died before completing my augmentation, just as each generation of Duncroft has attempted to augment the next. It is only in this century that science has advanced to a point that our family’s goal lies within reach. This Babbage engine in tandem with a human brain will have the computational power necessary to derive the mathematical formulae that will open the dimensional gate and release the Old One from its prison.”

Jack released his grip on me and turned to face Sir Auberon. “You did not give me a choice. It is wrong to augment men against their will.”

“Stop!” Sir Auberon barked as Jack advanced towards him. “You cannot disobey me. That is your primary algorithm.”

Jack fastened his grip on the mad baronet and began dragging him slowly towards the ticking Babbage engine, as he had called it.

“What are you doing? Stop. Release me at once. I am your master. No! No! You wouldn’t dare…”

The clockwork man pushed his maker’s head into the turning gears of the machine, which clattered and clanked, but did not stop. I ran from that place as fast as my legs could carry me, not daring to look back at the grisly fate which had befallen Sir Auberon. I paused briefly upon the bridge, and gazed into the black depths of the brook whose waters turned the millwheel, the ultimate origin of the evil which infested Blackwold like a bloated parasitic worm. There was a presence there, a cold and absolutely alien intelligence. It probed my brain with invisible feelers which filled me with unbearable disgust. For an instant, I was witness to unfathomable gulfs of eternity. The entity was incomprehensibly old, and had been manipulating the Duncrofts and their ancestors since time out of mind in a bid to escape its singular prison. With the last of my strength I dislodged myself from the thing’s grasp, stumbling away from Blackwold Abbey and towards the company of humanity once more as the dawn broke over the moor.

That was twenty years ago, but even now, as I sit in my study, scratching black ink into parchment with the tip of a fountain pen, I can still hear the ticking in my head just as clearly as I did on that night. I knew that my mother’s family had originated in Devon, but how could I have possibly known of our relation to the Duncrofts? And yet, there the solicitor’s letter sits upon my desk with its enclosure of an artistically drafted pedigree. I was Sir Auberon Duncroft’s fourth cousin, and the only living descendant of the Baronets of Blackwold. Blackwold Abbey belongs to me now, and the solicitor was already arranging for the deed to be transferred to my name.

Somehow the entity beneath Blackwold had reached its tendrils into the past and drawn me into its orbit by enmeshing my own ancestry with the Duncroft line. How could I hope to fight something with such unimaginable power that it could alter time itself? I knew that any measures I undertook to counteract its machinations would prove futile, and that I would never be able to escape its influence. But I could not allow it to win, to free itself from its ancient prison; the consequences for mankind were too dire. Jack was right: the choice was mine. I placed the cold muzzle of a revolver to my temple and steeled myself to depress the trigger.






No Hand to Turn the Key

By Carrie Cuinn

If it had only been the abundant young of the Black Goat, what men called “the terrible trees”, the city of Philadelphia might not have fallen. If it had only been the rip in the sky, the men with their strange magic and improbable science would have found a way to repair it. If the Earth hadn’t cracked open and the ravenous dead hadn’t spilled forth, the men and the city both might have stood a chance. The cycle of these thoughts, and others like the sky wasn’t always full of ash and the river used to have water in it ran in the background of her mind whenever her processors weren’t taken up by action plans and defense perimeter organization.

Another pack of gray-skinned ghouls was nearing her position and the thought of spending the evening in hand-to-hand combat didn’t do anything to improve her mood. The solution would be to find a vantage point, estimate the group’s plan of attack, and prepare a defense in advance. Having found a workable plan in the past, there was no point in considering another.

The horde was as predictable as clockwork.

The University didn’t have many buildings to choose from. She’d spent time in the Downtown division, where troopers could sit in the 10th story windows and pick off intruders with ease, but having been promoted to defend a more delicate area, she was also forced to do more work. The tallest building on the quad was the New Library, so she headed up the large gray steps toward the wood-paneled doors long-gone construction units had rigged together when the original glass one was busted, decades before. Her heavy armor weighed on her as she moved herself up each worn piece of concrete but there wasn’t time to rest. There was barely time to wind.

Past a pair of dim-witted sentries and into the lift she’d held her back straight and her head high, but alone in the box she finally allowed herself to slump against the wall. Deftly undoing the multitude of fastenings on her coat, she slipped one hand inside and found her windup key—an ornate cog slowly untwisting against her otherwise plain chest. She gently moved her fingers across its intricately engraved surface, feeling the motion of the cog as it clicked down.

The lift slowed at a floor lower than the one she’d been aiming for, and suddenly her moment of privacy ended under the gaze of a male she didn’t know. His eyes widened, taking in the scene.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I can wait for the next one.” He dropped his gaze.

“No, of course not,” she replied. “Don’t waste the energy. This one is already going up.”

He nodded, entered the box, and turned to face the closing doors, still looking down at the floor.

She realized too late that she had left her hand inside her jacket, fingers idly fondling her chest. She snatched it out and made an effort to stand up straighter.

“I’m the one that’s sorry,” she said. “I’ve been running since last night and thought I was alone.”

“Of course,” he replied. His voice was smooth but soft, as if he never raised it. A Librarian trait, she thought, looking him over. He was shorter than she was, and much thinner, without any heavy plating. “Do you…” he hesitated. “Do you need to wind?”

“Yes, but I can wait. I don’t want to be—”

“Rude?” he interrupted.

“Immoral,” she answered back.

She saw his chest rise but he let the breath back out without moving it over his vocal plates. The cranking of the giant gears at the top of the building noisily pulled the lift’s chain upward, bringing them closer to a destination it now appeared they shared. Each floor passed slowly, its corresponding number bulb lighting up, while the two stood in silence. As they neared the top floor, the librarian’s hand shot out and pushed the “Alle Stop” button.

The lift box stopped suddenly, swaying a little. She watched his long, thin fingers shake without leaving the button’s cracked enamel surface, and waited as his chest moved against the intake of air.

“I can’t,” she said softly.

“You require assistance?” he asked without turning to face her. “I wasn’t sure of your protocols.”

“Security is built to be self-protecting. Self-sustaining.”


“We’re built in pairs,” he replied. “We need a partner.”

“Mine was lost, a long time ago.”

“They’ll notice the lift is stopped. There will be questions,” he said. “Please hurry. I won’t look.”

Her fingers found their way back inside of her jacket before she realized she’d ordered them there. Grasping the cog, she twisted, hard, and her knees buckled. Another twist, and another, and her chest tightened, her skin tingled. She breathed deep then, tasting the air—the smell of the ancient metal box, the scent of his ink-stained hands…another turn and the key locked into place, pushed as far as it would go. The built-up energy spilled over her as the air escaped her in one short sound.

When she opened her eyes again, refreshed, she realized that she’d slumped against the wall and pressed faint dents into the brass handrail.

He stood perfectly still, saying nothing.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. He took his fingers from the button and the mechanism above them finished pulling them upward while she secured her coat clasps.

The door opened, letting them step out into a room lit by the still-bright afternoon sun. She felt her eyes dilate to accommodate the light. Her right eye shuddered as it did so, and for the hundredth time she wished for a replacement, but there was never time. She followed him past stacks of books, some shelved neatly and others hastily piled against the walls, what was probably the accumulation of at least one other collection. It wasn’t lawbreaking for the librarians to salvage books from other buildings; this was their job.

Everyone knew what their job was.

She wove in and out of the piles, trying not to dislodge any with the edges of her coat. They turned a corner into a large room. The others looked up, as one, at the noise of their entrance.

Dust, illuminated by the light streaming in through huge—yet intact—glass windows, danced on the air as it settled toward the ground.

“Officer,” one of them said. “How can we help you?”

She stepped forward into the room as her guide moved deftly to one side, out of her way.

“The creatures have begun incursions into the Northwest corner of the campus, and it has been estimated that they will make their way here.”


“Why here?” the speaker asked again. His form was male and his skin was copper gone verdigris in places; from age, or weather exposure, she couldn’t determine.

“Are you designated as the leader?” she asked. His eyes widened, a designed reaction to mask internal processing time, held over from when there were still people to ask questions. He nodded. “I am Ashurbanipal, the Head Archivist. You may speak to me.”

“We need to determine what items from your collection are worthy of salvage, and package them for transport in case we lose this location.”

“They’re all important,” a female said. “You cannot ask us to judge.”

“You must. There is no one else.”

There were five of them, including the one from the lift, and none spoke for a long time. She watched the reactions of those facing her, listened to the tiny sounds coming from the one just out of sight behind her. There was no rushing this process. Dust fell in swirls, light faded slowly, and the librarians thought.

Finally, the one behind her said, “I have suggestions as to what might be saved.”

“Dewey, it’s not our place,” the first female said, stepping forward. “We don’t make decisions. We do what we’re made for.” Ashurbanipal reached out for her, placing his hand upon her arm, and she stilled.

“We will do it, if we must, because protecting some books is better then letting them all be lost,” the Head Archivist told her. Looking at the officer, he asked, “What is your designation?”

“S37,” she replied.

“These are Pergamum and Alexandria,” he said, gesturing at the elegantly crafted pair of brass-skinned constructs on his left. If it weren’t for the red enameled details on Pergamum’s skull and along her arms, contrasting with the blue embedded in the same exact designs on Alexandria, she wasn’t sure she’d have been able to tell the two females apart. “This is Deci,” he said, tilting his head toward the silver-skinned woman on his right, the one who’d spoken out in objection. Her shining features looked so new she might have been brought into the world yesterday, if anyone still capable of making had been alive yesterday, or last week, or last year. Her delicate fingers trembled against her side, and S37 recognized the action.

She and one she called Dewey had the same markings, the same fingers. They were a matched set.


“You’ve met me,” his voice said behind her. She felt the air from his words against the back of her neck, and tried to forget she’d noticed.

“Can we defend this place?” Deci asked.

“Do you fight?” S37 asked. “Have you ever defended a seventh-floor library from an incursion of ground-based opponents?”

“Of course not,” Deci replied with a slight shake of her head. “Isn’t that what you’re for?”

Alexandria spoke, her voice not as shrill as Deci’s but still higher-pitched than Ashurbanipal’s. “If we had a few days to make our choices, the task would be easier,” she said. “We will help, of course, but if you could direct us, our defense would be more certain.”

It was the most rational suggestion, so it was the only option.

“We have a day or two before they find us, but they’ll be drawn by the lights and motion—this is clearly the only building still in use on the quad. We can delay that somewhat.” S37 looked around. “I might be able to give us 72 hours, but no longer.”

“We’ll take it,” Dewey said. For the first time, she turned her head to face him. “We do what we were made to do,” he added. “We will protect the books.”

Inside her brain, clockwork clicked into place.

Throughout the night, she and Alexandria worked to make the space less noticeable. The first-floor sentries stayed downstairs to act as a first line of defense, but took the time to secure the main doors. She had one of their radio devices so they could alert her when the attack finally came. Meanwhile she’d used it to contact the security team patrolling the Downtown area.

“There’s no one I can send,” K23 had said. “I lost two more this week.”

“Who?” she’d asked.

“I’m sorry. They were 10 and 11, from the M unit.” Another pair group, like the guards floors below her. Like Dewey and Deci. “We’ve had to light a string of fires in the Southern part of the city, to hold back the grasping trees. The trees ran as they burned, tentacles flailing, splashing flame against buildings—the fire line got out of control and this time we didn’t have enough equipment to put it out. The water lines haven’t worked in decades, and we’ve run out of fuel for the pumper engines.”

“How did they die?”

He sighed before answering. Not for the first time she wondered at the usefulness of these affectations, programmed into their personalities. “11 went to an adjacent building that hadn’t caught yet, to see if there was anything we’d need. When the roof started burning, 10 went in after her, and it collapsed on them both.”

He sounded tired. Why program a clockwork soldier to sound tired? she thought. Not for the first time, she wondered if they’d always been this way. She couldn’t remember anymore.

“We demolished a line of buildings to stay ahead of the blaze, and let it burn all the way down to the river. We lost everything south of 29th street, and were lucky we didn’t lose the 30th Street Train Station. We found them fused together, melted under enormous heat. Couldn’t be revived.”

“I’m sorry, K.”

“Watch your gears, S. The ash is blowing north now and it’ll settle on the Campus before too much longer.”

She shared none of this with Alexandria, who smiled when given directions but said very little. Together they took the legs off of the giant wooden study tables, and nailed the tabletops up over the windows. Ashurbanipal started the generator, a squat cast-iron machine hidden in a corner behind the reference desk. Fed with rainwater collected in buckets on the roof and fuel in the form of dismantled wooden shelving, he’d said it was capable of powering several strings of lights for hours. Alexandria quietly stacked table legs on the counter to keep its fires burning.

Meanwhile, the rest of them were sorting through books. Already a small pile was growing on the floor where the largest table had been. She looked over, occasionally, to watch Dewey sorting them into categories. A final decision would have to be made by the group at the very end. If he looked up at her, she never saw it.

Once the windows were blocked, she let the other woman get back to the collection and slowly walked the perimeter of the seventh floor, looking for weak points. The place was a maze of hallways and long, ceiling-high shelves, and her wide frame wasn’t making the task easier. She carried a wind-up torch to illuminate the dark corners where light otherwise couldn’t reach. A few access sites were easy enough to find—the lift, two sets of stairs—but there was also a thin steel ladder set into the wall in one of the small offices, allowing the librarians to get up to the roof. She worried over the ductwork, checking for loose grates, but behind the thousands of piled books, missing one seemed likely. The others worked quickly while she took her time, bent on different tasks.


The stacks of books arranged around Dewey grew ever higher.

Few words were exchanged throughout the night. With work to be done, what was there to say? As the morning grew closer, she noticed the others breaking off into pairs, silently stepping into a room behind the reference desk. Later, they would emerge, go in separate directions, and continue working. When Ashurbanipal and Pergamum took a break together, locked away, S37 stationed herself just outside of the door and waited. 20 minutes later, the door swung open again, and Ashurbanipal nearly stepped into her. His eyes widened but he said nothing; Pergamum slipped out behind him and disappeared into the stacks.

“We need to discuss our defense options,” S37 said. He nodded. “Can we go somewhere private to talk?” She wasn’t ready to make the others nervous just yet, after how quickly Deci had gotten agitated over the idea they might have to leave some books behind.

“Not here,” he said, shutting the door behind him. A stolen glance into the room revealed nothing out of the ordinary. “This way,” he said, taking her by the arm. He led her across the open space and into a small office on the other side. Once inside, they were alone.

“We don’t use this room much,” he said conversationally. “The books in here were pulled from a private collection long before we took over this library. I don’t know if any of the others have reviewed their contents yet.”

She found an empty spot on a broken-down couch along one wall, moved to sit down, then realized she’d have to remove her stiff protective jacket to do so. She stood instead. Behind the desk, a yellowing print showed an etching of a primitive-looking Afrikaner pointing a spear at a terrible tree. Another man was being torn apart by the tentacled limbs.

“What percentage of the entire collection must be saved?” she asked.

“Ideally, all of it. These books represent what we could save from the University’s three libraries and several private houses nearby. As you know, the city’s main branch was destroyed ages ago, and precious few of those books remain. We have so little of what we’re meant to be looking after.”

“How many books are on this floor?”

“32 thousand, four hundred and thirteen,” he stated without hesitation. She calculated quickly in her head.

“Assuming an average weight and size, we might be able to bring out a hundred of those. Perhaps more, if they’re small.”

He gasped, eyes spinning. “An impossible number!”


“You can put aside more, certainly, and try to protect them, but how many can you each carry if we must run?”

“It won’t come to that.”

“I am certain it will.”

Ashurbanipal looked around the room. He set a hand on the top of a tall pile of ancient tomes. She could see that the leather of their bindings was worn but couldn’t estimate their age. Before, of course.

“Ashurbanipal, do any of your people write?” she asked, suddenly curious.

“We can all write, of course, as well as understand the organizational system codes.” He paused, then continued. “We can read too. We each know different languages, with some overlap. It’s necessary for cataloging.”

“Could you rewrite the books? What I’m wondering is, can we record their information and then take that with us? Photo plates or something similar?”

He strode past her then, opening the door with more force than she’d expected from this elderly construct.

“Dewey!” he yelled, startling them all. The younger librarian hurried over, his face turned up, questioning.

“Dewey, how quickly can you photo-scan?” Ashurbanipal asked.

“I can complete one page per minute, if I have someone to hold the book open,” Dewey replied. “I can store 3500 such images on each internal tape spool.”

“How many spools do you currently have?” S37 asked.

Dewey paused before answering. “On hand, I have two.”

Ashurbanipal nodded. “I know there is a box on the third floor with half a dozen or so. Perhaps ten books to a spool—if we had time for Dewey to scan all of our selections, we could save the information from another hundred books.”

“We won’t be saving the actual books then?” asked Dewey.

“We’ll gather up the most important specimens, but the officer feels we need to plan an evacuation. Our ability to bring books with us back out of this building is limited by our small numbers. An armful, for each of us, is all we can carry.” Ashurbanipal sighed out his remaining air intake.

“What about the other soldiers?” Dewey asked, looking at S37. “Your reinforcements will arrive before the ghouls do, won’t they?” The Head Archivist turned to look at her as well.


“There is no backup,” she replied. “Our numbers are few, and other buildings must be protected as well. I am assigned here to protect you more than the books themselves.”

Alexandria and Pergamum, who had gathered near during the conversation, looked to each other for comfort. Deci, standing between Dewey and Ashurbanipal, reached out for Dewey, who did not seem to notice. His eyes were fixed on the officer’s face.

“Then you have to be the one to save us,” he said, as if it were settled.

She nodded but didn’t like his calculation of their odds.

Night edged toward them on the second day, and the remaining photo spools—scavenged from the building—had been brought in. While Dewey began scanning the contents of the A New English Dictionary on Historical Principles; Founded Mainly on the Materials Collected by The Philological Society, most of the others sorted through the stacks to find their favorites. S37, who didn’t understand half of the gilded words pressed into the cover, asked about its importance.

“It was never completed,” Pergamum explained as she held the heavy book open to Dewey’s requested page. “However, it contains the complete known word usage of the English language, letters A through O.”

“Why is that important? We who have the workings to understand words can’t forget the ones we use.” She tapped her skull, marveling briefly at the sensation of vibrations running along her gears. “Made to last, or we wouldn’t still be here.”

Pergamum nodded. “Certainly, but these books weren’t written for us in the first place. We, and I mean we the Librarians, not you obviously, we were made to shelve and sort and find books.” She shifted the tome slightly without disrupting Dewey’s hands, which had, unexpectedly, the ability to open. S37 had been surprised that so delicate of a construct could also hold inside himself a camera capable of imaging the words in books, but his left palm irised open to reveal the tiny lens. She found herself watching his process without meaning to, and kept trying to engage the other librarians as a distraction for herself. These thoughts passed in a moment while Pergamum spoke, uninterrupted. “We cannot help but love them.”

She handed S37 a small book, bound in burnt orange leather. “Open it.”

Inside the words were written by a human, instead of printed by machine. The words were irregular, unsteady, difficult to interpret, but the letters were familiar. The writer had put down dates and times, followed by words about his daily activities.

“I don’t understand it,” she admitted as she passed it back.

Pergamum set it with the others for a moment. “It’s a diary. A collection of the thoughts and experiences of one man. He had thoughts and he wrote them down. Only the people, the real people, would do that. Without them here, we cannot protect who they were unless we protect their books.” She opened a latch on the side of her chest, allowing the front of her to swing open. Inside her gears ticked on perfect time. She gently placed the book inside her body cavity and sealed herself back up again.

“This man was a Librarian, here in the city, when the hole in the sky opened and the monsters came through. He wrote about the end of his city, even the end of his own life. I’ve read it, and saved its memory to my permanent file. I don’t really need the book anymore,” she said, her voice growing softer. The book was pushing against her interior air vessel, S37 realized, cutting off the amount of air she could breathe in to speak. Pergamum rested her free hand on her chest for a moment. “This one book, I will carry with me until I, too, die.”

The room was silent again.

After an hour or so, Dewey finished the volume, another 352 pages of human words now permanently archived. They each knew they couldn’t save enough books to start a new library somewhere else, but when the group agreed that one book was worthy, no one argued against it. S37, who hadn’t moved since she handed back the little diary, began to shake slightly under the effort of holding herself upright.

“You’re running down,” Dewey pointed out.

“Yes, you’re right. I apologize. My brain slowed and I didn’t think.” She put her remaining energy into holding her legs still, and looked around for an out-of-the-way spot. “Alexandria and Ashurbanipal are sorting the books in that office,” she gestured off to her right, “so I am not sure—”

“Come with me,” Dewey interrupted. “I will help you.”

Pergamum raised her head. “Deci?” she asked, or reminded, him.

“Has wound Ashurbanipal when he needed it, as have you, and Alexandria. This officer needs to wind, it’s obvious,” he said without emotion.

“I don’t need help,” S37 tried to interject. “I can do it.”


“Of course you can’t,” Dewey exclaimed, taking her arm. “None of us can wind ourselves, or we wouldn’t need to be in pairs.” He looked at Pergamum. “Isn’t that true?” She nodded, and lowered her head.

Dewey led the stumbling security officer toward the reference desk, and the room just beyond it.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “You know that I can do this myself. I just waited too long, I should never have been careless.”

“We’ve all worked hard,” he replied, gently moving her into the room, and shutting the door behind them.

Inside, there were no books. The room was empty except for a small shelf on the far wall, where half-melted but unlit candles sat grouped together. Her vision adjusted, somewhat, to the dark, helped a little by the light which snuck in under the office door. “I don’t know how to access your key,” he said, moving to stand in front of her. “You’ll have to help me get into your chest.”

He didn’t know.

“Have you ever seen a security construct without their armor?” she asked. He shook his head, the tiny gemstone fragments in his eyes, and the edges of his cheekbones, glinting in the meager light. She said nothing in response but began to unbuckle her jacket, fastening by fastening. Hands moving, falteringly, down the front of her, she reached the last one, nearly two-thirds of the way down her body.

The heavy jacket fell to the ground with a loud thud, releasing her.

Dewey stared as she stepped out of it, revealing a compactly-built frame. There was no decorative plating on her legs and arms, no flourish covering her shocks and joints. On her steel chest, a single moving part could be seen—her cog key, winding down.

“May I touch your arm?” he asked, his hand tilted toward hers. She nodded. He lifted her right arm, examining it. “It doesn’t match.”

“A replacement,” she said. “Along with my backplate and the knee joint on my left leg.” He glanced down to her knee, then back up at her face.

“You’re well designed,” he said, his hand still holding hers.

Dust fell, slowly, all around them.

Suddenly, her legs gave out, and S37 dropped to her knees. Dewey mimicked her movement, falling with her.

“I need to wind you,” he said, moving his hand to her key.

“What about you?” she asked.


“I can…” he paused. “Do you want to?” She nodded. “When I have helped you, I can turn around and then—my key is under the panel below my neck.” He reached back with one hand and unlatched the compartment, tilting slightly to show her. “You first, though.” His hand was on her cog now, trembling.

“Wait,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck. She pulled him closer to her with one hand, grasping his key with the other. “Together.” He leaned his head against hers, and as one, they began to wind.

Later, standing up again but still holding each other, they heard Deci yell, “Dewey!” He moved a few inches away but didn’t quite let go.

“I’ve never, not that way,” he started to whisper.

The door opened suddenly and Deci stopped, the force of her momentum propelling her into the room anyway. “What are you doing?” she squeaked.

Releasing Dewey, S37 scrambled to get back into her armored coat. She was still doing back up the clasps when Alexandria arrived. Deci stomped her foot, and said again, “Dewey, what are you doing? In here, with her?”

“What we all do in here, Deci. What must be done.” He crossed his arms across his chest and waited. Alexandria broke the silence, saying, “Ashurbanipal has found something amazing. Please come.” Deci turned, pushed past the older woman, and disappeared from sight.

Feeling strangely unsettled, S37 followed the others back across the Great Room and into the office on the other side. As she drew close, it was plain to see that a green light was spilling out of the room, and voices, raised, could be heard.

“No, they’re all gone here,” Ashurbanipal was saying. “Only we constructs remain.”

Entering the room, her world changed.

There, blocking the view of the far wall, was what first appeared to be a wall hanging, but could not have actually been hanging from anything. A place of wrong space, like a window open on a landscape that couldn’t possibly exist. She could see, through a green-rimmed hole in the air, a man on the other side.

A real man. A human. Alive.

“How many are you?” the man asked. “Can you come through?”

“In this building, eight, though more in the City proper. Is it safe to cross?”


The man wavered slightly, then popped back into focus. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen a gate like this in a long time. It’s not magic we usually teach these days. Where did you find the spell?”

“What is that?” the Head Archivist asked.

“Words, or music, or some kind of somatic component that you would have uttered to bring the gate into existence.” On the other side of the gate, a door opened, and three more humans rushed in, awe on their faces. “It is real!” one of them exclaimed.

“I think that’s a woman,” S37 said, stunned. “Those are real people.”

Ashurbanipal turned to look at her for the first time, nodding excitedly. “We found a book, and Alexandria was reading snippets of poetry aloud. It was curious stuff but it passed the time while we sorted. One book, all in Arabic, contained this —” he waved at the gate, “this power.”

“It’s like the old days. We can escape,” Deci said. “We can take the books and leave this horrible place and go back to where real people need us.” She stepped toward the opening, her shiny silver skin turned green by the glow. Dewey’s hand shot out, grabbing her before she could step through.

“You don’t know if it’s safe,” he cautioned her.

She grabbed a book from the nearest stack and tossed it through. The man on the other jumped out of the way, but the woman behind him caught the book squarely in both hands.

“It’s safe,” Deci declared.

“Can we move into your world?” Ashurbanipal asked. “We have only hours before this building is attacked. We need a safe place to bring the books.”

The humans looked at each other. “Yes, of course,” the woman replied. The others spoke to her in hushed tones, turning away from the gateway. “I don’t care,” she said to them. “You go get clearance, but they need a way out, now. You told me as much when you summoned us here to see it.” The first man nodded.

The first man, S37 thought. The first one I’ve seen in fifteen decades.

The decision to move the books was made by the others almost immediately. As a final test, Alexandria stepped through to the other side, Pergamum holding her hand tightly until the last minute, in case she needed to be pulled back. Once there, she looked around, and gasped. Startling the humans, she bolted out of sight.

“Alexandria!” Pergamum yelled.

She reappeared. “A window!” she yelled back. “It’s green outside!”


There was nothing else to say.

It took hours to move the books, passing them one or two at a time, through the gateway to Alexandria on the other side. The others set up in a line, each passing a book from left to right, to the next automaton in the line, and on through. More humans had arrived, some carting the books out of the too-small room, and others just to talk. It became clear that they had no clockwork robots of their own.

“You’re marvels,” they kept saying. “Beautiful.”

S37 understood the words.

She had contacted K, relaying the situation. He refused to come.

“I defend the city. You defend the city. If it mattered whether or not real humans still lived here, we would have stopped long ago. Know your job. Let the Librarians worry about theirs.”

The third night fell. Most of the great room had been cleared so the others scrambled to pull books from the shelves which radiated out from that space. She helped where she could but as the hours crept on, spent more and more of her time moving between exits, listening. The first floor sentries called to report movement outside, but with no clear view, in the dark, they couldn’t tell where the creatures were.

“Soon,” she told Ashurbanipal. “You’re nearly out of time.”

“How long?” he asked, visibly run down.

“Perhaps an hour,” she guessed.

It was closer to twenty minutes.

A dull pounding began on the barricaded door to the north staircase. S37, who’d paused her patrol to help shovel more books through the gateway, heard it first. “Go,” she said, “Go now.” Pergamum looked up, exhausted and slow-witted, but Ashurbanipal understood. He grabbed her with both hands and threw her into the gateway. Alexandria caught her on the other side.

“Ashurbanipal!” Pergamum cried out. She rushed back toward the gateway but Alexandria held her back.

“I’m coming,” he called. “Let me get the others.”

“No,” S37. “I’ll do it. You go.” He paused, eyes widening, then nodded. He looked around once more. Picking up the huge leather-bound tome, he handed it to S37. “The page is marked, if you need to open it again.”

“What if the creatures get to it? Will they come after you?” she asked.

“Haven’t you noticed? They don’t speak. The book won’t do them any good.” Releasing his grip on it, he stepped through the gate.


S37 held it to her chest and backed out of the room.

“Dewey!” she yelled. The banging sound began on the other staircase door. Deci rushed out of the stacks, her arms full of brightly-covered books.

“Children’s stories,” Deci explained. “What is it?”

“The creatures are here. It’s time to go. Where’s Dewey?”

“Here I am,” he said, appearing from behind another piece of shelving.

“Go,” S37 said. They ran back toward their escape route, entered the room, and saw—

Nothing.

The shimmering gate was gone.

“What happened?” Deci shrieked. “Where did they go?”

“It must have happened when the book left the room,” S37 said. She handed it to Dewey, who’d just set his armful of books on the floor. “Ashurbanipal said the page was marked. Make it open again.”

“I don’t think I can,” Dewey said. “I don’t know how to pronounce Arabic.”

“Oh, I do!” Deci exclaimed. “I can read it!”

A loud crash from the other room made them all jump. Calculating their odds, S37 stripped off her coat.

“It buckles from the inside too, and clamps to the floor here,” she pointed, “and here. Get under it and get that gate back open.”

“You’ll be defenseless,” Dewey said.

“Yes, but I’ll be a lot faster,” she answered back. “Please do this.”

She turned back toward the door but he stopped her. “Who will save you?” he asked.

“You will.” She quickly pulled the key from her chest and handed it to him. “Pergamum has a book inside of her,” she said. “She won’t forget that man. Do you understand?”

Mouth open, he took her cog without reply, his eyes huge. He nodded, fingers wrapping tightly around its steel teeth. Half a second to memorize his face, and then she pushed Dewey backward into the room, pulling the door shut behind her.

The creatures poured into the library, climbing over each other to get out of the pitch-black hallways. Filthy, gray-skinned, and dead-looking, they rooted through the remains of the room. Dozens of them pushed over piles of books, turned over shelving, and fought each other for found treasures for several minutes before they saw her. Huge hands pulled their bodies forward while huge feet pushed, propelling them like animals, on four limbs, though they were built like men.

Several of the ones in the front reared up on their back legs and rushed, bipedal, toward her. She ran perfectly straight, away from the office, just slowly enough to draw them toward her. Bounding over the reference desk, she grabbed a handful of books and tossed them back, hitting three of them but barely slowing the pack down. Moving together, it seemed the whole group was after her now. She grabbed for a ceiling beam, missed, and fell to the floor. A ghoul was on her, ripping at her chest plate, her eyes. She pushed it off and ran again, this time catching the beam and pulling herself up out of reach.

“You can’t do this, I think,” she said, knowing they didn’t understand. “That’s right, follow my voice. There’s nothing interesting happening anywhere but here.” They jumped at her, grunting.

The crank operating her elbow pivot groaned, losing power. She pulled herself a bit higher, got one leg onto the beam. Unable to reach her, the creatures groaned and wailed, reaching for her with over-sized hands and long, dirty, claws.

“My people were smart. They made us, they made everything. You look like my people, but you haven’t been them in a long time.” They scrambled over each other, trying to catch a piece of her, trying to jump high enough. Climbing on the backs of his mates, one of the creatures grasped a hold of her torso, and pulled her to the floor. As she fell she looked across the room, where a familiar green light spilled out from under the office door. “Good girl, Deci,” she said to herself, before the ghouls tore her apart.






The Reverend Mr. Goodworks and The Yeggs of Yig

By Edward M. Erdelac

It was a night of stars, and the Arizona desert was as black as the space between them.

A single quivering light sparked into existence far off on the inscrutable horizon. It was a tiny light, but pierced the blackness like the primordial glow that began the world.

It moved, and like a faltering creator, wherever it moved, whatever it touched, hints of the daytime world spring briefly into being. Chapparal and skeletal mesquite bushes, stone and slate, and a silvery ribbon of railroad that ran from nowhere to nowhere.

Along this iron thoroughfare the light streaked, burning in the chest of a man, for it was no train or hand car that traversed the track, but a weird figure straddling the ties, a foot on each rail, skating along on wheels attached to the bottoms of his blocky feet. He was a tall, broad shouldered, goggle-eyed figure in a billowing blue greatcoat, long bone yellow hair streaming from beneath his wide brimmed hat. His massive, jutting shoulders were hung with a collection of battered canteens and swollen water skins, like a peasant devotee’s tinkling milagros. A faint hiss and clank of machinery accompanied his steady advance.

The stranger was Shadrach Meshach Abednego Carter, but almost no one knew him by that name now. Those that cared to call on him, called him The Reverend Mister Goodworks, or just the Reverend.

He was a circuit rider, bringing the word or the fist of God wherever it was needed.

And he was fast asleep, or very near to it.

His mechanical legs were locked and the little that remained of his organic body, his head, right shoulder, and arm, rested in the iron and steel frame, chin to chest.


He dreamed of the wreck, as he often did, but whether it was truly a dream or just memories passing through his dozing mind, he couldn’t say.

It was 1861 again. He was a grinning young filthy faced engineer for the Hannibal and St. Joseph Railroad, running a train of Union soldiers bound for Ft. Leavenworth, Kansas. They were halfway across the Platte River Bridge when his stomach bottomed out. The engine gave a steep forward lurch, timbers crackled, and the engine went flipping thirty feet down into the shallow river with an explosive crash. Then the tender smashed down on top of him. Then the mail car. Then the freight, and the two passenger cars, raining screaming bodies.

In the end, the boiler exploded in a rush of fire and glowing steel.

The next thing he remembered was being carried on a door into a backroom of Patee House in St. Joseph. One of the surgeons said he was the last to be found alive. Silas Gordon’s bushwhackers had burned the bridge supports, trying to kill former governor Stewart, who wasn’t even aboard.

“That one won’t keep till morning,” the surgeon whispered. “Hell, he’s more train than man.”

But around midnight, when his suffering was at its zenith, a handsome young man all in white coveralls with a pristine belt of polished, shining tools and the strange, perfectly round yellow eyes of an eagle came to him.

“I am the angel Nisroch,” the man said, and hell, at that point, he was inclined to believe anything. “It is my lord’s will that you live, Shadrach Carter. Yet when my hand is upon you, you shall no longer be as other men. You shall be a tool of my lord. A vehicle of his will. The choice is yours. Live on and serve, or say the word and I shall send you to your reward.”

Much of his initial faith stemmed from pain, no doubt. Despite his Biblical name, he had never been much of a churchgoer prior. His mama and his daddy had always told him he would one day feel the call of the Spirit, but while all his friends and relatives had gone gesticulating up the aisle, he’d always sat fidgeting in the pew, never quite feeling the urge to testify himself.

Yet a summons by an angel of the Lord wasn’t the kind you ignored. So he took Nisroch up on his offer.


The angel worked him over with his glittering tools, bending metal and burning flesh. He had never known such agony. The Lord’s will was hard on mortal men. His mama had told him that once.

He awoke like Paul on the road to Damascus, a new man, with a new body, one of iron and steel in place of lost bone and muscle, a weapon of God with a boiler heart and bellows lungs, forged by divine ingenuity, purged of almost all earthly needs.

He never saw Nisroch again.

In the seventeen years since, he had studied the scriptures diligently, but was still no great purveyor of the Word. He just didn’t have a tongue for moving men’s minds. But there were other ways of serving the Lord. He trusted to Providence to lead him to do God’s purpose, and to the body the angel Nisroch had given him to fulfill such tasks as the Lord put before him. He was God’s engine, delivering His justice to the far flung towns of the frontier, especially those lowdown dens of sin that tended to spring up along the railroads.

His iron and steel body made him too heavy for a horse, so he tended to ride the rails. That was what he was doing now, no particular destination in mind, when the screams of a woman met his ears.

He nearly ground her beneath his heavy feet. She had been laying draped across the railroad ties, delirious, dressed only in filthy tatters. She rose up at his chugging approach, her wide, frightened eyes like the glare of an animal in his chest light.

He slowed at the sight of her, and disengaged his foot wheels with a few turns of the hand cranks below his knees. He pulled down his muffler and goggles, and stooped to help her.

She was a Mexican woman, no more than twenty, a terrible sight for a Christian man to behold. Her eyes were bruised almost shut, much of her skin cruelly torn and baked to cracking by the desert sun. He rinsed the grit from her wounds with one of his water skins (he had learned over the years to carry an abundance of water about his person as his boiler heart required constant refilling), threw his coat over her, and wet her lips with a damp rag.

At first, taking in the sight of him, she screamed in panicked Spanish that he was ‘one of them.’

But he answered back fluently, in a slightly tinny voice, as though he spoke through the bottom of a can.

“Rest easy, miss. I’m the only one of me there is. Who did this to you?”


She babbled rapidly as he examined her. She had the mark of ropes on her wrists and ankles. Her body also bore a series of claw-like scabs on the back and hips, and something else, orderly burn marks on her backside, like a cattle brand, in a pattern that startled him.

Stamped all over the Reverend’s metal components were various symbols which he had always taken to be angelic script, maker’s marks in a language known only to Nisroch and his kind. Indeed, over the years he had found many evil creatures reacted to their touch as to a hot stove. Each symbol glowed like fresh steel in the presence of certain creatures. He thought of them as a kind of a built-in detection aide.

But scorched onto the right buttock of this poor woman was an emblem discouragingly similar to one he himself bore.

It was a circular symbol, apparently of a snake with a head at either end, the two meeting in the center.

The design of the serpent was unmistakably the same unearthly style as the one on his left shoulder plate. It was as if they’d been wrought by the same hand.

A chill passed down the length of what remained of his spine.

But there was little time to dwell on it, for the woman seized his human elbow and presently begged him,

“Kill me, senor. Kill me, before it is born!”

He hadn’t even noticed the undulating swell of her belly till then.

He laid her on the sand and held her, trying to speak soothingly through her ecstatic pleas, which fell at last to tearful, gibbering screams.

He did not know what had driven the poor woman to such a state, but he was loath to fulfill her request. Killing an infant wasn’t in the Lord’s line.

He turned all his considerable strength to restraining the woman, who in her labor moved at last past all reasoning. She threw back her head and wailed, crossing her legs as if trying to keep her baby within her.

He pinned her flailing limbs with his iron left arm and forced her knees apart with his hand, doing his best to spread his coat beneath her to catch the unfortunate child.

But what crowned in the glow of his chest lamp was no human head.


From the slit of her womanhood oozed forth a wriggling, broad, flat skull, encased in white scales. Two black eyes the size of silver dollars slid open vertically on either side of the head, with a third parietal eye opening afterwards in the center. A long forked tongue slipped from the reptilian lips.

To the Reverend’s horror, six spindly fingers, budding with yellow claws, pushed aside the curtains of her labia and freed a set of narrow shoulders, followed swiftly by a wriggling body that tapered into a tail.

The snake-thing flopped out onto the coat and immediately pushed itself up on its two trembling arms, issuing a terrible hiss as it took its first breath.

In the time it took the Reverend to register his revulsion, a second creature slithered forth. The head of a third breached, slashing its wailing mother savagely in its haste to join its siblings.

The first creature clambered and pulled itself up the woman’s blood-splashed leg onto the Reverend’s wrist, coiling its lower body tightly around his forearm. It proceeded to clamp its gummy mouth down on his right shoulder.

The sensation was unpleasant, but the thing’s fangs had not yet descended.

Its intent was clear however. As the second snake child hissed and coiled its lower body, hunkering down to spring up at him, he let go of the feebly shuddering woman and grasped the throat of the first creature, turning to slam its snapping head down against a stone.

The soft skull came apart like an egg and the grasping tail and claws slackened.

He swung up his mechanical arm as the second creature sprang. He took satisfaction in hearing its face flatten against the unyielding iron.

He rose to his feet. The third creature had scuttled out of its reluctant mother and off into the dark somewhere.

For a moment he was distracted by the fiery glow of the serpentine emblem on his shoulder; not circular like the brand on the mother, but a snake entwined about a short armed cross, as if scaling it.

He had always taken it to be a rendering of the Nehushtan. The brass serpent God instructed Moses to place upon a pole when the Israelites were plagued by poisonous serpents in the wilderness. All who looked on the Nehushtan were healed of the venom, and the serpents were driven off by the sight of it.


Suddenly the thing was hissing in his ear. It had leapt onto his back, wending up the complex pipework there. But it had learned from the deaths of its siblings. It did not attempt to feebly bite him. Its tiny scrabbling claws sought his neck. Only a quick thrust of his chin saved him from having his throat torn out.

He reached up and grabbed the creature by the nape of its neck. It didn’t have time to anchor itself. He swung it around in front of him, holding it at arm’s length.

It hissed and fought, its wormish tail lashing, coiling and uncoiling around his forearm.

He slowly forced it against the glowing glyph on his shoulder. The thing let out a gurgling sound and redoubled its efforts, but it was no use. As its mother had been branded, the symbol of the Nehushtan burned her offspring. Finally its struggles ebbed, and he flung the lifeless, sizzling monstrosity out into the night.

The woman still breathed, but it was a ragged, hopeless sound that rattled in her gasping throat.

He knelt beside her. Her eyes were wide, desperate to admit the dimming light.

“Are they dead?” she asked.

“Yes. What’s your name, ma’am?”

“Concepción.”

“Who did this to you?”

“Susannah. She is called Susannah. The great tall bitch of the serpent. The men in white, they stole me from my hacienda in the night, took me beneath their town. They made me to…”

She shuddered. Her eyes flitted about wildly.

“Señor?”

“I’m here,” he said, grasping her hand with his own. She was clutching something. A bit of yellow paper, crumpled and wet with blood and sweat. She pushed it into his hand.

“Jesús will punish them?”

A tear slid from her eye and she was still.

“Jesus will forgive them,” the Reverend answered quietly. “I’ll punish them.”

He smoothed out the ragged sheet of paper. It was a handbill.


AND BEHOLD A GREAT RED DRAGON,
HAVING SEVEN HEADS AND TEN HORNS
AND SEVEN CROWNS UPON HIS HEAD. – Revelations 12:3
THE END TIMES ARE AT HAND!
AWAIT THE NEW KINGDOM WITH
THE BRETHREN OF NEW VALUSIA
THE RIGHT REVEREND MS. SAVANNAH COYLE INVITES
YOU TO LIVE IN SUSTAINED, INDEPENDENT EQUALITY
WITH THE BROTHERS AND SISTERS OF THE TRUE FAITH

There was more. Secondhand expoundings on the supposed ‘virtues’ of stirpiculture and complex marriages, communal Noyesian claptrap a dozen Utopian communities had failed at before.

He had heard of these New Valusians. Susannah Coyle was said to have led a dozen religious dissidents out of the Oneida Community in New York a few years ago. Her name had turned up in the newspapers now and then. Various ‘miraculous’ time-saving farm implements and household ‘wonder tools,’ all bearing the NV brand, had kept the remote settlement self-sufficient.

Two things about the handbill arrested the Reverend’s attention; the repetition of the circular serpentine emblem, and the map of the community’s location.

It took till dawn to bury Concepción beside the railroad tracks. Her unholy offspring he left for the varmints of the desert to pick over.



He lurched into New Valusia sometime before noon, the sand grinding in his knee joints. It was little more than a few communal frame houses, some gardens, and a couple outbuildings, all arranged around a two story farmhouse with a veranda.

On the porch stood a strikingly tall, lean, yellow haired woman in a white and purple robe. She folded her sun freckled arms at his approach.

Several of the New Valusians in white cassocks rose from their various tasks to interpose themselves, bearing only shovels and hoes as weapons. The Reverend was forced to halt or else plough through them.

He stood quietly, a head taller than their tallest, and surveyed the small crowd.


“Which of you is Susannah?” he bellowed at last.

“I’m Sister Susannah Coyle,” said the woman on the porch. “What brings you here?”

“The Lord brang me here,” drawled the Reverend, unfastening his coat.

“Well, the Lord welcome you.”

“Not your lord, bitch,” growled the Reverend.

He threw open his greatcoat like a knightly tabard.

Beneath, his body was flat black with steel accents, like the shell of a richly ornamented locomotive engine. Indeed, his chest resembled the face of a locomotive, with the dim lamp set in the center. His torso was further festooned with dancing pressure gauges and valve wheels, like a harness of little metal daisies. His heavy, ironclad legs bristled with pistons and driveshafts that plunged and hissed as he moved.

There was a thick bandolier belted around his blocky waist. Hanging from the belt was an old LeMat pistol. He brought his left arm up sharply, accompanied by a series of mechanical whirs and clicks. The sleeve was split down the middle from elbow to cuff, allowing the arm to emerge from the fabric unencumbered. His right hand went to his elbow and jacked a brass lever there. A strange amalgamation of octagonal rifle barrels, three in number, and situated in a kind of pyramid one atop the other, appeared at the end of the metal arm.

The Reverend rightly assumed any of these New Valusians walking around of their own volition were acquiescent in the hell the young woman he’d buried had been put through. He had no compunctions about firing into their midst, but he directed his aim at the statuesque Susannah Coyle, furiously levering his tri-repeater arm and cutting loose with a rapid barrage.

The New Valusians weren’t used to facing gunfire and scattered, dropping their makeshift weapons in their mad flight.

Susannah Coyle didn’t budge. To his amazement, the fifteen bullets he had flung in her direction all stopped and hung suspended in mid-air a few feet from the porch, spinning in a tight group.

When he lowered his smoking arm, frowning, he became aware of a deep thrumming in the air.

The door to the house opened and two muscular white-clad men armed with primitive, two-handed stone headed mallets appeared.

“The Pacifier Field,” Susannah explained, flicking the spinning bullets one by one with her finger until they bounced down the porch steps and rolled harmlessly in the dust at the Reverend’s feet. “An electromagnetic generator. It protects our Nesting House from those who do violence. It’s on its most agreeable setting now, but when I order it directed against your person, it will repel all your metal components, even from each other. That suit of yours will come apart and fly to the compass points.”

“It’s not a suit,” said the Reverend.

He planted one foot on the porch step.

It groaned beneath his weight.

Behind Susannah, the two men shifted their grips on their weapons uncertainly.

As the Reverend advanced, he met with an invisible membrane of resistance that caused his metal body to shudder uncontrollably.

But it was a membrane, not a wall.

He pushed on.

He lifted his tri-repeater arm as if to stick the barrels against the woman’s forehead. She didn’t move.

It took a maximum effort to extend his arm to eye level. Once it was there, he had to grit his teeth to hold it in position, his face reddening. His aim was shaky. It was like trying to keep a steady hand in a high wind while holding a ballooning handkerchief.

He glared down the barrels of his rifle arm at her.

When he tried to engage the firing mechanism, he found it impossible. A bolt on his elbow joint rattled and blew free of the housing. He heard the clicking of his pressure gauge needles, the hiss of excess steam billowing off him as his internals did their utmost to compensate against the irresistible field.

There was the unmistakable groan of bending metal.

Finally, with a gasp, he let go, his gun arm practically springing back from the porch. The three rifle barrels slid from their housings and clanged to the ground as the bolts holding them slipped free.

He frowned deeply.

Susannah smiled.

Then the Reverend twisted and lunged at her with his human arm, straining to grip her slender throat with his fingers, like a man reaching through a window up to his armpit.

She stumbled backwards and raised an arm in signal to some unseen viewer…but stopped and turned to look behind her, as if someone had tapped her shoulder.


“Yes, lord?” she said, though he heard no audible voice.

The Reverend inclined his head. She seemed to be addressing a flanged copper phonograph tube situated over the door beside a glass eye. The lenses within the eye shimmered and turned.

Susannah stared at the eye.

“Are you certain, lord?”

She nodded, then turned back to the Reverend.

“My master is intrigued by you. He will admit you into his presence, but you must relinquish your weapons.”

The Reverend glared. He wanted inside the place, but should he put himself at their mercy? He couldn’t see any other way around it.

He took out his LeMat pistol and gripped it by the barrel.

One of the guards stepped off the porch, hesitated, and took it, slipping it through his own sash.

Satisfied, Susannah raised her hand. The thrumming sound ceased. She held up two fingers. The Reverend looked over his shoulder. There was a small shed beside a tall metal windmill just across the yard. His eyes caught a shimmer of golden light along the fan blades and noticed that the head seemed to be set upon a turret, positioned so that the fan pointed toward the house. The mill fan revolved against the wind.

“No tricks,” said Susannah, “The Pacifier will be set to setting two.”

She turned and went into the house. The brutes with the hammers flanked him.

He followed her inside.

She led him down a dim hall, his heavy footsteps straining the floorboards. Passing one sunlit room after another, he saw evidence of the same horrors Concepción had suffered. In the first large room there was a row of fifteen or twenty iron beds, each with a covered feminine form, brown limbs dangling loose from beneath bloodstained sheets, a naked, branded haunch visible. A man and a woman carried one of the bodies out on a canvas stretcher and fell in line behind them.

“Not enough volunteers for your breeding experiments?” the Reverend remarked.

“What do you know about our breeding program?” she asked.

“All that a woman who escaped from this place could tell me before she died.”

“And her offspring?”

“Food for the buzzards.”


“That’s a pity,” she said, glaring back at him. “To answer your question, the Brethren do not serve the master in that capacity. Only the Mexicans and Indians we gather for that purpose.”

“Who is your master?”

“You’ll meet my master soon enough.”

And you’ll meet mine, he thought.

“I imagine kidnapping women doesn’t very well insure their loyalty to your master.”

“My master doesn’t require their loyalty,” Susannah said. “Only their wombs.”

Through another doorway he saw a smiling nurse going from basin to basin spooning from a bushel of ground meat. From each of the basins pale, scute-covered tails writhed and infant hisses sounded. More bastard aberrations. Reptiles somehow born of women. But what had fathered them?

The stretcher-bearers veered off into the next room. There was a leather curtain across the doorway. The Reverend heard the sharp sound of a blade striking a block.

“What’s in there?” the Reverend demanded, halting so that the two men behind him thrust their hammers into his back with a dull clang.

Susannah Coyle looked over her shoulder, her face impassive as the chopping sound continued.

In a moment another nurse emerged with a bushel of ground meat identical to the one the first nurse had carried. She smiled politely as she shouldered past them and went down the hall to the nursery.

“If you please,” said Susannah, gesturing for him to continue.

The Reverend’s jaw worked behind his lips. He would see this place burned. But first he would see its architect.

The hall ended in a thick oak door which slid open revealing a spacious closet into which Susannah stepped.

No, not a closet. It was a wooden elevator that only went down. The guard carrying his pistol stepped past him and laid his hammer in the corner, then manned the control lever.

Susannah raised her imperious eyebrows expectantly. The guard behind the Reverend prodded him with his hammer.

The Reverend smiled grimly. Suddenly his iron elbow snapped up. He flattened the nose of the guard behind him and sprang into the elevator, bringing his full weight to bear.


It wasn’t a huge leap, but given the considerable mass of his metal body, he instantly smashed through the wooden floor and plummeted feet first down the shaft like an anvil.

The guard struck his head and fell silently. Susannah shrieked like an outraged catamount. She reached out in free fall and clamped her hands on either side of his face, wrapping her long legs about his torso. She dug her nails into his cheeks, scrabbling to get at his eyes.

The Reverend flinched away as her claw-like fingers slashed open his face. She was strong. Reaching up, his hand found one of the pressure valves and twisted it open, venting a blast of scalding hot steam into her eyes.

Susannah wailed and released the Reverend’s head, clutching at her scorched face.

The Reverend saw the rapidly approaching light at the bottom of the shaft and said a quick prayer that the trust he placed in the angel Nisroch’s workmanship was not unfounded.

His iron feet struck the ground with tremendous force, but the hydraulic compensators in his heavy legs did their job, his more fragile components suffering no more than a jarring bounce. Susannah Coyle and the guard were not so fortunate.

The Reverend found his LeMat among the splattered remains and returned it to his holster, then smashed through the wooden doors.

He stepped from the gory shaft bottom into a roughhewn tunnel reinforced with steel supports.

The tunnel was artificially lit by some kind of electrical lamps that made the underground structure as bright as day. The lamps sprouted like brilliant blossoms from vines of brass tubing that ran the length of the passage.

He saw one of the glass lenses with the accompanying phonograph tube positioned high on the wall, regarding him like the fearful eye of a hooked fish. A distinctive reddish tube led from the back.

The Reverend picked it from among the others and followed it down the tunnel.

Ignoring tributary passages down which he could discern the churning of mysterious machinery, he came at last to a sliding door covered in brass sheeting. The red tube disappeared behind the wall.

He slid the door open.

The room was a grand bedchamber. The floors and walls were plated in cool reflective brass and draped in regal purple cloth, the ceiling domed and covered with a vast mosaic depicting clothed, three-eyed serpent men lounging on daises while lines of naked, bent backed humans toiled to erect great streamlined cityscapes and bizarrely angled monuments. Dominating the scene was an enormous reptilian figure with the body of a snake and humanoid torso and arms, like the bastard things that had burst from Concepción’s womb. It bore a cloak of many-colored feathers, and its inhuman eyes were great jewels.

In a corner of the room, the red tubing ended in a workstation like a telegraph operator’s desk, with a glass bauble and a kind of diadem fixed on a stand. Flickering upon the bauble was a miniature picture of the corridor and the ruins of the elevator. As the Reverend watched, the skin on his arm rose, for the picture moved. He saw the ends of a pair of ropes dancing at the bottom of the shaft, and realized he was looking at an actual moving picture of the spot through the glass lens.

The New Valusians must be descending on ropes.

His gaze fell on the luxurious circular bed. A naked Indian woman lay on her belly. Her body was covered in fresh cuts, a fresh black brand burned onto her buttock. The offending iron, the end still glowing hot, lay discarded on the floor. He went over and picked it up.

The woman’s pain-glazed eyes met his. She raised one feeble finger, indicating a curtained side door.

He nodded and went to it.

He found himself in a tight, circular staircase. His anger mounting, he descended the stone steps three at a time, winding downwards, until at last he came into an even more immense chamber, where a strange, steady rasping noise pervaded the cool air, echoing off the unseen walls.

Too late he felt a tingle in his frame like the one the Pacifier Field had elicited in him on the porch. A great invisible force took hold of him as soon as he stepped away from the stair. He was whisked end over end into the air, finally clanking against some unseen object suspended from the ceiling. The branding iron flew from his hand and stuck there too. He flailed with his human arm and wrenched his head about to try and see what had a hold of him. It was a great mechanical arm terminating in some kind of powerful magnet. It held him firmly by the small of his back.

Below, a fantastic figure reared up beside a boxy control console.


It was not unlike the snake babies, but a fully-grown specimen, red scaled, with three expressionless black eyes and a flicking forked tongue. Its lean, muscled arms were banded in gold armlets, and it wore a baroque golden diadem upon its head, the design of which accentuated its third eye. Beneath its waist, a grotesque, glistening barbed hemipene retracted like a huge snail before his eyes into a protective fold in its serpentine underbelly.

The Reverend curled his lip in disgust at the creature. He was unable to move, nor could he free the branding iron. He remembered his pistol and reached for it, but the holster was empty. It must have been drawn out and was now lodged behind his back somewhere.

The serpent man twisted a silver knob on the console and the great magnetized appendage hissed along a pneumatic track on the ceiling, bearing him along. It slithered beneath him, watching.

A metal walkway extended partway over a great black abyss carved out of the stone. At the end of the walkway was a squat copper device of indeterminable purpose. The Reverend could see no bottom to the hole, but in the shadow at the edge of his vision, maybe a mile down, something huge and vaguely metallic moved like the tail of a great, scaly trout glimpsed in the murk of a lake. The magnetic arm swung out over the chasm, and the enormous thing stirred beneath the Reverend’s dangling feet.

The serpent man raised one of its clawed fingers to the diadem. The Reverend felt an itching sensation in the center of his forehead which quickly evolved into a stabbing pain that drowned him in a wave of nausea.

Suddenly he lost all sense of place or time. He no longer hung from the cavern ceiling, he was floating free, tumbling end over end in directionless space, bombarded with overlapping interrogatives that slashed at him like a storm of knives.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” he hollered above the din in his mind.

The onrush of demands coalesced into a single image, that of the stylized Nehushtan symbol on his shoulder plate.

The symbol glowed like fire. Then it cooled into a black emblem on a regal purple standard fluttering before a grand, columned temple carved from a wall of rock far beneath the earth in the center of a red lit city. A city not of men, but of serpents.


Yoth. The city’s name was Yoth. The last bastion of a great empire the serpents called Valusia, that had risen and fallen eons before the furthest hairy ancestor of man had ever loped across the earth.

The serpent folk slithered along the alien balustrades of their subterranean city and paid obeisance to the Nehushtan beneath the strange arches of the monolithic temple, wherein, among the thick clouds of burning incense, a terrible shape moved among the high columns.

Yig. Yig was its name. The Father of All Serpents.

But far down in the depths beneath Yoth, a pair of reptilian scientists discovered a dark and immense toad-like shape squatting among cold, blue-lit caverns. They prostrated themselves before the toad-god, Tsathoggua, and spread his worship of ritual murder and bestiality among the decadent folk of Yoth.

The incense ceased to burn in the temple of Yig.

As the heretics wrested control from the Yiggians, the high priest led Yig’s faithful away from the evil of the toad worshipers, away beneath a faraway mountain called Voormithadreth. The Reverend saw them, slithering out of their underground kingdom with the Holy Sign of Yig before them, keeping the savage and bestial Yothans at bay.

“Why’re you showing me these things?” the Reverend demanded.

Then among the reptilian exodus he saw a single figure part from the rest. The red scaled thing that even now regarded him. God, how old was it?

He saw it skulk among the caves and alleys of the earth, as the time of men came and their civilizations took root.

He saw it driving out the savage Yothans wherever it found them, in nests beneath human cities, where they stole the women of humankind and mated with them, producing the mad offspring the Reverend had already seen.

He saw the red serpent man come into the camp of a great band of Semitic nomads in the desert. The nomads had stumbled across a nest of Yothans, and many were dying of their poison. To their leader, the red serpent gave the Holy Sign of Yig, fashioned from a wooden cross with a brass snake upon it. The Nehushtan. It drove the Yothans away, boiling their cursed blood with the truth of Yig.

“No,” whispered the Reverend, as he came to understand what the thing had shown him. Lies. It had to be lies.

Yet Numbers 4:8 resounded in his mind.


And the Lord said unto Moses, Make thee a fiery serpent, and set it upon a pole: and it shall come to pass, that every one that is bitten, when he looketh upon it, shall live.

A wave of alien amusement invaded and mocked his mounting outrage. It made him feel ignorant and childlike. He pushed it aside angrily.

“Lies!”

In the shadows deep beneath him, the great unseen creature shifted. He could hear its breath, faintly.

Yig? he thought. No. A new word pushed into his consciousness.

Amphisbaen.

And with the word, there came a terrible image of the red serpent man astride a colossal worm beast with a head at each end.

The Reverend shuddered and looked away, back down the walkway.

There, in the doorway of the stairwell, he saw the naked Indian girl leaning against the frame, staring, long black hair matted, blood trickling down the insides of her thighs.

The Reverend’s eyes flitted briefly to the console.

The girl nodded, then shivered in pain and slid to her knees.

“Why then do you father your abominations on the poor women your followers steal?” the Reverend called down to the serpent man, to distract him, and to preoccupy his own mind, lest the poor girl be discovered.

Then he saw the red serpent’s plan.

He saw it callously tupping the squealing women. They were only breeding stock. Cattle to incubate its seed and bring forth monsters. Oblivious of any hypocrisy, it had no army to command, so it had decided to father a great horde of these mindless hybrids out of practicality. Then it would drive them with the Sign of Yig like hunting hounds into rabbit warrens, into the deep heart of the befouled city of Yoth. Let the corrupted creatures fight it out. Then the red serpent would ride the Amphisbaen into the midst of the city, pull down the crude, blood-soaked basalt altars of Tsathoggua and restore the defiled Yiggian temple. Then further, down into the blue-lit caverns where the toad-god itself dozed in corpulent slothfulness upon hundreds of spindly legs. The red serpent would bring fire to Tsathoggua and its infidels.


Finally, from all around the earth the serpent folk would rise from their secret cities. There would be a great Renaissance. Valusia would arise once more, and the machines of the Yiggians would direct their terrible energies against mankind. He saw cities burning, and women and children crying out beneath the indifferent lash of their reptilian masters. He could fairly feel the venerable being’s terrible delight, almost as if it were his own.

During this mental tirade, the Indian girl dragged herself across the floor to the console, leaving a bloody wake.

She pulled herself slowly, painfully up, her fluttering eyes dancing along the unfamiliar controls.

“And what about these misguided souls that serve you?” the Reverend pressed.

He saw the red serpent revealing itself to Susannah Coyle in the wilds of New York, saw her abase herself before it as the great serpent of Revelation. He saw her preaching this lie to the others, drawing them in. More, he saw the terrible crimes the Brethren perpetuated in the red serpent’s name. Saw women and girls barely of fertile age stolen from their homes, their men slaughtered. Heard their wailing as they were dragged by the white robed Brethren to the red serpent’s vile bedchamber. The cleaver rising and falling on the notched block, the grinder turning.

The corpses he had seen had been the third wave of ‘recruitment.’ Even now the Brethren were preparing another raid. They would spread further out each time, leaving the haciendas and the villages empty and silent, bearing their terrible treasure, the kicking and screaming women to be impregnated, branded, and then fed to their own monstrous progeny, until the ranks of the red serpent’s hordes were of sufficient strength to purge Yoth.

The number it required was staggering.

Susannah Coyle had received her due justice. So would the rest of the Brethren if he could help it.

Then, a sharp interrogative again directed into his brain. He saw his own metal body, the Valusian script work scrolling along the iron. The Nehushtan. Who? A voice seemed to demand. Who? Why? How?

So then he at least, was not a direct product of Yothan engineering. But what was he? Why had the angel Nisroch used pilfered technology on him? Was he an angel at all?


Just then the device at the end of the walkway began to emit a sharp, pulsing, high-pitched signal.

The serpent man hissed in surprise and whirled to look back at the console.

The Indian girl was wrenching at the knobs and yanking levers, palms desperately slapping buttons without regard to their function.

The magnetic limb holding him swung in and out and slid erratically back and forth on its ceiling track.

From the doorway, six of the Brethren in white cassocks emerged. One raised a pistol. Even as the Reverend shouted a warning to the girl, the report echoed in the cavernous chamber and she slid to the floor, another innocent he had failed to save.

But her dying hand at last cut the power to the magnet holding him. The branding iron fell and he caught it.

The Reverend fell too.

The villainous red serpent hissed up at him, coiling to spring aside, but too late. The Reverend came down fully upon its shoulders, driving the branding iron before him. It smashed through the top of the red serpent’s flat skull with a wet crunch that was as satisfying as it was sudden.

The entire metal walkway trembled with the impact and swayed over the chasm.

The Brethren paused in momentary shock at the abrupt demise of their leader. In that moment the Reverend spied his pistol sliding nearly over the edge. He snatched it up and killed two of the men in white with as many shots, then turned his back and crouched as they returned fire, the bullets pancaking against his iron hide and blowing leaks in his canteens.

The high pitched sound from the machine on the walkway was like a knife in his ears. He aimed a frustrated shot at it and was pleased when the bullet cut the keening din short.

His brief elation faded as another sound met his ears.

The room was filled with a hoarse, thunderous roaring, louder than and unlike any animal he had ever heard.

The walkway gave a tremendous lurch which would have flung the Reverend to the abyss had he not gripped the railing and righted himself.

A huge white worm-like shape, perhaps fifteen feet around and of an unimaginable length, rose from below. The Reverend scrambled towards the swaying, segmented trunk and grabbed hold as the walkway fell entirely away and crashed into the pit beneath.

To his astonishment, he found himself hanging from the edge of a sheer slab of copper plate riveted into the thing’s scaled hide. All along its length similar plates had been installed like barding. A few feet above him, there was a collar-like device similar in design to the serpent man’s diadem fitted about the thick neck (if it had a neck). Sprouting from the collar were a set of six ingeniously crafted copper and steel tentacles which writhed independently of each other, and were tipped with wicked looking drill heads that buzzed intermittently.

If it had eyes or ears the Reverend saw no sign of them. It did have a mouth, for its maw was open to allow its harrowing roar to escape. A single scimitar-shaped tooth bisected the roof of its mouth.

At first the Reverend feared the six segmented mechanical tentacles would plunge their wicked drills into him as some kind of automatic defense mechanism, but instead they simply slithered blindly, without apparent purpose.

Then he remembered the red serpent’s plan, how it had envisioned itself riding this thing, this Amphisbaen, into Yoth. The diadem it had worn had allowed their minds to communicate. Perhaps it also allowed it to exert mental control over this beast. The diadem was gone, however. The Reverend began to climb towards the back of the head.

Below, at the edge of the collapsed walkway, the Brethren held their fire in wonder. Some dropped their weapons and fell to their knees, prostrating themselves before the enormous, writhing beast.

In answer to their cries of adoration, it whirled on them and darted its huge head forward, biting one of the supplicants clean in half and almost throwing the Reverend clear.

The others shrieked in fear and turned to run for the stairway, but the huge creature snatched them up two at a time as they crowded together to fit through the doorway.

By that time the Reverend had managed to reach the base of the thing’s neck.

He straddled it as best as he could, and drove his broken iron arm into the base of its skull, plunging through thick leather flesh and glancing bone. At the same time, he dug his iron heels in with all his might and threw back his human arm, riding the Amphisbaen like a jaripeo he had once seen do in a charreada show south of the border.


The snakeworm screamed and twisted to throw him, but the Reverend was as inextricable as he had been while magnetized. He held on, hollering back at it.

Finally it lurched and drove its great head at the rock ceiling. The tentacle drills snapped to attention, perhaps responding to some impulse in the thing’s crude brain. The Reverend realized then that their purpose was to augment the Amphisbaen’s natural burrowing ability. He hugged the thing as it swiftly bored through layers of rock and dirt like a whale seeking the surface.

He gasped and clenched his eyes shut against the choking rush of dust and stone for what felt like an eternity before it finally broke into the sunshine and air with a shrill roar.
 
It swayed for a moment like a massive cobra over the settlement. Below, the New Valusians scattered, screaming at the sight of the subterranean horror that had burst without warning into their midst. In the creature’s fissured wake, several structures collapsed inward, including that abominable Nesting House with its vile nursery and abattoir.

The Reverend, in an uncontrollable burst of righteous mania, laughed darkly as the roof of the house collapsed inward. There would be no more raids by the Brethren. He drove his heels in deeper, sinking them into the hard flesh of the beast, steering it through the gardens and homes of the community, crushing these infidels, these stealers and murderers of women and blasphemers of God beneath its tremendous bulk, even scooping them up into its terrible, insatiable maw as it went.

When the dust settled, nothing moved in New Valusia but the thrashing worm. Not a structure remained standing except for the windmill and adjoining shed.

He chuckled at his next thought and urged his monstrous mount toward the windmill. He drove its great head down and directed it to wend up the scaffold, brass harness glinting in the sun, drill headed tentacles twisting in confusion, a grand Nehushtan making its way up the windmill to the fan.

At the last moment he pulled his arm and his legs free of the thing and fell to the earth with a heavy thud that sank him partly into the soft ground.


Above him, the Amphisbaen undulated and roared, tangled in the reinforced strut-work. Its metallic tail, nearly indiscernible from its faceless head, thrashed and shook the ground.

The Reverend picked himself up and went to the control shed. He kicked open the door and stared at the blinking controls and pressure gauges, whose needles seemed to tremble at his entrance.

To his satisfaction, there was a single leather-wrapped lever in the center of the complex device. He pushed it until it locked in place next to the label which read, in intricate brass scrollwork, ‘ACTIVATE.’

Outside there was a harrowing cry from the writhing creature as its metal components suddenly ripped free of its flesh. True to Susannah’s warning, the Pacifier Field flung its barding plates out across the desert in all directions, trailing gory segments of the Amphisbaen behind. Its massive head separated from its slithering trunk as the collar component with its swirling drills was wrenched apart.

What was left of the Amphisbaen squeezed and bent the windmill supports, bringing the whole structure crashing down with a groan in its violent, colossal death throes.

Gore and bits of metal coated the ground for a good six miles from the epicenter of what had once been New Valusia.

The Reverend stepped out of the dripping shed and putting one mechanical foot to the side of the shaky structure, delivered a steam-powered kick that knocked it flat.

He unscrewed one of his undamaged canteens and drank deeply, replenishing his depleted boiler tank and surveying the total destruction he had wrought.

The ruins satisfied him, but only momentarily. Much of what the red serpent had said weighed upon him. He looked at the strange markings on his iron skin in a new, troubled light.

He didn’t know where the Amphisbaen had come from. Likely it was the product of the serpent’s vile manipulations. Certainly its handiwork was all about the thing. It had been a cruel, abominable amalgamation of monstrous nature and cold science…very much like himself, he realized.

Satan and his minions lied, the Reverend knew, yes.

But the truth?

Only the Lord and the angel Nisroch knew it for sure.

Shadrach Mishach Abednego Carter, the Reverend Mr. Good-works, had only his faith. What remained of it.


He drained another canteen, set his goggles on his eyes and tucked his muffler over his face against the blowing dust.

He stomped off into the desert, back in the direction of the railroad.






Carnacki – The Island of Doctor Munroe

By William Meikle

The card of invitation arrived on Tuesday afternoon. “I have a new tale,” was written on it, and that was more than enough encouragement for me to rearrange any plans I might have. On Friday evening I arrived at seven prompt at Carnacki’s lodgings in Chelsea at 427, Cheyne Walk.

Carnacki took my coat and motioned me inside where I found the three others already there. It was not long before Carnacki, Arkwright, Jessop, Taylor and I were all seated at the dining table.

I was immediately thankful that I had only taken a light lunch, for Carnacki had surpassed even his own high culinary standards, treating us to some perfectly cooked grouse with mashed potatoes and turnips, all washed down with a particularly fine claret.

As usual talk was confined to inconsequential gossip until we retired to the parlor for after-dinner drinks and the telling of Carnacki’s latest adventure. By the time we all got our glasses filled and our smokes lit we were on tenterhooks, most eager for the tale of his latest escapades.

He did not keep us waiting.

***

“As you chaps know,” he began. “I have been in Scotland for some days. Indeed, this latest tale starts on the very morning after our last evening together.

“You will remember that the weather was beastly? It had not stopped raining all night, and I resigned myself to a Saturday spent indoors going over some research on a particularly obtuse passage in the Sigsand mss. I had just finished breakfast and was on my way to the library when there was a knock on the front door.


“On answering I found a small bedraggled chap standing there, looking most damp and forlorn. I ushered him in to the parlor, made him some tea, and we each got a pipe going before I even got as far as enquiring after either his name or the reason for his visit.

“He started by handing me his card, which told me little beyond that he was Doctor John Munroe, from Inchlannan in Argyllshire. He offered no further information at that point, and I was starting to worry that I might have to resort to opening the Scotch.

“It soon turned out he was going to be forthcoming all of his own accord. I quickly found out that Doctor Munroe was one of those voluble Scotsmen who seem to enjoy the sound of their own voice above anything else, and he wasted no time in assuring me of the importance, nay, the necessity, of his visit.

“‘Let me just start by saying that I am a scientist, Mr. Carnacki,’ he said. ‘I do not hold any truck with all that mumbo-jumbo nonsense about haunts and bogles.’

“He held up a hand before I could question his impertinence.

“‘There was no offence intended. I have heard nothing but good things about your particular expertise, sir. Indeed, I have come to implore you to accompany me on a trip to Scotland, where I think I have stumbled upon something that will interest you greatly.’

“As you are aware, I am an inquisitive cove at the best of times, and I was already of half a mind to join him before he went on to explain further.

“‘You see, Mr. Carnacki, I am something of an inventor, dabbling in one of the more esoteric branches of science, the transmission of signals through the aether. I hope in the near future to perfect a method of wireless transmission of images. Indeed I have already started to have some small success.’

“‘Very admirable, I am sure,” I replied. ‘But I cannot see how that concerns me?”

“Once again he held up a hand.

“‘As I said,’ he continued. ‘I have been experimenting with sending signals into the aether. What I have neglected to tell you is simple, but I believe may be of the utmost importance.’

“He took a sheet of paper from his pocket and handed it to me.

“‘I have started to receive replies,’ he said.

“As I read, I realized I knew exactly what I was looking at. Below a set of three pentagrammic circles was a transcribed inscription.


“Ri linn dioladh na beatha, Ri linn bruchdadh na falluis, Ri linn iobar na creadha, Ri linn dortadh na fala.

“It was the very same ancient chant I have used several times to enforce my will on the denizens of the Outer Darkness, and I can tell you it gave me a bally shock to see it on that sheet of paper. I have never before seen it written outside the Sigsand Manuscripts and indeed I have long thought that I might be the only person to have ever used it for the purpose for which it was written.

“‘I see you recognise it,’ Munroe said with a grim smile. ‘I was hoping you would. Now do you see why I have come to you?’

“I was starting to understand and, despite my apprehension, was more than a tad curious as to how he, an avowed scientist, came to be in possession of such a piece of arcane wisdom. I agreed there and then to accompany the man, and early the next morning we set out for the West of Scotland.”

***

“The journey proved to be somewhat tortuous, involving as it did a train journey to Glasgow, a shorter, suburban, journey to Helensburgh and then a lengthy carriage ride through Argyll. At least my companion was amiable enough, if a tad inclined to speak too highly of himself when recounting his many achievements.

“We spent that night in a hotel in Tighnabruaich, where the venison was good and the Scotch better. I noticed that my companion did not speak to the locals beyond the basic needs of ordering our food, drink and sleeping arrangements. I thought at first it was the reticence you sometimes see in scientific coves when confronted by non-learned members of the public, but I soon came to see that, rather than him shunning the locals, it was in fact the other way round. None of the patrons of the hotel so much as looked in our direction and when one, an elderly gentleman, finally did so, it was to show us, with forked fingers, the old sign against the evil eye.

“‘Ignore them,’ Munroe said when he saw me looking. ‘It’s just fear and ignorance at something their tiny brains cannot comprehend.’

“I was coming to like my traveling companion less and less with each passing hour, but I was too intrigued as to the origin of the transcription of the old chant to give up the chase at that point. Would that I had, for it may have saved considerable grief further down the line.

“As it was, I was relieved to get to my bed, and get some respite from the good Doctor’s constant self-praise; an affliction that seemed to me to border on delusion.

“I was not, however, given much chance to rest, for scarcely had my head hit the pillow than came a soft knock on my room door. When I opened it I was somewhat surprised to see the elderly gentleman I had noticed in the hotel bar. He gave me no time to speak.

“‘Do not go out onto yon island, sir,’ he said without preamble. ‘It were a bad spot afore he came, and ‘tis a dashed sight worse now. ‘Tis your soul I am worried for, so take heed.’

“And with that cryptic warning he left once more, and I retired to my bedchamber for a smoke and a think.

“In truth I was starting to regret not bringing my protective devices along on the trip. Munroe had assured me that they would not be needed, that matters were purely scientific. But the elderly chap’s warning had not sounded scientific at all, being much more in my normal line of work. Now here I was, stuck on a remote corner of Scotland, and all I had by way of defense was my own wits and my reading copy of the Sigsand Manuscripts, the one that is always in my luggage no matter where I travel.

“A pipe of my own tobacco calmed me somewhat and finally the rigors of the day’s travel, combined with the Scotch I had consumed over dinner, sent me into a deep undisturbed sleep.”

***

“The next day dawned bright and clear. And it was then that I got my first inking that Munroe might, in fact, be justified in his assertions of remarkable invention. After a fine breakfast of herring and oatmeal he led me to a small stone jetty and the boat which was docked there. At first I took it for little more than the standard class of fishing vessel so common along these shorelines. I was, however, in for a rather rude awakening, for no sooner had we left the jetty than there was a most frightful roar and the boat started to travel across the Sound of Bute at a frightening speed, sending a white foaming wake behind us.

“Munroe laughed at my obvious discomfort.


“‘Go below, Mr. Carnacki. You will see that it is not magic or superstition that propels this craft, but the proper appliance of science.’

“I did as requested and descended to what, in a fishing vessel, would be the engine room. In this craft however, there was the most extraordinary contraption. I recognized the small steam engines at either end, but even my untrained eye knew that they were not large enough to drive the boat at its current speed. The rest of the mechanism was a dizzying labyrinth of copper, cogs and, in particular, massive heavy springs bunched in tight coils that alternately tightened and released in a manner that I guessed was the driving force for our speed.

“Munroe refused to confirm or deny my supposition and merely smiled.

“‘This is only the first of many things I have to show you,’ was all he would say, and no matter how much I tried, I could coax nothing further from him. I stood beside him at the helm and smoked a pipe as we cruised at speed through the Sound of Bute.

“Eventually, after nearly an hour, I saw that our heading was straight towards a low-lying island on the horizon. What I took for smoke rose in a tall plume from the center, and the shoreline around the perimeter seemed shrouded in thin mist. As we got closer I saw it was not mist as such, but more like steam. And on approach to land I started to discern, even above the sound of our own vessel, a rhythmic pulse, like a great drum beating. Keeping time with that drumbeat, plumes of steam shot from vents in the surface, adding a whistling cacophony to what was already an almost deafening hubbub.

“And suddenly I took a blue funk. Now you chaps know that I have stood in many a sticky spot in the course of my activities. But rarely have I felt such a sense of wrongness like that which I encountered on approach to the island of Doctor Munroe. Every fiber of my being wanted to run, and it was all I could do to stand in place. As it was, my jaws clamped so tight on the stem of my pipe that I’m afraid that I have gouged one of my best briars beyond repair.

“Munroe seemed to guess my discomfort.

“‘Never fear, Mr. Carnacki. There are no bogles here. I assure you, there are only the products of my invention, and nothing to frighten a sophisticated gentleman such as yourself.’

“Munroe brought the boat into a small harbor, tied it up expertly, and led me along a short jetty to the island proper. The sound was now almost deafening, and I felt clammy. The air was hot, almost tropically so, and so damp that it felt difficult to breathe.

“‘Let’s get you inside, old boy,’ Munroe said. ‘We will be more comfortable there.’

“I could see no inside, only earth and rock. Munroe smiled and walked forward. He put his hand into a crevice on a rock face and twisted. Suddenly there was more steam, more noise. The rock moved aside with a loud scraping roar, revealing a cave beyond, a passageway leading into darkness.

“‘Welcome to the future,’ Munroe said, and led me inside.”

***

Carnacki paused to knock out his pipe on the grate. He did not move to rise from his seat, so we all knew this was a momentary delay in his tale rather than a stop for drink replenishment. That did not, however, stop Arkwright who, as usual, was full of questions.

“I say, old man,” he said. “This isn’t your usual kind of tale at all. Where are the…what did the chap call them? Haunts and bogles? I’m afraid I am finding this whole affair rather dull. Those science chappies just seem to suck all the fun out of everything.”

Carnacki smiled sadly.

“I assure you, old friend,” he said. “There will be more than enough meat in the tale to satisfy you. We are starting to get to the heart of it even now.”

That placated Arkwright just long enough for Carnacki to begin again.

***

“There was a low-slung, four-wheeled contraption at the entrance.

“‘Just put your suitcase in there,’ Munroe said. ‘It will get delivered to your room while we do the tour.’

“I did as I was asked. The carriage whuffed, and puffed and chugged away from us into the tunnel. Munroe grinned hugely and walked after it. I had little choice but to follow.

“The next hour was one of the strangest I have ever spent. The interior of the island seemed to be a huge, hollowed out, cave system. There were no windows, just a long series of corridors between rough-hewn caverns. Each of the caverns was home to what Munroe called his experiments – most of which looked to be variations on labor-saving devices, from machines to launder clothes to industrial scale tools for cutting wood, welding metal or weaving cloth. And all were powered by variations of the contraption I had seen on board the boat that brought us here; driven by steam, clockwork cogs and tightly wound coils.

“I still had little conception as to why I had been brought here. But that all changed when we entered the final, and by far the largest, chamber. Light came in from high above, through a large domed glass roof that had been expertly placed over what was obviously a cave of some antiquity. The walls were covered in a finely carved script that I did not recognize, but I knew well the sense of the place, for I had stood in several such rooms before.

“It was no less than a summoning area for the denizens of the Outer Darkness.

“‘Once again, I see I do not really have to explain,’ Munroe said.

But that could not have been further from the truth—the contents of that cave had left me in a state of some confusion. The space was dominated by a large example of the spring-engines I had already seen, one which seemed to be hooked up to a massive set of organ pipes, the likes of which I have only previously seen in a church.

“‘I am sorry to have deceived you, Mr. Carnacki. As you can see, my experiments deal with something rather more esoteric than the transmission of images through space. But I had to bring you here to see this for yourself. I found this place some ten years ago,’ Munroe said. ‘And at first I wasn’t quite sure what I had. I spent long months trying to unravel the secrets of the script. Then, one weekend when I spent too long here and was forced to spend the night camped out in the cave, the answer came to me in a dream.

“‘The script you see inscribed on the walls is not a language at all. It is a rhythmic notation, like a musical score. Not only that, but my dream also showed me what was required to unlock the secret.’

“He waved towards the organ pipes.

“‘Using the appropriate chords, in the right rhythm, the wonders of this place were finally revealed to me.’

“I was starting to fear that I knew, only too well, what these wonders might be. But before I could stop him, Munroe moved to stand beside the spring-engine. He flicked a switch. The cave filled with throbbing chords that boomed and echoed all around.

“An answering pounding arose from below.

“I felt it first through the soles of my feet, but soon my whole frame shook, vibrating in time with the rhythm. My head swam, and it seemed as if the very walls of the cave melted and ran. The light from above receded into a great distance until it was little more than a pinpoint of light in a blanket of darkness, and I was alone, in a vast cathedral of emptiness where nothing existed save the dark and the pounding beat.

“Shapes moved in the dark, wispy shadows with no substance, shadows that capered and whirled as the dance grew ever more frenetic.

“I tasted salt water in my mouth, and was buffeted, as if by a strong, surging tide, but as the beat grew ever stronger I cared little. I gave myself to it, lost in the dance, lost in the dark.

“Soft voices rose to join the beat, a chant I recognized well.

“Ri linn dioladh na beatha, Ri linn bruchdadh na falluis, Ri linn iobar na creadha, Ri linn dortadh na fala.”

“I know not how long I wandered, there in the space between. I forgot myself, forgot Munroe, lost in a place where only the rhythm mattered. And I do believe I would be there yet if Munroe had not brought proceedings to a halt. The chords faded, and slowly my senses returned to me.

“Munroe smiled.

“‘Welcome to the future,’ he said.

***

Carnacki stopped and rose from his chair. We all, from long experience, knew that he had reached a natural break in his story, giving us a chance to refill our glasses and light fresh smokes. As ever, Arkwright was keen to press Carnacki with more questions but our host was an old hand at avoiding anything that might give away details of his story before he was ready to tell it.

When we settled back in our seats it was with a growing sense of anticipation and curiosity as to what manner of thing Carnacki had encountered out there in the remote islands off the West Coast of Scotland.


***

“I was to get a full picture of Munroe’s plans later that evening over dinner. But before that I was given a full tour of the cavern system. Certainly, there were mechanical wonders aplenty, and by Jove, some of them would most certainly change the way life is lived in this fascinating modern world of ours. But I could not but feel a rising apprehension as he showed me yet another contraption of steam, clockwork and springs.

“‘I suppose this one is going to revolutionize agriculture?’ I said, with somewhat more than usual sarcasm I am afraid to say, for I was becoming weary by this time.

“Munroe shook his head.

“‘No,’ he said. ‘But it will bring me enough money to continue my work.’

He would say no more on the matter…not at that point anyway. I was shown to a very well appointed bed-chamber where I was able to wash and change before joining him for dinner in a room that would not look out of place at the Diogenes Club.

“Over a fine meal of salmon and new potatoes Munroe finally let me in to his secret, one that I had come to suspect during the course of my tour.

“‘Once again, I have not been entirely honest with you, Mr. Carnacki,’ he said as we lit our pipes. ‘I am not so much an inventor, as a discoverer. All the engines and contraptions you have seen, all the wonders of technology I have shown you, have come to me in dreams while standing in the main chamber. I have come to believe that there is an intelligence there, one that seeks to teach us, to mould our future development. Just think of the world we may build if we but only listen to it?’

“That was exactly what I was thinking, although I am dashed sure that my own thoughts were nowhere near as full of naiveté and delusion as those of Munroe.

“‘That there is intelligence…that is a point on which I have no doubt,’ I said, being careful with my words. ‘But I am certain that it does not have a benign interest in our future. There are dark things in the beyond, Doctor Munroe, things that once walked this planet, long before we did, things that wish to once again take control of their former dominion. Tell me. What kind of world would they have us build?’

“I listened as he extolled the virtues of mass-agriculture, of cheap transport for all, of workers freed from drudgery to explore simpler, more artistic pursuits. I scarcely heard him. In my mind’s eye all I could see were vast industrial wastelands of hissing steam and clockwork; fumes rising over blasted heaths where vegetation was a nuisance rather than a necessity. I saw a world where mankind’s place was relegated to little more than that of a maintenance engineer for the factories. And in the sky overhead, dark things hung like great crows, cackling in amusement at our endless stupidity.

“What kind of world would you have us build?

“The question rang long in my head as I dragged myself off to bed and a night spoiled by dreams of steam and clockwork.”

***

“Over breakfast I finally found the reason I had been brought to the island.

“‘It is to do with that incantation,’ Munroe said. ‘I hear it every time I enter the dream state. It’s is a bally nuisance if truth be told, for it seems to block the free flow of communication with the intelligences beyond.’

“‘I am sure of it,’ I replied. ‘Indeed I am sure that the chamber itself is little more than a containment vessel, a prison if you like, to hold what you call the intelligence. Trust me, Doctor. Trust my experience. There is no good to be gained from further exploration in this area.’

“‘No good? Let me show you different, Mr. Carnacki,’ Munroe said.

“He led me back through the cavern system to the chamber containing the equipment that had mystified me earlier – the one I had thought might be some kind of agricultural implement.

“‘Do you know what this is?’ Munroe asked, placing a hand on a long copper casing that had drill-bits at one end and the most elaborate set of coils, springs and gears at the other. I confessed my utter ignorance.

“‘It is cheap power for all,’ he said. ‘No less than a way to fuel the entire future at minimal cost. This digger will bore into the ground to great depths, and, along with a cunning plumbing method I have also been shown, allow the tapping of the heat from the very core of the planet; heat that will fuel every engine, every factory, every country. Think on it, Carnacki.’

“I was indeed thinking on it. I could clearly envisage the drill as it bit into the earth, burrowing ever deeper into the darkness. But I could not see any plumbing, nor any future. Instead what I saw were vast plumes of magma, rising up through newly formed tunnels to spout high in the air, sending noxious clouds to fill the sky and scalding lava to cover the earth. And once again, hanging above like a cloak of death, the black wings and echoing laughter of the old landlords as they reclaimed their tenancy in a world once more returned to its primal beginnings.

“‘What can I do to convince you?’ Munroe asked.

“‘Believe me,’ I said. ‘I am more than convinced enough.’

He smiled, taking my reply as assent for what was coming next. I did not dissuade him of the notion.

“‘Then you know how to nullify the chant? How to open us up to a full and complete passage of information with the intelligence?’

“I nodded, not trusting myself to speak, and let him lead me back to the main chamber.”

***

Carnacki broke off again, and on looking in his eyes I saw that our old friend was most troubled.

“You do not have to continue, old boy,” I said. “Not if it is too painful a tale to tell?”

Carnacki sucked hard on his pipe, then waved me aside.

“It is a moral conundrum I have wrestled with since my return,” he said. “And I am resolved to tell the tale. I will leave you chaps to ask yourselves what you might have done in my place. As for me, I can only hope and pray I made the right decision.”

He took some time getting a fresh pipe going before continuing.

***

“Munroe, by this time, had become rather excited at the prospect of being able to remove the influence of the incantation from his so-called dream state, and insisted that we make an attempt on the matter there and then.


“In truth I was in no mood to wait, for I had made up my own mind on a course of action, one that I was not entirely sure I had the courage to follow through on. Waiting any longer would only have weakened my resolve.

“‘Are you ready?’ he asked me.

“I did not trust myself to speak, merely nodded my head.

“Once more, Munroe moved to stand beside the spring-engine. He flicked the switch and the cave filled with the sound of throbbing chords.

“As before an answering pounding arose from below.

“My head swam and I felt the allure of the dance pull at me. It needed all of my will to resist. I saw that Munroe had no such qualms. He stood still, hands at his side, face raised to where the light came in the high dome, eyes closed as if in ecstatic supplication.

“Voices rose to join the beat, the chant I had recognized previously.

“Ri linn dioladh na beatha, Ri linn bruchdadh na falluis, Ri linn iobar na creadha, Ri linn dortadh na fala.

“By now my suspicions had been confirmed. This chamber was indeed little more than a prison, Munroe’s intelligences were the inmates…and the chant was the lock that kept it closed.

“I heard the inmates whisper to Munroe, promising a bright shining future, showing pastoral scenes of a happy world. I saw designs and diagrams of more machines, more clockwork and springs. I had not a single clue as to their purpose. But I knew that I had to do something to prevent them from ever becoming reality.

“I brought to mind a ritual from the Sigsand Manuscripts, one I have never before had a need to use, and one I pray I never have to use again. Raising my voice to carry above the hubbub I called out the chant. I will not repeat the words here, for to do so would put you chaps in the utmost peril, and to have uttered it even once is almost more than a man can bear.

“Suffice to say, it worked. But not as Munroe intended, for instead of opening the lock and releasing the inmates, I had done something far worse.

“I summoned screaming chaos from the Outer Darkness itself, calling it up from beyond to do my bidding.

“The cave started to dim, as if a veil was being drawn over the sun. The whispers of the inmates turned to screams, shrieks so hideous that I thought my ears might burst. The dark began to swirl and spin, spiraling columns of blackness that danced over and around us in ever more frenzied motion.

“Munroe shook himself, as if coming out of a trance.

“‘Is it working?’ he asked.

“I started to pull him away towards the exit.”

“‘All too well,” I replied. ‘Come away. It is over.’

He laughed at me.

“‘No. It is only just begun.’

He walked to the center of the chamber and threw another switch. The organ pipes squealed even louder. The dark swirls gathered into deeper, more violent spirals, whirling dervishes that sucked up anything that wasn’t fixed to the floor, crushing and mangling the copper plate, cogs and gears of Munroe’s creations and turning them into fuel for ever faster destruction.

“I backed away as the dark swelled over me. I muttered protective incantations under my breath, knowing even as I did so that I could not waste any more words on Munroe, for any pause would have meant joining him there in the chaos.

“The last I saw of him as I backed off into the corridor was his ecstatic face raised high, the huge copper organ pipes thrown, dancing, in the air around him as the blackness swelled high above…and fell on him.”

“I only just managed to make it to the jetty as the caves collapsed in on themselves and I’m afraid I lost all of my luggage in the chaos, but that was the furthest thing from my mind at that point.

“I had a frantic minute’s worry as I tried to figure out how to pilot the boat, and I had only just managed to exit the small harbor before the whole island fell in on itself in a great gout of hissing steam. At the last a dark shape seemed to loom over the foaming waters, one that was torn into wisps by the wind and scattered even as the seas calmed.

“Of Munroe’s island, not a single trace was left.

“I managed to get back to Tighnabruaich later that evening, and instructed the locals to burn the boat and anything they found on it. They were only too keen to comply, removing the very last vestiges of Munroe and his experiments from the face of the earth.”

***


Carnacki stopped.

He went quiet, and I thought he was done, but when he looked up there were fresh tears of anguish in his eyes.

“Do you see, old friends? I have become that which I have fought against these long years. I have used the powers of the Outer Darkness to further my own ends. What say you? Am I to be eternally damned?”

Arkwright spoke for us all.

“Do not fret old chap,” he said. “If what you related is indeed true, then you have spared us from a bleak future; one in which the Outer Darkness conspires to remake the world into a place suitable for all the haunts and bogles to inhabit.”

Carnacki was inconsolable.

“But have I? Have I really?”

On my way back along the Embankment I saw a large group of workers lower a great machine into the new tunnel workings for the Central Line enhancement program. The huge drill-bit at one end looked like a giant, ravenously hungry, mouth.

Carnacki’s last words stayed with me all the way home.






Pain Wears No Mask

By John Goodrich

“Excellent port,” the Marquess of Queensbury commented, his words colored by a Scottish Brogue. Wrinkled and shrunken with age, his evening dress hung on him like a shroud. To Ernst Udet, sitting opposite him, he seemed jaundiced, his skin’s pallor unhealthy. Udet remembered that the noble had once been a great boxing enthusiast, and wondered where that young powerhouse had gone. “You young gentlemen know how to treat the peerage, even if your Frenchmen are guillotining me with their eyes.”

“France still has scars from the depredations of Henry the Fifth and other British tyrants,” Georges Guynemer said with a gallic shrug. His rich blue velvet dinner jacket matched his eyes. The youthful George never wanted for pleasurable company.

“The aristocracy was made for the guillotine, not the other way around.” Charles Nungesser twisted his face into a sardonic smile. He sat behind a palisade of bottles, mainly wine, but also brandies, ports and an absinthe. “Else the world would not have followed the example of La Révolution so closely. It is 1925, and there hasn’t been a king anywhere in the world for a decade.” Ernst suppressed a chuckle. Drunk, Nungesser was more impressively mordant than he was sober.

“Men are happier with kings to rule them,” the Marquess remained defiant in the face of the Frenchmen’s anti-monarchist sentiments. “Freedom is seductive, but without their betters to govern them, the common man will fritter away his limited industry away on frivol and dissipation. Do you think an establishment like the Gundel could possibly have been built under a republic?” His encompassing gesture took in the cream-colored walls of the room, its fine crystal chandeliers, gilt tracery, and the elegant portraits of Andrea Ilona Lang.

“It wasn’t built by the aristocracy, though.” Eugene Bullard’s face was impassive as a mahogany idol in a smoking jacket. “Why do I doubt the men who built it were paid a fair wage?” Udet knew Bullard’s father had been a slave in the American Confederacy, and considered that the Marquess was unlikely to win this argument.

“You promised us information, not banter.” Bill Wellman, captain of the Black Cross and self-styled pirate of the airways, shifted uncomfortably, as if his American tuxedo chafed. Handsome enough to be described as dashing, Wellman’s tall forehead and pencil thin moustache marked him as an American, even when he kept his mouth shut.

“Americans, relentlessly to the point,” Queensbury’s mutter was dark and resentful. Udet pursed his lips.

Cigar smoke formed strange, drifting coils around the crystal chandelier.

“There is nothing to say. I don’t know a thing about this so-called marriage of the former Queen,” their guest muttered into a glass of brandy.

There was a general exhalation of frustration around the table.

Udet stood, pulling himself to his less-than impressive five-foot, two-inches. But the former Marquess was sitting, so Udet loomed over him like a frowning thunderhead.

“John Douglas, I have seen the shabby hotel you live in, and I would have been ashamed of it in my student days. What we offer will keep you well fed until the end of your days. Spent wisely, it will allow you to keep the shreds of your former dignity in a more spacious and better-heated location. If you tell us nothing, you will return to your chilly rooms with a full belly today, and only the pale shadow of that memory in a week’s time.”

Queensbury stared up at the German, his jaw clenching. The rest of the table didn’t breathe. And then something broke inside the Marquess.

“It was disgusting from the start. I knew the prancing white-feather playwright from before, but he began to pay court to Her Serene Majesty, more than twice his age. He, a commoner, like that Brown, and a sodomite to top it all off. Revolting.”

The table was silent, all eyes on the Marquess. He glared back at them.

“Only a few, mostly public atheists, and only those with titles, attended. I doubt any members of Parliament were invited, certainly none were there. Republicanism was on its triumphant upswing, and the Queen’s ministers probably feared that the wedding might lead to an insurrection.” He grunted. “If only we had known.


“Of course, this didn’t happen in a church. They chose the lawns of a hideous Gothic house in the country, Borley Rectory or some such ridiculousness. Rumored to be haunted by the ghosts of indiscreet monks and nuns and other flights of fancy. The playwright” he spat the word, “said it was somehow appropriate.

“I suspect only atheists were invited because only we would have stood for it. That prig the Archbishop of Canterbury would have died of apoplexy.”

The smoke formed weird swirls in the yellow light that caught Udet’s eye. The rest of the table were rapt, intent on the Marquess’s story.

“They put up a pagan altar in the middle of the grounds. To the left and right were staked painted draperies, supposedly the work of the groom, entirely of decadence and corruption and I won’t begin to describe them here.

“The less said about the groom, the better, but the bride… Victoria was clearly besotted. She wore flowers in her hair, as if she were some blushing Irish virgin rather than a grandmother more than thirty times over. The music was… I can only assume of the groom’s own composition. Grotesque would be the best way to describe it. It hung in the ear like a sickness, insinuating itself where it was not wanted.” The Marquess slammed down another gulp of expensive port.

“They processed between ranks of lit torches and exchanged some ridiculous set of vows before a pallid worm in yellow silk vestments. I was not close enough to hear them. They exchanged as, as private a kiss as ever man bestowed on woman in the confines of their bedroom.

“I think they only invited me so the Irishman could cement his triumph over me.”

With a hiss and a clump, a mechanical waiter opened the door to their private dining room. All eyes were on it as it stepped, with frequent halts, up to the table. Udet didn’t like the permanently smiling face, as inexpressive as a dead man’s.

“Is sere anysing else the cus’omers hwisshh?” It fluted through metallic lips that flapped in a regular pattern that did not form words. Tiny tubes in its mouth, like a miniature organ, were more suited to fluid, vowel-rich Magyar than to the harsh fricatives of English. The sleek, clockwork waiter was supposed to ensure a measure of privacy, but the pirates did not trust that there were no listening devices secreted on it.


“We are fine, thank you.” Wellman said it with careful enunciation that would not confuse the automaton.

“Ssank you,” the mechanical waiter turned in fits and starts, and headed back across the floor.

When the door had closed, Wellman brought out a small briefcase, stuffed with Hungarian libertás bills, and extended it over the table. The Marquess reached for it, but Udet’s hand came down, blocking the old man.

“You haven’t told us all you know,” the German said.

“I am an old man, older than I ever thought to be. I have lived long past my time.” The Marquess shrank back, looking more frail than he had. Exactly how old was he?

“What was the groom’s name?” Udet ground out the pitiless question. “Where can we find him?”

With a glare of pure hate, the former Marquess upended the table, raining the dishes and tablecloth onto Wellman. The withered hands turned to claws, the jaws foamed as he raved. “He has my heart! Don’t you understand, he has my heart!” With uncanny speed, those clawed hands reached for Ernst’s throat, but Bullard’s fist crashed into the Marquess’s face, sending him sprawling. Ernst, recovering himself, remembered that Bullard was reputed to have the most fearsome left hook in all of Paris.

“What’s that damned idiot doing?” Wellman struggled from under the tablecloth, shards of broken china raining onto the tile floor. “What the god-damned hell is that son of a bitch doing?”

Georges approached the downed nobleman, and Ernst came up on his other side. The fight seemed to have gone out of him.

“Tell me the name, old man. Who did Victoria marry?”

Queensbury’s face contorted with fury.

“Wilde,” he shrieked. “That disgusting reprobate Oscar Wilde.”

The pilots looked at each other in silence. Georges motioned for the briefcase. Wellman, now disentangled, passed it to him.

“Where?” Georges placed the suitcase on the floor, keeping himself between their guest and the money.

“Kuala Lumpur.” Queensbury’s tone was of defeated resignation.

Guynemer helped the Marquess up, and handed him the briefcase. Those shrunken hands clutched it to his chest like a drowning man holding a life ring.


“You’re mad to seek him,” was all the Marquess would say before turning and shuffling out the door.

The pilots were quiet for a moment, each thinking their own thoughts as they righted the table and began to assemble the shards of smashed china.

“Is he telling the truth, or is he just a demented old codger who walked away with our money for a fairy story?” Wellman asked.

“Might be both,” Georges responded “Still, we’ve got a name.”

“It’s too fantastic, though.” Bullard was hard-headed and practical, and Udet liked that. “Wilde? The playwright?”

“And what did you make of that heart business?” Of all the strangeness in the man’s story, that had disquieted Udet the most.

“Have you read Wilde’s last work?” Charles Nungesser’s question was quiet, but cut through the conversation.

“I seem to remember something after The Importance of Being Earnest,” Georges was vague on the point.

“It was called the King in Yellow.” Nungesser held a glass of absinthe, staring at a portrait of Andrea Lang which regarded him with pity. “It had two performances, and during the second, the audience rioted, ending with the theater in flames.”

“Poor critical reception,” Ernst said with a small smile.

“It’s no laughing matter,” Charles said in that same quiet voice. “Dozens were killed, and none who attended those performances were ever right again.”

“What do you mean, were never right again?” Bullard leaned closer.

“My uncle was one of those who managed a ticket to the second show.”

“And?” Wellman’s drink sat neglected by his elbow.

Nungesser looked at the china that littered the floor.

“And he was never the same. It is partially for him that I painted that sigil on my plane.”

“Let’s see, a skull and crossbones surmounted by a coffin, candles left and right all in a black heart.” Wellman recited from memory. “You don’t seem that morbid.”

“I was inspired by my uncle’s drawings. After seeing The King in Yellow, he continually drew strange and fantastical pictures, images of death and dying, as if he were possessed by the spirit of Hieronymous Bosch. It broke my aunt’s heart. He died a few years later. He never spoke about the performance, but I remember my mother saying that similar things had happened to other attendees. One never spoke, only hummed the same tune over and over. Another locked herself away and wrote, on paper when she could, on the walls of her house when she couldn’t. My aunt still thanks God that my uncle hadn’t found a pair of tickets. She’d loved The Importance of Being Earnest.”

“We’re looking to score the British Crown Jewels, and you’re telling us ghost stories?” Bullard’s expression was one of disbelief.

“The old world protects itself with stories and superstitions,” Georges said. “You Americans don’t understand, your country is too young. With more than three thousand years of history behind her, Europe has had time to wrap her secrets in myth. They may be metaphors, distortions, or even the remnants of lies a hundred years dead, but it never does to ignore something like this, Eugene.”

The pilots eyed each other quietly. Udet wondered if Georges believed in this hocus-pocus. Or Bullard.

“I fancy a crown,” Bullard adjusted an imaginary coronet on his head. The rest of the table nodded in consensus.

“Gentlemen, the Black Cross will be ready to depart for Kuala Lumpur in five days,” Wellman’s tone was slow and deliberate. “I don’t think I need to remind you that it’s best to keep our destination and everything discussed here a secret. If you have concerns, bring them to me before we lift.”



Udet stood in the internal hangar of the Black Cross, looking at the planes. Four Sopwith Snapdragons were racked there, vibrating almost imperceptibly in sympathy with the airship’s steam engines. Each aircraft was less than a year old, all trusted and reliable. His eyes lingered on the strange symbol on Charles Nungesser’s plane, the morbid coffin, skull, and black heart. But they all had done something unique with their planes. Udet’s own plane had “Do Doch Nicht” written on the tail, “Certainly not you.” Bullard had the silhouette of a bird on his.

“The Black Swallow of Death,” said Bullard as he entered the hanger behind Udet.

“Was this how you felt when you came to Europe?” Ernst asked Bullard. Below them the verdant green of the Indian subcontinent crawled past. The Black Cross’s propellers whispered in the twilight. Below, everything was silent.


“There was more work to do on the steamer. I was shoveling coal once they found out I was on board. Didn’t leave a lot of time to think about where I was going.” But there was something else working behind Bullard’s face. Udet knew enough to let it work its way to the surface.

“But this feels strange,” he finally said. “Not just distant, but like we’re intruding. Like we don’t belong.”

“A fair number of the people we’re flying over would agree. It’s frightening to think that we could land and not be able to find anyone who speaks a language we understand.”

“Alien, is what we are. Strangers intruding into places where we don’t know what’s going on,” Bullard had been quiet since leaving Budapest. Udet could not disagree.

“I don’t like the way they stare at us,” Udet said. “And the further we get into Hindustani territory, the more they stare.”

Bullard sighed.

“This isn’t about the stares. This is about Wellman keeping us on the Cross. If you’re not flying, you’re not happy.” Bullard placed a comforting hand on Udet’s shoulder. “Not much more than a week, he says. Then we’ll be at Kuala Lumpur.”

“Can’t be soon enough,” Udet said.



After an interminable six days over the Bay of Bengal, land was finally sighted, and Wellman set the pilots loose to scout.

The great armature lowered Udet’s plane out of the Black Cross’s belly. His stomach leapt into his mouth as the plane dropped like a stone toward the green carpet that spread out below him. Fleecy clouds raced past him as the propeller caught, stuttered for a moment, then hissed into full throttle. An invisible cow sat in Udet’s lap as he pulled the Sopwith biplane out of its dive, and then the exhilaration of too-long denied flight was on him. The land was a brilliant emerald patchwork below him; fields and swathes of trees.

He flew for long, pleasant minutes, enjoying the warmth of the air, even two miles up. He rolled and looped, happy to be aloft. He shared the sky with no one; Udet was lord of all he saw.

Below him, a trickle of ants moved along a ribbon of roadway. A busy street had something at both ends, and Udet decided to follow the road as far as he could.


Through the patchy clouds, he could see that he was approaching a city. They couldn’t have been so far off course that this was anything but Kuala Lumpur.

A tricky cloud shifted, revealing a fantastically huge airship, larger even than the Black Cross, squatting over the city like an obscene toad. The canvas was patched with age, overall a filthy yellow color that filled Udet with loathing. When an airship was that old, that mildewed, it was slick and disgusting. What was it still doing in the air? How long had it been here?

Making for the enormous zeppelin, he read the name Carcosa on her nose. Roman letters, but the name meant nothing to him. Could this be their prize?

The hiss and smack of bullets striking his plane made him turn and dive. Two planes dove past him, from out of the sun. Udet twisted his Snapdragon away, keeping an eye on both fighters. Fokkers, from their thick wings and extended flaps, but he could not place the model. He pulled the protesting Snapdragon up into a half-loop and then a roll. The Fokkers spun away in different directions. He followed to the left. Evidently, they didn’t know the Boelcke turn. His enemy twisted and spun, but Udet was on him. His thumb pressed the Winans machine gun trigger just as his prey nosed up.

With a whump, the boiler in the Fokker’s nose ruptured, scattering shrapnel and a cloud of superhot steam. Udet swerved and held his breath. The pilot would have been boiled and flensed to the bone in an instant. Even as Udet flew on, he couldn’t avoid the reek of boiled meat.

He pulled the Sopwith’s nose up, the engine clawing at the air. Somewhere was the second fighter, but after excruciating minutes of searching, he could not find it. Weaving around the patchy clouds, he found nothing. Perhaps it had returned to the Carcosa, or zoomed away with the death of its wingman.

He circled the enormous airship once, taking in what details he could of the broad and elaborate gondola slung below the gas bag itself. All the while, he kept an eye out for more Fokkers. But there, on the side of the gondola, was the baroque lion and unicorn of the House of Hanover coat of arms.

He dove away, excitement squirming in his guts.


“It doesn’t prove the crown jewels are aboard.” Wellman tried to remain cool in the face of Udet’s excited report. The scent of the quarry had the rest of the pilots humming with eagerness.

“An airship with the Hanover crest? We certainly know where we’re going to look next,” Guynemer said.

“All four of you will go out, assuming the Carcosa hasn’t fled. They attacked without warning, and now they know there’s someone else in the area.”

“They seem inexperienced. Despite their Fokkers, they were surprised by Boelcke’s Turn.”

Wellman nodded.

“Did you draw any fire from Carcosa?”

“No.”

“Did you see any gun emplacements?”

Ude thought for a moment. “Again, no.”

“Well that makes everything easier. Bullard, you’ll be flying Udet. Charles fly George It doesn’t look like we’ll have to bring the Black Cross in for support, but we’ll stand ready just in case. You boys have any trouble, zip back here and we’ll work a different deployment. Now, let’s be ready in ten minutes, there’s treasure to be won.”



Udet constantly scanned the skies from the rear of the lumbering two-seater. Bullard concentrated on flying. As they approached Carcosa, they saw no other planes in the air. Surely the loss of only one couldn’t have crippled the airship’s contingent, and it wasn’t as if they were actually able to creep up on the airborne leviathan.

Nungesser approached the airship to the rear, slowing until he was close to stalling. Udet now had to watch both the surrounding sky and keep a nervous eye on his fellow pirate. Guynemer easily hooked his grapnel on the rear-facing balcony. He pulled the line and was abruptly left swinging in space, nothing below him but two miles of air until the forest canopy. He began to pull himself up, hand over hand, wrapping the slender cord around his leg.

Udet didn’t see how it happened, but he glanced at the hanging cord and saw that Georges was no longer there. He leaned over the side of the cockpit, and saw his fellow pirate falling with a slow, vertiginous horror. In a moment, Guynemer’s falling body was out of sight.

Cursing, Udet fired his own grapnel, and hauled himself up the slender rope. Clambering over the balcony’s railing, he had his pistol out in an instant. Without Guynemer, he was alone. Bullard and Nugesser would have to fly back to the Black Cross, and refill the plane’s boiler before returning. He could wait for them, or he could attempt to take the ship by himself.

Above him, the gasbag of the Carcosa loomed, rivulets of green crawling down the aged, parchment-colored canvas. The blades of the propellers stroked the air gently, guiding more than pushing. He didn’t like the quiet, or the fact that no one had come to challenge him. What kind of ghost ship was this? Surely they didn’t think that just being an airship was protection enough.

He moved his way forward, tried the first door he came to. The wood was mahogany, elegant and heavy, the knob verdigrised brass. No one had taken care of the Carcosa for a long time.

With a shove, he opened the door. A man in a slovenly uniform, once a dark blue but now patched and faded, looked up in alarm. Udet extended his pistol.

“English? Deutsche? Francais?”

The man’s flesh was pallid and damp, as if he were a fungi grown in an oozing, lightless cavern. He did not speak, instead covering his head with both arms and fleeing out the other end of the corridor. Sick with the loss of Georges, Udet didn’t have the heart to shoot at the retreating form.

Two doors stood in the middle of the corridor. Udet chose the more elaborately decorated one.

The room was massive, almost a ballroom, had the ceiling been higher. Some thirty yards away, a shrunken and pallid Wilde sat on a mighty throne, clad in yellow silken robes. Dozens of flexible tubes thrust out from the hem. Men and women, the dimness making their skin tone indistinguishable despite their nakedness, lounged on pillows of rotten silk in a scene from a sultan’s seraglio. Hot air and hazy smoke made Udet’s head swim.

They looked up with languid motions, elaborate masks covering their faces. One odalisque’s face covering sprouted a multitude of goat and ram horns in unnatural profusion. Another’s mane of long feathers emphasized her hesitant, trembling movements.

Wilde wore no mask, but a magnificent crown rested on his head. Hundreds, if not thousands, of diamonds flickered in the dim light, forming crosses and thistles, which must have pleased Wilde’s Irish heart.


The man himself–the King of Britain–looked with indolent languor from Udet’s face, to the pistol he carried, and back.

“An assassin? Come to kill the last king?” His voice was deep, resounding.

Udet found he did not hate this man. His mouth quirked into a grim smile.

“I’m sorry, your grace. I am only a thief.”

Wilde swept a withered hand up and touched his chest with sticklike fingers.

“The proper form of address for a king is ‘your majesty.’”

“You are the only royalty I have ever met, your majesty. Please pardon my lack of social propriety.”

One of the drugged figures fished around under a cushion, and Udet’s pistol was instantly covering her. Oblivious to the threat, she pulled a small instrument out and began to blow a low, mournful tune, never acknowledging Udet at all.

“Cassilda is no threat to you,” Wilde said with a sigh. “You seem typical of the modern, low class of criminal. Not even a proper sense of deference.”

Udet felt his mouth quirk again. With a great hiss of released steam, the great man glided off his throne. He did not appear to have legs; the tubes carried his weight. Udet wondered how far up that mass of tubes went, how much of Wilde was left under the yellow silk robe.

Wilde drifted across the room, skirting piles of listless bodies and heaps of stained cushions. Udet raised his pistol.

“Stop there, Mr. Wilde.”

Up close, Udet could hear the churning of fluids and the hiss of gases that washed through the pipework that kept the King off the ground.

“I only want what we all want: an appreciative audience.” Wilde looked around him, fragile hands brushing at his concealing robe.

“I am here to rob you, Mr. Wilde. Not hear your art.”

“I stood in symbolic relations to the art and culture of my age,” Wilde went on as if he hadn’t heard. “I was a lord of language. But what good is art, or culture, no matter how masterful, without an audience? Creation is not made to echo alone in the abyss. It can only exist with the cooperation of an audience. And therein lies its limitation.”

Wilde’s wrinkled face looked down on Udet, the perfect picture of the man of sorrow.


“There are so few receptive minds, and living in this wretched exile, I have been so very alone. These,” a negligent wave of his hand encompassed the room, “are little more than extensions of myself. I cannot bear to part with them.” He paused

“Politics are pervasive, inescapable. It does not require one’s consent to be ruled. Thus should be art. That which sheds light on human truths should be just as inescapable. Far too many turn their backs on difficult truth or unaccustomed beauty. Ars longa, it is said, but how can we make it last? We live in an era where books are forgotten in a year, and few but the most ardent spirits bother to read anything of true meaning.”

The air was becoming thicker, more difficult to breathe. The damnable, repetitive tune swirled, and Udet shook his head. He should shoot the musician, the one with the horns on her mask. His pistol wavered, unsure, and he blinked to clear his vision. Was something happening? The floor was gone, and he was in darkness, the air rushing past him at a furious rate, a monstrous presence he knew he must not look at looming hatefully above him. Something whispered, like a giant’s rumble a thousand miles away; Have you heard the yellow sign?

“I wanted to find a new art, a perfect art. Art that does not merely affect the observer, but makes them a conduit, infests them, so they cannot but help transmit it to others.”

“The King in Yellow.” Udet heard his own voice say, even as he thought back to the strange behavior of Nungesser’s uncle.

“I searched far and wide for the means to make my words, my thoughts, contagious. I was near to despair when someone, something found me. The spirit of truth that is Unspeakable.”

Udet’s brain was buzzing like a balloon full of bees. He was being crushed into insignificance by hands somehow larger than the airship.

“I did not understand fully when I wrote The King in Yellow.” Wilde’s voice was sinuous, everywhere. Udet, tumbling through nothingness, clapped hands to ears in an attempt to block out the noise. He had a pistol. He could put it in his mouth and make everything stop.

“It was too crude, the participation of others diluting my intent. The results, unsatisfactory. Pain, true pain, perfectly expressed, can wear no mask. Naked expression cannot be hidden behind interpretation. I wanted my rage to infect, to violently tear minds open and expose them to unspeakable truths.” The Last King was silent.


Udet gasped, snapping back to the present. All that surrounded him were the strange skirling notes of the mournful song the woman played. Wilde towered over him, close enough to touch. Udet extended the pistol, finger stiffening on the trigger, but he eased off when he saw the crown in the king’s hands.

“I’m being a poor host, nattering on about myself. This is what you came for, isn’t it?” Wilde extended the glittering crown. “My baubles. Rob me. I have nothing precious to live for, and these nothings lost their luster long ago.”

Still in a daze, Udet extended his left hand, and the Last King put the crown in it. It was cool to the touch. He gazed down on four crosses, and four diamond-encrusted clusters of rose, thistle, and shamrock.

“It must have been very heavy,” Udet mumbled, in awe at the hundreds of diamonds mounted in the crown. Somehow the woe-filled dirge floating in the air described the double band of pearls that encircled the base.

“The years have been heavier,” Wilde looked down at Udet, his face an ocean of despair, but there was something furtive and hungry in the Irish poet’s countenance. In a rush, Udet remembered the Marquess of Queensbury’s frenzy, and the old man screaming that Wilde had his heart. In the close confines of the Last King’s court, his head buzzing, did he truly want to know?

He didn’t.

“Do you still have the Koh-in-Nor?”

“Victoria’s broach? In the treasury. I’m sure you will find everything you are looking for there, the diadems, and scepters. All heavy gold and jewels that no longer sparkle under layers of dust and spider webs.” Wilde’s gaze was worn. “I had feared men like you for so long, and now that you are here, I cannot care. Do as you will, thief.”

Carrying the crown in his left hand, pistol in his right, Udet exited. In the fifteen minutes it took to find the treasure, every crew member shambled out of sight.

The treasure itself was more than he expected, a dozen crates embossed with the House of Hanover seal, sat moldy and decaying, undisturbed for decades. The smell of mold and rot teased his nose. He made quick work of shoving three of the heavy crates to the edge of the observation deck. He attached all three to a parachute and shoved them off, before stepping into the void himself.


Despite his misgivings, his own chute opened, and he drifted down into the jungle canopy.

And yet, he couldn’t get Wilde’s strange words out of his head, the idea of the artist as the spreader of contagion, with infectious words.

In the buzzing, singing jungle, it took less than an hour to find the crates. As he looked up, he saw a third parachute. Hoping against hope, he rushed to where Guynemer had impacted the ground. He knew even as he approached the site, that Georges was dead. Swarms of insects hummed around his body.

It only took a moment for Udet to realize that they were buzzing in the same maddening tune Cassilda had played on board Carcosa. He was infected now, a carrier of the music of the Unspeakable.






Before the Least of These Stars

By Lee Clark Zumpe

1.

An autocarriage lumbered inelegantly through the eddying fog, its vigilant conductor conscious of the stoppage warnings conveyed by a dozen worrisome gauges on the chrome console. The long trek from Asheville to Charleston had pushed the machinery to its practical limits. It chirped and groaned and hooted as it came to a shuddering stop outside a disreputable pub beneath a sooty midnight sky.

The passengers knew only that the journey had been unpleasant and uncomfortable. Most highways had suffered prolonged neglect as the decade-long global war depleted critical resources. Those who could afford it opted to travel by airship when possible – but most civilian airships had been contractually commissioned or forcibly seized as part of the Atlantic Seaboard Defense Initiative enacted by Baron Curzon of Kedleston, Viceroy of America, in 1882.

Caleb Hexam was first to set foot on the plum-colored bricks of Meeting Street.

Tidy, refined and solemn, he consulted his pocket watch before tucking it back under his flapped waistcoat. He wore striped brown trousers, heavyweight high-grade blucher shoes and a brown derby. Stretching his aching legs, he gazed heavenward, forgetting for a moment that along the heavily fortified coastline, the stars remained shrouded in a smothering black haze.

Hexam frowned, despite the fact that the hidden stars were not his own.

Noah Cuttle and Fanny Finching – Hexam’s two companions – joined him in the narrow lane. Countless small storefronts lined the street from east to west, many nestled beneath tall tenement buildings festooned with balconies and ungainly fire escapes. By day, pallid Charleston residents crowded the sidewalks, horse-drawn wagons and autocarriages vied for position in the lanes and merchants bellowed boisterously hawking goods.

At this time of night, few dared traverse the shadowed streets ineffectually lit by the dull glow of aetheric orbs in aging street lamps.

“That should settle up our debt, sir,” Cuttle said, handing a stack of five-pound notes to the conductor. As he paid, he nodded affably, though his expression betrayed a smoldering discontent. “Should you find any teeth on the floor of the carriage,” he added, unable to resist commenting on the jarring ride, “I’d be obliged if you could return them to my apothecary shop in Asheville.”

A few moments later, the three travelers stood on the steps outside the Legger’s Den, a notorious gathering place for blockade-runners and smugglers bound for the Carolina Province. The proprietor employed two variants of the Elder Sign to ward off unwanted visitors: The traditional leafy branch motif had been incorporated into the well-worn wooden marker and the more contemporary enigmatic star-and-eye combination had been engraved into the heavy oaken door.

Regrettably, neither seal promised much protection. The shoddy execution diminished the power of such symbols.

“Permit me a few minutes to survey this uncouth establishment,” Cuttle said, signaling his companions. “I still protest the inclusion of Ms. Finching in this endeavor. A respectable and virtuous woman of her social standing has no business crossing the threshold of such a malignant hostelry.”

“Ms. Finching may decide for herself whether or not she wishes to join us,” Hexam said. “Though, by what I have learned of her character to date, I suspect both her bravery and her competence in self-defense will carry her through this trial unscathed – her virtue intact.”

Cuttle nodded in meek acquiescence before disappearing through the doorway in a haze of tobacco smoke and bawdy tavern banter.

“I appreciate your endorsement, Mr. Hexam.” Finching flashed a restrained smile that stood in sharp contrast to her demure solemnity. “I do not fault Mr. Cuttle for his good intentions, but it is refreshing to know that not all men are inclined to view every woman as a damsel in distress.”

A curiously attractive woman, Finching wore a starched white shirtwaist blouse, an Ascot scarf and a dark blue broadcloth habit-back skirt. On her feet were imported cloth and patent vici shoes with Louis XV heels and featherweight sewn soles. Capping the visual bouquet was a sailor hat of Milan straw with band and bow of gros-grain ribbon, embellished with a single jetted black ostrich aigrette. She came from a patrician family, but the long global conflict had nearly exhausted their fortunes.

Tragically, the war had claimed Finching’s four brothers as well. Conscripted by Queen Victoria to serve in the defense of Great Britain, two died on the high seas in transit, one gave his life in fighting near the Port of London, and the last perished in the Battle of Southampton.

“It seems we are all in distress, Ms. Finching.” Hexam drew in a deep breath, surprised to find a touch of salty sea air lingering beneath the muggy Charleston miasma. “The situation brings to mind a grim adage I read in some volume in my youth: ‘A city besieged is a city taken.’”

Above the rooftops, countless smokestacks disgorged sable clouds as the distant drone of factories corrupted the twilight hours. The clang and thunder of unbridled industry echoed through the city streets as preset machines toiled relentlessly on assembly lines churning out the inflexible implements of warfare: an endless army of Juggernauts – colossal mechanical soldiers, prized equally for their precision and their lack of emotion.

These steadfast behemoths guarded the seaboard, vigilantly scanning the Atlantic for signs of an impending invasion. For now, the formidable leviathans and their uncanny masters remained deceptively quiescent in their subaqueous bastions. Those who studied military strategy knew the lull in skirmishes was just the calm before the coming tempest.

“It often feels…” Finching paused, her voice catching in her throat. “Hopeless, I suppose.” Though the enemy had not yet launched a formal assault on North American soil, the extent of its destructive capabilities could be readily inspected in remote stereoscopic viewers. Charleston’s fate had been prophesied in the ruins of Paris, the rubble of Rome and the capture of Madrid. “A century of excess begat this tragedy. We were so busy exploiting new technologies to forge our utopian empires we did not consider the possibility that some rival species might seek to overthrow our long dominion.”


“Progress and conflict often go hand-in-hand,” Hexam said, recalling the horrors of war he had experienced 20 years earlier in a vastly different setting. “Most likely, you merely accelerated an inevitable struggle.”

Following Hexam’s unnerving observation, a somber silence settled upon them. As they waited, loud, sporadic artillery-like sounds rolled ashore, rattling windows and jarring the slumbering residents of Charleston from sleep. Hexam might have shrugged off the noise as thunder or attributed it to the enigmatic Seneca Guns phenomenon – but he knew better. Out in the Atlantic, far beneath the churning surf, the sleepless Deep Ones worked furiously, hammering and stirring, making ready their greenish-gray armored leviathans.

“Come with me,” Cuttle said, reemerging from the rowdy Legger’s Den. Looking less spruce than when he had entered the establishment, it appeared Cuttle had been rousted a bit by unruly patrons during his brief foray. His short, reddish-brown top coat had sustained damage in the form of a torn right sleeve and his pearl gray fedora had been partially mashed beneath the boot of some lout. “The one we seek is here. Blackpool will take us to the Khunrath Contrivance.”

2.

A few weeks earlier, Caleb Hexam strolled through the streets of a very different Charleston, South Carolina.

Two decades had passed since Robert E. Lee’s surrender to Ulysses S. Grant at the Appomattox Court House, bringing an end to the Confederacy and reuniting a battered America. Hexam had played a small role in that momentous struggle. Though the worst of his corporeal wounds had healed, the psychological scars lingered in intermittent nightmares.

He served in the 1st North Carolina Junior Reserves, fighting under Major General Robert Hoke in the defense of Fort Fisher at the mouth of the Cape Fear River. In the closing days of the war, he took part in the eleventh-hour Carolinas Campaign at the Battle of Wyse Fork.

After the war, Hexam briefly took over his family’s iron mine near Chapel Hill, North Carolina before turning the reigns over to his younger brother. He currently served as the director of the South Carolina Railroad, working out of Camden.


Business brought Hexam to Charleston on that cloudless day in August, 1886. Another obligation caused a fateful detour into the town’s crowded marketplace.

Hexam took his time scouring the countless stall-like shops searching for some unique trinket to present to his wife on their 10th anniversary. Many of the stalls were occupied by grocers, butchers and fishermen. Oysters could be purchased by the bushel and locals advertised their goods by dangling large catfish from wooden railings.

Other vendors offered comestibles and commodities, from flowers and sweets to ivory lace and feather-stuffed cushions and cutlery. The cries of marketers and hucksters of all descriptions filled the air.

At length, Hexam stumbled upon a haggard old merchant peddling a hodgepodge of trinkets and curios. Amongst the miscellany, he discovered a peculiar item both beautiful and beguiling. Nestled in an oddly proportioned leaden box of apparent antiquity was an extraordinary crystal gemstone of deepest hue. It featured congruent kite-shaped faces with ruddy striations.

“Excuse me,” Hexam said, agitating the olive-skinned man as if he had torn him from some delightful dream. “What can you tell me about the history of this item?”

“Ah, that is quite rare – quite rare indeed,” the merchant said. “Shall I tell you how I acquired it? It began many years ago, in the swampy wilderness south of the city. Native Charlestonians know of the ruins of an old church not far off the King’s Highway.”

Hexam listened as the old man disgorged a story of half-truths and fantasy, a likely fabrication designed more to captivate and fascinate potential buyers than to elucidate and enlighten. The far-fetched narrative amounted to little more than a fringe benefit – at least, Hexam imagined it to have no intrinsic value at the time.

Though he knew such an object would not appeal to his wife, Hexam quickly became enthralled by its more intriguing properties – its iridescent luminosity and its multifaceted configuration. For a handful of dollars, the strangely shimmering deltohedron passed into his own hands – and phenomena beyond his comprehension and control began to propel him toward a grim singularity.


3.

The interior of the Legger’s Den seemed more expansive than the building’s perceptible dimensions should have allowed. Dimly lit by a mishmash of electric lights, whale oil lanterns and candles, the main hall featured dozens of tables of varying sizes. Along the exterior walls, curtained booths secreted less sociable patrons, no doubt providing sanctuary both for nefarious business transactions and sordid love affairs.

Along the far back wall ran a surprisingly ornate bar offering an extensive selection of all kinds of ales and porters and lager beers; homemade wines made from blackberries, currants, elderberries, gooseberries or cherries; sweet and tart ciders; and the obligatory assortment of gin, whiskey, brandy and rum. An automated barkeep – an inelegantly constructed mechanical servant – glided efficiently from one end of the bar to the other, its brass plates and steel framework only partially concealed by a black-and-white striped twilled overshirt and a spotless apron-belt.

The automaton executed beverage requests input on a 27-key writing machine by the proprietor of the establishment. The barkeep’s fixed expression and condescending painted smile evoked a melancholic seriousness as it lined orders along the bar for distribution. A lanky potboy darted from table to table, conveying overflowing tankards.

Noah Cuttle ushered Caleb Hexam and Fanny Finching through the crowded hall to a pocket-sized chamber in the shadowy depths of the Legger’s Den.

“There,” Cuttle said, pointing to a scrawny, blear-eyed man seated at a table littered with bottles and half-emptied glasses. “That’s the barebones over there. He can provide access to the Khunrath Contrivance.”

“This is the one, then,” the gaunt figure said as the company approached. “This is the one who does not belong?”

“Caleb Hexam, this is Josiah Blackpool,” Cuttle announced, harvesting a lantern from a wall peg to bring more illumination into the dusky hollow. “Josiah recently helped purge Charleston of a network of enemy spies.”


“Dowse the glim, man,” Blackpool said, snatching the lantern from Cuttle and extinguishing the light. “This place is more perilous than a cage of lions and a nest of vipers combined.” Without uttering another word, he plucked an apparatus from his breast pocket that seemed a cross between riding bow spectacles and opera glasses. As he donned the strange eyewear and scanned the crowd, a greenish glow engulfed his face. “Go on, then,” he said, beckoning them as he returned the spectacles to his pocket. “Sit down.”

“I told you we were not followed,” Cuttle said in a softened voice, still noticeably irked. “It has been three months since the raid on the Dagon worshippers. The city should be free of infiltrators.”

“The comfort of your mountain refuge makes you susceptible to wishful thinking, Noah.” Blackpool offered the first trace of a smile, but it proved both feeble and fleeting. “The gill-men still have hybrid agents in the city, make no mistake about that,” he said. “They often place operatives at the Legger’s Den to solicit information from drunkards.”

When they all were seated at a table, Cuttle ordered three pints of stout and a cider for the group. When the drinks arrived, Hexam emptied his at a single draught, while Cuttle and Finching civilly sipped theirs.

“She ought not be here,” Blackpool said after a long silence. “Of all people, Noah, you should know better. This is no place for a lady of refinement.”

“While I concur with the sentiment,” Cuttle said, “I had little say in the matter. This is Lady Finching.”

“Daughter of Silas Finching?” Blackpool’s disposition shifted instantaneously. His expression reflected admiration and heartfelt sympathy. “I knew your father well, Lady Finching,” he said, head bowed. “I had the honor of serving with your brothers Scott Allan and Nathaniel on several occasions. I am sorry for your loss.”

“I appreciate your kind words,” Finching said. “Father spoke highly of you in his final days. He trusted you above all others to carry on his research.”

“Research that has, as yet, not produced the necessary effect.” Blackpool frowned before taking a drink and lighting his pipe. “And time is working against us.”


“This research of which you speak,” Hexam said, eager to inspect the device Cuttle had described to him. “You seek to replicate the device postulated by Johann Khunrath?”

“We seek to reproduce the one Ernst Chladni built working from Khunrath’s designs.” Blackpool turned his gaze upon Hexam, studying the man intently. He had encountered Travelers in the past. He had always sensed an inherent dissimilarity in their nature that betrayed their incongruousness – they always seemed distinctly out of place. Hexam displayed no palpable air of otherworldliness. “How did you stumble upon this one, Noah? How do you know he is who he claims to be?”

“He called upon Duke Finching, unaware of his recent passing,” Cuttle said. “He gave a detailed account of his crossing to Lady Finching.”

“You took him at his word, Lady Finching?”

“I did, and I still do,” she said, unwilling to offer an explanation for her confidence in Hexam. “He does not belong here, Blackpool. I wish to provide any means of assistance to see him returned to his home.”

“All well and good, Lady Finching,” Blackpool said. “But we have not yet been able to fully activate the Khunrath Contrivance, and we have only a limited understanding of his so-called ‘spheres of being,’ though we have detailed facsimiles of his hand-drawn charts. Even our most staunch supporters in the government have lost faith in the project.”

“Mr. Hexam believes he may be able to assist us in completing our objectives, to find a portal leading to new technologies that would help us win this war,” Cuttle said. “He claims to know the whereabouts of a proper antidipyramid.”

“Is that so,” Blackpool said, leaning back in his chair. “And how might that be, Mr. Hexam, seeing as you also claim to come from a parallel world which is technologically inferior to this one?”

“I do not understand the science behind it, Mr. Blackpool.” Hexam pulled a small piece of paper from his pocket and placed it upon the table. Upon it, he had sketched – to the best of his abilities – the strangely shimmering deltohedron he believed had facilitated his passage between worlds. “Silas Finching – my Silas Finching – believed this crystalline object held the key to making his model of Khunrath’s apparatus operative.”


“A decagonal trapezohedron.” Blackpool studied the illustration, his mind racing over his late mentor’s hypotheses. Toward the end, Duke Finching had postulated that the Khunrath Contrivance required a focal point of precise configuration, but neither the 16th century alchemist nor his 18th century disciple, German physicist and musician Ernst Chladni, imparted the specifications. “I presume you possess such an object, Mr. Hexam?”

“No,” Hexam admitted. “But I believe I know where to find one.”

“I hope it lies within a day’s journey,” Blackpool said. “My colleagues at the Atlantic Seaboard Defense Initiative tell me that the Tartarus Campaign has been approved. Operations may begin as soon as 48 hours from now.”

While the magnitude of this news eluded Hexam, it plainly unsettled both Cuttle and Finching.

“In my world,” Hexam said, “the crystal was discovered in the ruins of a church in the wilderness, many miles south of Charleston, in a remote forest clearing.”

“That is rather vague, sir,” Blackpool said. “A map would be more to my liking.”

Hexam skimmed his memory, hoping to summon up more unambiguous elements of the story. The man from whom he had purchased the deltohedron spun a wild tale about some sinister and secretive cult exploiting the sacred grounds. Local lawmen eventually raided one of their midnight revelries, interrupting their depraved rituals and putting an end to the sect. There, the old man claimed, he had discovered the oddly proportioned leaden container and the peculiar gemstone.

“A map I cannot provide.” Hexam did not know for certain that the abandoned church would even exist in this parallel world. He had noticed, though, that many important landmarks between the two realities seemed to correspond. “I was told the ruins are found not far off the King’s Highway, on grounds once owned by the Chittendens.”

Blackpool raised an eyebrow and smiled. He recognized the name.

4.

One week earlier, Caleb Hexam had first learned the name Johann Khunrath from an acquaintance in Asheville.


“I purchased it from a man in Charleston,” Caleb Hexam said, proudly exhibiting his curious find. “Truth be told, I had intended it as an anniversary present.”

“You still leave gifts at her graveside,” Silas Finching said, struck by the depth of Hexam’s devotion. “She has been gone now five years, Caleb. Perhaps it is time to let her go. Treasure your memories, but move on with your life.”

“Allow me my eccentricities, sir,” Hexam said. Silas – 20 years his senior – had buried several sons, a wife and a daughter over his long life. He clasped his grief tightly, keeping it concealed. Hexam had seen his lingering heartache surface on certain occasions. “I remember her every day, but I choose the anniversary of our marriage to commemorate our bond. Death cannot deny me my remembrance.”

“Very well,” Silas said. His attention promptly returned to the crystal gemstone. “It is remarkable that you should happen to bring this to me, Caleb. I have been looking for this very configuration for an experiment.”

“An experiment?” Hexam could not stifle his amusement. A broad smile erupted upon his face. “You badger me for my idiosyncrasies when you, sir, are prone to far more frequent bouts of unconventional behavior.” He regularly teased Silas about his compulsive ingenuity. His inventions generally remained relegated to notes and diagrams on paper. Those that managed to attain a physical state for experimentation never quite performed as anticipated. “What is it this time? A device to ferry you back and forth across the ages? A veil to render you invisible?

“Something based upon the research of another visionary,” Silas said. “Are you familiar with the work of Johann Khunrath?”

“Should I be?”

“He was quite a futurist.” Silas led Hexam to his study where he produced a copy of Khunrath’s opus, On Alternate Spheres of Being. “He believed in the existence of an infinite number of realities, ‘spheres of being’ he called them. He designed a machine he believed could be used to create transient doorways between parallel worlds.”

“Sounds like nonsense to me,” Hexam said. He flipped through the crisp, clean pages of Khunrath’s old tome, the paper surprisingly suffering only minor foxing and insignificant marginalia. “Hardly worth the effort of duplication, I should think.”


“But I have duplicated his apparatus. It is a magnificent fusion of harmonics and light manipulation.” Finching seized the book and found the double-page diagram detailing Khunrath’s design. “I have reproduced it down to the most minute detail, save one crucial item: a proper crystal to generate the portals.”

“Of course I must see it.” His gaze returned to the old volume. The book boasted contemporary blind tooled half vellum over marbled boards, red sprinkled edges and spine with red morocco title-label lettered in ornate gold. Its title had been printed in red and black. “Still, I question your fervor, Silas. We live in an age of science. All this superstitious gibberish is as obsolete as the art of divination.”

“If you believe it to be so much rubbish, perhaps you will volunteer to be my first traveler,” Silas said. “If you are correct, I will buy you dinner at Asheville’s finest café this evening. If, on the other hand, Khunrath’s contraption works, you will owe me something of equal value.”

“Very well,” Hexam agreed. “It is always a pleasure to dine on the generosity of others.”

5.

Truly, Hexam had stumbled into a world of fantastic innovations.

Since his arrival, he had seen elevated tube-encased railways crisscrossing the skies, transporting passengers from one city to the next, powered by compressed air cylinders. He learned of devices capable of distilling electricity from the heat of the sun’s rays by day and from moon-glow in the twilight hours. Ancient alchemical formulae had been cleverly adapted to facilitate the transmutation of certain metals and creation of new alloys. Perpetual motion machines and electromagnetic generators tapped into sources of vacuum energy and aetheric force and produced surplus power in vast inland reservoirs.

Of all the technical novelties Hexam had witnessed, nothing quite so impressed him as the piece of equipment Josiah Blackpool had supplied as a means of transportation the morning after their rendezvous at the Legger’s Den. Flying south out of the fortified coastal city of Charleston, the displaced traveler found himself soaring through the sky more than a thousand feet above the ground, a breathtaking panorama speeding by beneath his feet.


The compact d’Amécourt Aerial Screw featured an oversized spiralifer powerful enough to carry the trim steam engine which set it spinning along with two passengers. Besides the central horizontal screw, additional fan drives forced pressurized air through various pipes allowing the pilot to guide the airborne locomotive – a jarringly rough ride for those not faint of heart.

“It is beautiful, is it not?” Fanny Finching had to raise her soft voice to be heard over the noise of the contraption. Wind swept her hair as she worked various levers and dials, handles and buttons. “The ecstasy of flight is like no other.”

Noah Cuttle and Blackpool each piloted smaller, single-occupant versions of the d’Amécourt Aerial Screw. Blackpool led the expedition to the site where an old church once stood not far off the King’s Highway – one that rested upon the outskirts of the Tyrell Chittenden plantation. Here, the place was known as the Old Shelton Church.

Hexam felt giddy, simultaneously frightened and flabbergasted. The great stretch of landscape mesmerized him: the patchwork of tilled fields, green-hedged pastures, proportioned orchards, plantations marked off by fences and walls and vast tracts of untamed boggy lowland wilderness. Muddy rivers meandered along serpentine routes draining the low country. To the east, the sun climbed into the sky behind the grim, gray mantle, the fleecy smoke clouds of Charleston’s factories spreading far out into the Atlantic.

Gargantuan watchtowers along the coastline provided a disheartening reminder of the imminent threat from beneath the sea.

“The bulwarks are imposing,” Hexam shouted over his shoulder. As they continued their journey, their course and altitude permitted him a bird’s-eye view of the extraordinary embattlements, including the mammoth Juggernauts posted along the ramparts. Legions of soldiers – more than he had seen on the field at Southwest Creek east of Kingston in 1865 – were entrenched just inland from the coast. “It’s as if everyone on the continent has taken up a defensive position along the coastline.”

“The lines run unbroken from St. Augustine in the south to Saint John in the north.” She pointed toward one of the watchtowers. “Each one of those is equipped with a teleforce cannon along with commonplace artillery. The teleforce cannons are directed-energy weapons, firing a narrow stream of liquid mercury particles accelerated by a magnifying transformer.”


“How do they fare against the Deep Ones and their leviathans?”

“They were first utilized by the Austrian Empire, deployed along the Mediterranean,” Finching said. “A clever young Serbian invented them. By all accounts, the cannons are quite effective. Unfortunately, Europe lacked the time and resources to assemble enough of them to successfully defend their lowlands.”

Despite the impressive coastal defenses, Hexam sensed a prevailing pessimism since his arrival in this parallel world. Cuttle and Finching would not admit it openly, but they both knew a full-scale invasion could not be successfully countered. From what Hexam had learned, the enemy possessed far greater numbers. Already, the Deep Ones had devastated coastal cities around the globe, from Alexandra and Port Said to Bilbao and Cadiz, and from Nagasaki and Sakai to Canton and Shanghai. Hexam could not help but wonder if the calamity of a world war would ever befall his own world.

As they traveled, the sooty clouds of industry soon gave way to patchy blue skies.

By midmorning, they had reached the ruins of the Old Shelton Church. Neoclassical in style, its towering brick columns and stately arched walls stood defiantly in the primordial woodland setting, old oaks clustering nearby as if to shelter the quiet shrine from the unrelenting elements. The building’s roof and contents had long-since disappeared, victims of a failed insurrection. The church had fallen victim to British redcoats during a short-lived American Revolution.

Having set down in a neighboring clearing, Blackpool offered a few words of warning to the group.

“Mind you watch the shadows,” he said, pulling several firearms from a locker affixed to his d’Amécourt Aerial Screw. “Cuttle, I believe you know how to use one of these.”

“A plasma rifle? I have had no formal training…”

“If you can fire a rifle, you can fire a plasma rifle,” Blackpool said, handing the strangely modified weapon to Cuttle. “Just keep in mind that whatever you have in your sights will be a puddle of steaming slime shortly after you pull the trigger – so aim carefully.” Blackpool took possession of a second plasma rifle. Long and slender-barreled, the curled maple stock supported a series of concentric coils surrounding a silvery canister. “Remember: These things only get off six or seven shots before the cylinder needs replacing.”


“I can fire a rifle.” Hexam stepped forward, prepared to take an active role in protecting the group. In truth, he had not handled a weapon since the Battle of Wyse Fork.

“Unfortunately, Mr. Hexam, I only have two of these plasma rifles,” Blackpool said. “No need to fret, though – I have no intention of letting you wander around the swamp unprotected.” He knelt, fumbling through the contents of the locker. “This, good sir, is an electroshock projector, also known as a Savannah Shredder.”

A relatively compact, light weapon, the Savannah Shredder consisted of a cylindrical grip, insulated with gutta-percha. Two rods projected from the ends of the grip, each culminating in a small, metallic sphere. Two additional rods held a cone-shaped object opposite the grip.

“Hold it like this,” Blackpool said, demonstrating. “Flip this toggle switch, aim the weapon and squeeze the grip.” Reading the skepticism on Hexam’s face, he handed the weapon to him. “Try it.”

Hexam pointed the Savannah Shredder toward a nearby sapling pine, flipped the switch and tightened his grip. He heard a sharp crack as the weapon discharged a lightning bolt that tore through the slender trunk, splintering the wood and sprinkling embers to the ground. A moment later, the blasted tree toppled to the ground.

“As you can see, it is a formidable weapon,” Blackpool said, amused at Hexam’s astonishment. “Do remember to flip the switch back to the off position, Mr. Hexam. I believe Lady Finching would prefer we send you home with all your appendages intact.”

Over the next few hours, the four searched the ruins of the church hoping to find a deltohedron. Blackpool used a curious implement: a type of dowsing rod fitted with electronic components and sheathed in a tangle of silver wiring. He claimed it could detect even the faintest electrical signature as well as aetheric auras and other power sources. Cuttle followed behind Blackpool, excavating potential targets.

Hexam and Finching relied upon their natural senses, scanning the woods in the vicinity of the church for any telltale signs. By late afternoon, their outbound spiral search pattern had put some distance between them and their companions, placing them upon a small mound overlooking a boggy floodplain. Nearby, a narrow creek rambled through the quagmire, its banks crowded with shrubs and vines.


“I am afraid this may all be for naught,” Hexam said, staring off into the wilderness. He had lured them here with a promise he could not hope to fulfill. Deep down, he knew that finding the oddly proportioned leaden box containing the extraordinary crystal gemstone would require a miracle. He also knew that his thoughtlessness could cost them their lives. “I have distracted you all from your singular cause. If I have jeopardized your safety, I will never forgive myself.”

“We are not so easily swayed, Mr. Hexam,” Finching said, taking his hand. “Noah and Josiah followed you here not so much to ensure that you return to your world, but to secure an item which may give them access to other worlds. Our objectives are more self-centered than you perceive.”

“Perhaps,” Hexam said. “Not you, though. You truly wish to see me home.”

“I see a man before me who is lost.” Finching looked into Hexam’s eyes, trying to unlock an unspoken enigma. “I do not know the true source of your anguish, Mr. Hexam, but I feel compelled to help you recover some measure of your former happiness. I hope sending you home will accomplish that.”

“What about you, Ms. Finching.” Hexam turned away from her, wrestling with his emotions. “If you had a way to leave this world, would you abandon it?”

“I have an obligation.”

“I can gauge the depth of your courage,” Hexam said. “But I also recognize your acceptance that defeat is inescapable.”

“In fact, it is not humanity’s defeat that distresses me,” Finching said. “Pacts have been forged, treaties signed to assure our civilization will endure. Much will be sacrificed, though – many will perish so that a few may survive.”

“This has something to do with what Blackpool mentioned last night,” Hexam said. “What is the Tartarus Campaign?”

“The Deep Ones are not the only rival species vying for control of this world,” Finching said. “Another race dwells far beneath the surface of the land, hidden in the earth’s crust. They have long been at odds with the Deep Ones, but – due to certain physical limitations – they have been unable to subdue them. Their emissaries telepathically contacted the Atlantic Seaboard Defense Initiative, offering an accord. When the invasion begins…”


Hexam suddenly raised a hand to silence Finching, drawing her attention toward a vaguely anthropoid figure lurking in the shallow waters of a nearby slough.

Frog-like, it squatted in the boggy shadows, its viridescent hide mottled with slate-colored blotches. Its swollen belly – milky white and lumpy with assorted warts and pustules – drooped hideously between its stocky legs. Unaware that it had been seen, it went about its business – whatever business it may have had in the swamp – moving about guardedly but with conviction. Its prodigious eyes – citron-yellow and unblinking – seemed fixed on the murky waters.

As it walked, it leaned forward resting its weight on its forearms. On either side of its oversized piscatorial head, Hexam plainly saw palpitating gills.

“A scout,” Finching whispered. “Awfully far inland, though. We should get back to the church and warn the others.”

“Wait,” Hexam said, transfixed by the creature. Its gruesomeness seemed to emanate more from its likeness to man than its amphibious nature. A blunder of natural selection, Hexam considered it an evolutionary aberration. “What is it doing?”

The Deep One fumbled about in the water, searching for something with escalating impatience. From the slough, the thing lifted a heavy chain, dripping with muck and covered in river-grass. Giving the chain an insistent tug, the Deep One activated hidden machinery and set into motion a startling spectacle.

Rising out of the water, the thing had summoned a secret shrine echoing the architecture of the Old Shelton Church. This temple, however, boasted arched walls of some emerald-colored stone and slick obsidian columns. When the holy place had been completely revealed, the Deep One hopped toward a central altar where it pawed a curious box.

“There,” Hexam said, forgetting to muffle his voice.

The Deep One lurched, its horrid eyes searching the woods. It vented a single, shrill croak as it identified its audience.

“You cannot let it get away,” Finching said.

Hexam stood, drawing his weapon. In an instant, bolts of lightning ripped across the miasma and thunder rolled across the lowland marsh.


6.

It seemed like only yesterday when Dwight Hexam followed Silas Finching into his conservatory, expecting to participate in a doomed experiment.

At the center of the room sat Khunrath’s contraption – a hodgepodge pairing of gears and dials and tuning forks and mirrors. Etched upon the floor, Hexam found dozens of circles, each labeled in Latin. Multicolored lines crisscrossed the floor.

“Would you like me to explain how the apparatus works?” Silas dutifully removed a common gemstone and replaced it with Hexam’s decagonal trapezohedron. “It has to do with sound waves and light and…”

“Shall we see if it works before you tell me how it works,” Hexam said, his friendly cynicism unbridled. “Really, Silas, this is a bit farfetched, even for you.”

“Wait and see, my boy…wait and see.” Silas fiddled with a few settings before consulting his copy of Khunrath’s tome, On Alternate Spheres of Being. “Now, our dear friend Johann mapped out more than forty alternate worlds. I have selected one that is, by his account, nearly identical to our own world.”

“How will I know the difference?”

“Oh, I am certain you will be able to tell,” Silas said. “When you arrive, mark your spot, spend three minutes looking around to satisfy your curiosity, then return to the precise point where you arrived.”

“Fine, fine,” Hexam said. “Get on with it man. I am hungry.”

“Very well,” Silas said, lighting a candle and tapping a tuning fork with a small hammer. “Enjoy your journey.”

An instant later, Silas Finching vanished along with the conservatory.

Hexam found himself standing in a stable, its stalls vacant.

Before he could mark his spot, the sound of a woman’s voice distracted him. Looking over his shoulder, he saw Fanny Finching. In that moment, he forgot everything Silas had said to him.

“If you are here to steal one of my horses, you are three years too late,” she said. “The Atlantic Seaboard Defense Initiative appropriated them.”

“Sorry?”


“Just because there are no horses for you to steal, however, does not mean that I will not treat you as I would any other horse thief.” She held an odd device in her hand he did not recognize – but from the way she pointed it at him, he guessed it was some form of weapon. “If you will follow me, I will conduct you to the proper authorities.”

“Silas,” Hexam said. “Take me to Silas, please – I beg of you. I must see him.”

“You know my father?” Her expression softened slightly, though she did not lower her weapon. “If so, I am sorry to report that he passed away recently. Now, please, follow me.”

Hexam did precisely as she instructed without a hint of resistance. He may have traveled to another world, but for the first time in five years he felt like he had come home.

7.

Josiah Blackpool and Noah Cuttle sprinted through the underbrush of the coastal Carolina marsh, stung by switches of black holly and wax myrtle and encumbered by sticky muck. At headlong speed they ran, plasma rifles in hand, eager to see what had caused Caleb Hexam to fire his Savannah Shredder.

Ascending a small mound, the pair stopped in their tracks as they surveyed the scene before them. Fanny Finching stood ankle-deep in a murky tributary, her habit-back skirt bundled in her arms. Caleb Hexam waded through deeper water, making his way through a miry slough toward a clump of dead trees near Finching. He held a leaden box in his hands.

Behind Hexam, a weedy shrine of slick green stone protruded from the swamp. Towering above it atop a central iron pillar, a statue depicted a loathsome horror, remotely anthropoid in form, bearing a cephalopodan head from which sprouted manifold tentacles. Sleek black wings jutted from the thing’s back. On the floor of the shrine lay a charred figure with a fish-like head.

Beyond the shrine, Blackpool and Cuttle saw a band of Deep Ones quickly approaching the opposite side of the slough – most likely a war party positioned behind the lines to serve as saboteurs in the hours leading up to the invasion.

“Hurry,” Blackpool called out, pointing toward the advancing troops. Unlike the scout Hexam had killed minutes earlier, these creatures were well-outfitted for war: They wore a combination of armor plating and mail and bulky, water-filled helmets with glowing green face masks. “Hexam, Finching – this way!”

Cuttle fired the first shot, a radiant ball of fiery plasma streaking over the slough toward the Deep Ones. His aim was true: The shimmering ball of energy struck an attacker with full force, instantly disintegrating most of its body. The thing’s helmet tumbled to the ground, a lifeless frog-head spewing out in a flood of gelatinous liquid.

The Deep Ones carried weapons shaped like tridents. When activated, they expelled a destructive sonic wave capable of immense damage. Fortunately, their unwieldy masks frustrated their aim. Still, as the battle proceeded, the sound waves uprooted trees and sent geysers of mud and earth into the air.

“Go, go, go!” Blackpool realized Hexam had found the decagonal trapezohedron in the shrine – and that he had risked his life to retrieve it. “Get back to the church ruins and take off, quickly. I’ll try to hold them here for a few minutes.”

Cuttle grasped Finching’s hand and led her back toward the d’Amécourt Aerial Screw vehicles. Hexam, however, ignored Blackpool’s command. Instead, he took up a defensive position beside him near the top of the mound.

“Let them reach the creek,” Hexam said. “I have an idea. Find a spot where you cannot be spotted. Signal me when they start to cross. Then, count off each one that enters the water.”

“I hope you know what you are doing, man from another world.”

The two men dropped a few inches below the top of the mound, giving the Deep Ones time to reach the water’s edge. Blackpool flanked the rise, positioning himself in a dense thicket of black holly. He waved an arm when the first few Deep Ones plodded into the slough…counted each that followed blindly, one, two, three…

Hexam fired his Savannah Shredder at the noxious carven statue atop the bronze pillar, sending a searing bolt of electricity into its monstrous visage. The energy instantly traveled down the length of the support, electrifying the saturated base of the shrine and the adjoining waters. A dozen Deep Ones caught transiting the tributary quivered with ghastly anguish, blistering pain engulfing their scaly hides. A few simply dropped into the water, doubling over from the scorching agony. Those standing closest to the iron pillar fared worst: The electricity interacted with their headgear. The helmets flickered with an intense luminosity before erupting with horrid green flames.

“Nice work,” Blackpool smiled. “That will give the rest of them pause, I would think.”

“Enough time to get back to your flying machines, I hope.”

“Perhaps,” Blackpool said. “What causes me greater concern is whether or not we will be able to return to Charleston.” Only then did the somber revelation occur to both men. “Time has run out.”

***

Few words were spoken on the long ride back to Charleston.

Along the coastline, skirmishes had broken out at the first trace of dusk. The full-scale invasion had not yet begun, but the Deep Ones worked meticulously to test the potency of the Atlantic Seaboard Defense Initiative. As Finching piloted the d’Amécourt Aerial Screw, Hexam witnessed one such raid as it played out far below along a sandy shore. Four leviathans crawled up the continental shelf, out of the Atlantic and onto the coastal plain. Their alabaster bodies burdened by heavy armor, these mysterious creatures of the deep boasted two pairs of antennae, seven pairs of pereiopods as well as four pairs of tentacles – one pair for each set of jaws.

Dorso-ventrally compressed, the colossal beasts reminded Hexam in outline of a common woodlouse. Their immensity proved most alarming: Hexam judged their length at perhaps five times that of the largest seafaring vessel he had ever seen.

Teleforce cannons positioned at watchtowers to the north and south targeted the lead leviathan, each expelling a narrow stream of energy. As the beams struck the monster, its armor plating buckled but did not fracture. With the second barrage, the beams of the two cannons converged, shattered the armor and piercing the leviathan’s segmented, calcareous exoskeleton.

The beast swelled until it burst, its death an eruption of blue-green gore, fallow-colored pus and chunks of armor and shell.

The next leviathan curled up into a ball as it reached the shore, hurling itself headlong at the ramparts. Because of its speed, the teleforce cannons had difficulty targeting it. With only the toughest portions of its armor exposed, the drifting beams did little damage. When the leviathan struck the defensive wall, it toppled. Its failure sent the Juggernauts into action.

Half a dozen giant, automated soldiers surrounded the leviathan, blasting it relentlessly with plasma weapons. One deployed a telescoping pole weapon – a medieval-looking pike which the automaton used first to skewer the leviathan, then to electrocute it.

The battle raged on as Hexam and Finching passed, legions of Deep Ones spilling ashore and racing toward the wall. Though the teleforce cannons took their toll on the advancing troops, their numbers suggested the beachhead would soon be overrun.

“So it begins,” Finching said. Overhead, patches of twilight shone through the clouds. “There will be much suffering tonight, Mr. Hexam. I hope we are able to remove you from the unfolding nightmare.”

“What of your allies? Will they stand with you as part of the Tartarus Campaign?”

“Their armies will join in the fray at several major metropolitan centers – New York City, Boston, Southport, Savannah, Jacksonville and Charleston,” Finching said. “But their primary contribution will play out in the depths of the Atlantic. The Deep Ones have left their own cities largely unguarded. Great chthonic fire serpents and their wyvern handlers will be unleashed upon Y’ha-nthlei, K’ouh-zctoe, Ahu-Y’hloa, R’bhr-taloun and G’ll-Hoo.” She paused, reflecting upon the cataclysm that had been contrived in desperation. “Tonight, the face of the earth will be altered.”

In Charleston, the factories had been silenced. Above the city, the smothering black haze dispersed and long-hidden stars reappeared. None of the city’s inhabitants petitioned the glimmering orbs to grant wishes on this night: Most of them had fled, retreating west toward the Appalachian Mountains.

Having set down near the abandoned market square, Josiah Blackpool led Noah Cuttle, Fanny Finching and Caleb Hexam down the shadowed streets beneath streetlamps aglow with the ruddiness of pallid aetheric orbs. Less than a mile to the east, three armies met at the Battery, where the Ashley and the Cooper Rivers came together to form Charleston Harbor. While still airborne, Hexam had gotten his first and only glimpse of the squid-headed under-dwellers bound by treaty to the Atlantic Seaboard Defense Initiative.

These entities, the Gobi Death Worms of Mongolian legends, boasted eight tentacles organized in pairs as well as two conspicuously longer tentacles punctuated with razor-sharp spikes. Their luminescent bodies were worm-like segmented affairs with fleshy protrusions used for movement. Venomous bristles covered the parapodia.

These unsightly lithotrophs joined the Juggernaut automatons defending the city against the leviathans and their masters.

“Our audacity proved to be our downfall,” Finching said as they moved swiftly down Meeting Street. “We toyed with forces of nature as though they were the playthings of a child.”

“The insatiable curiosity of our race is both a blessing and a curse,” Hexam said. “Instinctive inquisitiveness and lust for wisdom may have hastened this holocaust, but I think something greater is at work here.” Hexam knew this world had been corrupted by some external force working through Khunrath’s “spheres of being.” “I hope the infection does not spread to the world I call home.”

“‘We are nothings before the least of these stars,’” Finching said, quoting a poet whose name she could not recall. “I hope the scientists on your world proceed with caution as they explore the mysteries of the cosmos – or else I hope that they simply lack the impetus to ask the questions that lead to forbidden knowledge.”

In a secret chamber beneath the Legger’s Den, Blackpool had squirreled away Duke Silas Finching’s model of the Khunrath Contrivance.

Hexam recognized it immediately: the hodgepodge coupling of clockwork gears and pressure gauges, metered dials and tuning forks, polished mirrors and lamps. Etched upon the floor were dozens of circles, each labeled in Latin. Multicolored lines crisscrossed the intricate diagram.

As Blackpool discarded the gemstone at the apex of the apparatus and replaced it with the decagonal trapezohedron, Hexam positioned himself upon the same circle he had stood upon on his world, in Silas Finching’s conservatory – hoping the placement of portals was reciprocal in nature.

“You are coming with me,” he said, beckoning Fanny Finching. “I will not allow you to refuse me.”

“I will do as I please,” Finching said. “I have an obligation…”

“You should go Ms. Finching,” Blackpool said. “Charleston will be buried beneath the flood once the Tartarus Campaign begins. The continent will be transformed by morning – the coastal cities submerged and an inland sea inaccessible to the Deep Ones created. The same process will fortify the Pacific Coastline. A new country will be born, the last redoubt of humanity.”

As Blackpool explained the imminent upheaval, the ground beneath them began rumbling. As bits of brick dislodged themselves from the ceiling, threatening to destroy the Khunrath Contrivance, Noah Cuttle acted. He grabbed Finching about her waist and dragged her onto the floor, placing her directly next to Hexam.

“Now,” Cuttle shouted, and a flash of brilliant light filled the room.

8.

Dwight Hexam and Fanny Finching arrived in Charleston, South Carolina on August 31, 1886, 9:50 p.m.

Within seconds, they felt the ground pitch violently beneath their feet. For a moment, they feared that the apparatus had failed to transport them across the threshold of parallel worlds. Scanning their surroundings, they realized that they no longer stood in the chamber beneath the Legger’s Den. Instead, they found themselves in an open courtyard encircled by a garden. Falling tiles from a nearby rooftop startled them, and Hexam quickly escorted Finching to the center of the yard where they waited out the earthquake.

The ground continued shaking for nearly a minute.

“Is it over?” Finching had thrown her arms about Hexam involuntarily. “Is that the end of it?”

“I think so,” Hexam said. Church bells tolled and terrified residents streamed out of their damaged homes, some venting screams, others voicing prayers. “An echo, perhaps – a ripple scattered across countless parallel worlds.”

“I should have been there. I should have died with Noah and Josiah.”

“Too many sacrificed themselves,” Hexam said. “Besides, your friends may have used the Khunrath Contrivance to travel to other worlds. We may even see them some day.”

“And what will I do in your world? I have no acquaintances here except you.”

“You will do as you please, I suspect,” Hexam said. “For now, I thought you might wish to go see Silas Finching. You may not be his own, but I know him well enough to know he will treat you as such.”


“I do not think his daughter will welcome me so enthusiastically,” she said. “I would not take kindly to a doppelganger showing up on my doorstep.”

“His daughter,” Hexam said, wavering as he looked into her eyes. “His Fanny died five years ago, a victim of a cholera outbreak. She was my wife.”






The Promised Messiah

By DJ Tyrer

Ihad, of course, heard of Gerald Glasby; everyone in the Society for Psychical Research had, Glasby being a prominent exponent of belief in the afterlife. Thus it was that I was a little surprised to find his name linked with a much more prosaic, if that is not an oxymoron, avenue of scientific endeavor: the creation of a mechanical poet. According to the article, he had invented a machine capable of selecting words and putting them together to form poems of surprising exquisiteness. The device, described as a box-like construction with dials upon it that, with the slit through which the poems were released, gave the impression of a crude face, was causing quite a stir. As a novelty, this poetic wonder had, of course, excited the imagination of the people who would queue for an hour and pay sixpence to see it, pull a lever and receive a poem. But, there were other, deeper, questions that the machine raised. Unless it were but a hoax, vomiting forth previously written pieces, or a limited arrangement of words on wheels, without real meaning, one was forced to ask if it represented reason in some form.

Such was the discussion at the Club when I dined there the following day. I had not attended in a while, my finances being distressingly limited, my father having chosen to live just long enough to see Death Duties introduced before dying and leaving me with a tiny inheritance that could not cope with my favored lifestyle. I was seriously considering leaving London and starting a new life in Rhodesia. As it was, I was behaving rather unsociably. But, Randolph St. Leger had issued an invitation—I think he had been acting unsociably in his own right, only for entirely different reasons, and this was his opportunity to test the waters. Randolph had become reclusive during Wilde’s trial and had not been seen since his friend’s conviction several weeks before. Of course, we all knew about his predilections, as we had with Oscar, so there was little surprise that he should choose to lie low.


Besides his illegal interests, Randolph was also fascinated by psychic phenomena and was another avid member of the SPR and of the Ghost Club that overlapped membership with it. Probably that was what had drawn him out from his solitude. It was that shared interest that had brought us together, he and I moving in different circles much of the time.

Randolph had already ordered when I arrived, but I didn’t mind as he had impeccable taste. Conan Doyle was there, as was Doctor Govan, both of them, likewise, members of the SPR and Ghost Club. The three of them were in earnest discussion, with Glasby’s poetry machine the topic of conversation. Govan was convinced that it was a fraud, just the random turning of cogwheels; that the poems it produced were in that peculiarly brief form recently adapted from the Japanese form known as the Hokku did little to enhance the alternate view, as held by Randolph, who seemed certain that the machine could think. Conan Doyle was uncommitted, certain that it was mere trick, but unwilling to commit himself as to how much of a marvel the machine might actually be.

I listened with interest, but, not having seen the machine myself, could offer no hard opinion upon it. To me, it seemed impossible that a machine might think as a man might think, yet what is a man but an organic machine? And, if we allow for some numinous quality that animates said fleshy machine, a spirit or soul, can we say for certain that it cannot find habitation in other forms? Was it possible that Glasby had, somehow, achieved the miracle of marrying matter and spirit without recourse to human flesh? It would, indeed, be amazing if true.

“You really must see it,” Randolph kept telling me, “you really must, it is amazing.”

Although I had only been mildly enthused by the newspaper coverage, his excitement and the strength of feeling it aroused in debate —others not actually part of our conversation, overhearing what was being discussed, were inspired to offer their own impressions and opinions on the curious contraption—served to encourage within me a definite urge to see it for myself.

Thus it was, late in the afternoon, that I made my way to the house that Glasby had rented to display the machine. A long queue stretched along the pavement and around the corner and I dutifully took my place at its end and slowly shuffled forwards with it towards that which we all desired to see.

At last, I presented my sixpence to a doorman clad in a rather worn brown overcoat and battered bowler, and was allowed inside, being directed into a rear room by a harassed-seeming maid whom I suspected had been on her feet all day just repeating the words “through here” ad nauseum. The doors did not close till eight, but there was obviously a lull at this time of day, there being only a handful of people behind me rather than the earlier lengthy queue. I was rather glad of that fact; having an impatient line behind me would make the whole experiment rushed and I wanted to have at least a few moments to study the machine.

The description that I had read in the newspaper was quite accurate. The machine was like a box or cabinet, about five feet in height, made of dark mahogany with trimmings in shining brass. A pair of dials sat above and either side of a short lever, below which was a brass-bordered slit, forming the distinct impression of a face, like the crude sketches children produce. A card sign atop it instructed users not to turn the dials.

As I looked it over, I saw that there was a symbol picked out in yellow atop it, like a swastika, partially concealed by the sign. I seemed to recall Glasby wearing a symbol like it on a ring, so I presumed it was intended as an owner’s mark, although I may have been mistaken.

Obeying, albeit a little reluctantly, the sign, I reached out and pulled the lever downwards. It moved smoothly and there was a soft whirl of unseen wheels from within the case, before a rectangle of thin card slipped out from between the brass lips of the slit for me to take. I plucked it and, stepping aside so that the next person might access it, looked at it:

‘Yellow leaves falling,’ I read,

‘Autumn beside the cloud sea,

‘Silence is golden.’

It had a certain quality, I supposed, not having much familiarity with the novel verse form. Succinct, certainly. Yet it seemed thrown together, artificial. I could accept it was the product, merely, of rotating cogs, meaningless. But, those few Hokku I had seen had a similar artificiality, as if the translation from orient to occident had not quite succeeded in crossing from one language to another. Still, if it was all but illusion, Glasby had achieved a fine one, for it was no garbled nonsense.

“So, what do you think of it?” A sudden voice in my ear startled me, making me jump.

Turning, I found Glasby standing there, short and a little overweight, his hairline receding, his eyes reminiscent of poached eggs. He had always had a jovial sort of personality, but I had always found him a little unnerving—all the more so when he popped up like this, seemingly from out of nowhere.

“Well, James?” he prompted as I stared at him, momentarily slack-jawed.

“Um, well, it is interesting,” I said. “I am not exactly a connoisseur of poetry, but it seems to scan to me. If it is more than the mere turning of cogs, then it opens whole new vistas of possibility.”

Glasby seemed pleased at my response—if I had to guess, I would have said that the response from the erudite people he hoped to impress, as opposed to the credulous crowds, had largely been negative in tone. He seemed to preen a little.

“The poetic muse,” he told me, “does not inhabit every human breast. To inspire it into a mechanical host such as this is a new step for science.”

“It certainly is impressive.” I felt myself being caught up in his enthusiasm for his invention.

“Well,” he suddenly hunched forward towards me, his voice dropping conspiratorially, “if you find this impressive, you will be amazed at the next step I intend to take.”

“Really?” I couldn’t help but wonder what he intended.

“Indeed. This is but a mere trifle. You must visit my house in Kent and come see a true marvel!”

I told him I would be delighted to do so. Glasby had me intrigued. He gave me the date, a few days hence, and the address, and I agreed to attend.

“It will be a great day in history,” he promised, “and only a select few will witness it. You will not regret it!”

***

A few days later, I made the train journey down to Kent. It turned out that Glasby’s house was out in the middle of nowhere, but he had kindly hired a carriage to meet me, obviating the need for me to make my own arrangements to reach it. It was located in the bleak area of marshland that Dickens had written about and I found the landscape strangely dispiriting. The house itself, squat and plain, was no more pleasant to my eyes. As the summer sun set, what little beauty existed in the scene vanished.

The coachman appeared keen to be away from the house; he seemed to find it just as unsettling as I did, more so.



I had no need to ring the bell, for the door opened as I climbed the steps. An unpleasantly blank-faced man in a butler’s uniform, tall and cadaveric, stood there, looking as if he had stepped straight from the pages of some lurid gothic tale. I could imagine Glasby hiring him for just such an effect; it was exactly the way in which his peculiar mind worked.

“Mr Hallorann, you are expected,” he intoned, sepulchrally, “please come inside.”

Where the exterior of the building was plain, the interior was the exact opposite, gaudy and gothic in the extreme. Glasby seemingly sought to proclaim his unwavering belief in the afterlife with an overabundance of skulls, perhaps believing that an aesthetic might make it so, for he often talked of the power of metaphor and symbol to shape the world. I also noticed more examples of his swastika-like symbol placed, discreetly, here and there, as if stamping his ownership upon his home.

“Ah, James, here you are!” Glasby exclaimed cordially as I entered the drawing room where he and his other guests awaited me. With the late start time, I had dined before leaving as no meal was provided, although there was a tray of savories on the table beside the port and brandy. I wondered whether there was an actual practical reason for the timing of this gathering or if it was just another example of Glasby’s theatrical tendencies.

The gathering consisted of six others besides him and I.

“May I introduce Edgar and Sylvia Atheling,” he said, gesturing at a seated couple a little younger than myself. I recognized the name of the poet who had scandalized polite society last year with his odes to unnatural, necrophiliac lusts. His wife certainly looked suitably wan and gaunt to be married to a man who could pen such obscenities.


“Randolph St. Leger, you know,” he continued and we exchanged a nod, “and these,” he indicated two pale young beauties in unfashionable yellow summer dresses, “are my daughters, Camilla and Cassilda.”

I greeted them politely, despite never having heard any mention of a wife nor children for Glasby. I was not sure which of the girls was which, they were almost identical to my eyes.

The last figure was an extraordinary fellow dressed in a long orange Chinese-style tunic with an Indian turban upon his head and a large blue jewel on his brow. His eyes were obscured by rose-tinted spectacles. That his skin was quite pale and his features European made me doubt his appearance was anything more than an affectation.

“And, this, of course, is the famous medium, Bayrolles.”

I had heard of the man, despite never having seen him before; indeed, I am sure everyone in the SPR had, for his séances were legendary. His appearance belied the status his name had accrued in recent years. To me, he looked like a fraud, yet I could imagine his outrageous costume might be intended to reassure his clients who would expect someone exotic.

He did not speak, just nodded. His presence made me wonder just what Glasby had in mind.

“Have a drink, you must be thirsty after your journey.”

“Oh, just a quick snifter,” I replied, “clear the dust.”

The butler poured me a glass of gin-and-tonic and I knocked it back, and looked at Glasby.

“Right, if you would follow me…”

The butler disappeared off somewhere and Glasby led us through to the library and bade us be seated. There was something, the height of a man but square-angled, under a dustsheet in the center of the room. It had to be another machine.

“This is it,” Glasby announced, theatrically, an odd look in his unpleasant eyes. “Here is the promised Messiah, the host body of the Living God.”

With a flourish, he swept the dustsheet aside to reveal a cabinet-type construction not dissimilar to his poetry machine. It was clearly electrical in nature, light bulbs surmounted its top between two metal spikes. On the front of it were dials, a grille and Glasby’s symbol prominently displayed, bright yellow upon the black wood.


“Tonight,” he continued, “you will partake in the incarnation of the spirit of the King Whom Emperors Serve into this physical body of wood, metal and glass. Bayrolles shall act as the midwife.”

I realized that the man must be mad and was attempting to recreate the lunacy of the Mechanical Messiah that had gripped the American Spiritualists earlier in the century, that failed act of foolishness and self-deception. Or, maybe Govan had been right and the whole thing was part of some silly hoax to gain attention. I was tempted to leave, but had a peculiar fascination to see what would unfold this night.

The two girls, their faces curiously blank, like a pair of masks, stood to either side of the machine, holding tall, flickering candles, the light from which scattered shadows across their pallid features, making them seem almost monstrous. The Athelings sat immediately in front of the machine, either side of the medium, gazing with rapt, almost adoring expressions. Glasby was in front and slightly to one side of the machine, turning dials. Randolph and I sat together, a little apart from the others, faintly amused by the scene and equally disturbed.

Bayrolles began the ritual, his eyes rolling back and his head lolling as he began to moan.

“I see the reaching towers,” he cried, “that stand before the moon. I see the ruins as old as time. Here is the One whom you serve! The Last King is come to his new body and abode!”

At those words, Glasby threw a switch and there was a sudden discordant hum from the machine. The pair of glass bulbs atop the cabinet lit up, gauges twitched and a spark jumped from one spike to the other. There was a palpable energy or tension in the air.

That was all. Nothing more seemed to happen. The light in the bulbs faded and the gauges fell still. It was distinctly unimpressive. Randolph let out a strangled half-laugh/half-snort, then quailed before Glasby’s glare, who was clearly taking the whole thing seriously. I wondered how he would react to such a dismal failure.

Except, that it wasn’t.

Bayrolles was still in his trance and, suddenly, gasped and tumbled from his chair with a shriek that made us all jump with a start aside from the immobile girls. As he fell to the floor, the bulbs lit up again, brightly an arc of electricity ran between the spikes, and the machine let out a brief high-pitched whine that forced me to cover my ears.

“My Master! My Master!” Glasby cried with a tortured ecstasy. Turning to us, he announced: “Now shall the Last King rule this world! The promised Messiah shall judge the unworthy and scour the Earth! All shall tremble before the King In Yellow in his incarnated glory!”

With a shock, I realized that he was calling out the name attributed to that vile Anarchist volume that had lately done the rounds, inspiring disgust in all right-thinking folk and panicked suppression by the authorities. Rumor claimed that it incited all kinds of vile and immoral acts and the overthrow of order and reason; some even said it was so awful as to cause the sensitive and weak-minded to lose all inhibitions, even go insane. Clearly Glasby had read that blasphemous work and had his already tenuous hold on reality undermined by it. If that book was half as bad as it was painted by popular opinion, he would be a dangerous maniac under its influence.

“And, now, you shall all be judged.”

The Athelings, apparently as crazy as he was, stepped forward and laid their hands on the machine. The lights atop it glowed brighter and Glasby was clearly satisfied, nodding at them with a smile.

“You,” he pointed at Randolph. I noticed that Bayrolles had slipped towards the back of the room, clearly keen to leave. I wondered what his exact role in the greater scheme of things was, willing participant or stooge.

Randolph was unwilling and the Athelings had to drag him up to the machine, holding his hand onto it. The lights dimmed and, from their feral grins, I knew this was a bad sign.

From a drawer in his writing desk, Glasby fetched a large, slightly-curved blade and stepped towards Randolph. I knew I had to do something.

The only potential weapon I could see to hand was a silver candlestick in the corner of the room, fully three feet tall. Lunging for it and raising it in two hands, I gave a wild swing and struck Edgar Atheling in the back of his head, sending him crumpling to the floor with an unpleasantly wet sound. Randolph was able to pull away from Sylvia, who turned and lunged at me with an incoherent shriek; without thinking, I hefted the candlestick again and caught her a glancing blow that broke her arm and she sank down beside her husband, caressing his bloody head with her still-functioning arm, sobbing.

Glasby continued his advance, knife in hand. Strangely, his two daughters remained immobile where they stood, clutching their candles. The entire scene was utterly bizarre and I felt as if I should become insane.

“James!” Randolph clutched my arm, interposing me as a shield between him and our host. “The man is a madman! I’ve read that play’s first act, banal but strange, but did not dare the second.”

Whatever else he wished to say was cut off by his finding his back against shelves.

“James, I don’t want to die—save me and I’ll make it worth your while!” Clearly he had sensed that I was willing to abandon him, hoping that Glasby would focus on him, allowing me time to escape. His offer was a tempting one; I didn’t move.

Our crazed host was now standing before us. Neither of us moved for what seemed an eternity, then he lunged. Automatically, I swung my club, although I was finding it difficult to raise the heavy candlestick. By a stroke of luck, I struck his wrist and, although not much of a blow, made him drop his weapon.

“Dare you challenge the will of the Living God?!” he screeched, his features contorting hideously at the thought of such blasphemy against his delusion.

“Glasby, this is madness! That box of tricks of yours is naught but cogs and wheels and wires. It is no more a god than an abacus could ever be. Think, man! It is nothing more than a light show.”

That seemed to make him pause, or maybe it was the pain in his wrist, which he held and rubbed distractedly. At the very least, I had him at bay, which was better than nothing. Now, we had to get out of there.

“Step back, Glasby, we have to go.”

He didn’t move.

“Damn you, Glasby—move!”

The machine began to make another sound, a sort of low drone. Horribly, it sounded almost as if it were a voice attempting to form words. Glasby tilted his head as if trying to make sense of the sounds. I felt Randolph’s grip on my arm tighten.

“Yes… yes…” nodded Glasby, fixing me with a wild gaze. I knew the attack was coming, but was too slow, my arm too strained to fend it off. I had barely lifted the candlestick before he was on me, knocking it from my hand. Randolph grunted as I was slammed back into him, then I was on the floor with Glasby attempting to throttle me, pinning me to the floor with his weight.


Suddenly, the side of his head seemed to explode in a red mist, his eyes rolled up into his skull and he tumbled off me onto the floor. Randolph entered my field of vision with a manic look on his face and the bloodied candlestick in his hands. He lowered it to the floor with one hand and, reaching out his free hand, he pulled me to my feet.

“We have to leave,” I told him, but he shook his head.

“No. We must destroy the machine.”

The droning sounds clearly were getting to him; they were getting to me. The sound resembled ‘It is a…’ and a garbled remainder. In our state of panic, to imagine more would have been all too easy.

At his words, I had glanced over to the machine; the two girls were still just standing there, impassive, unconcerned that their father had been brained right before them. Even more than the machine, that frightened me.

“We have to leave,” I repeated. I desperately wanted to get out of there.

He shook his head and advanced on the machine, past the still body of Atheling and his sobbing wife. Of the medium, there was no sign. It was then, as he drew near, that the two girls finally moved, stepping forward to interpose themselves between him and his target, moving with a strangely mechanical gait.

Randolph had clearly suffered all he could take and snapped.

With a mighty swing, he smashed the candlestick into the face of one of the girls – again. I’m not sure which was which. I admit that a scream escaped my lips at that moment, for it seemed as if he had torn half the girl’s face away with that terrible blow. In a sense, he had, but it was not blood and bone that was revealed when that porcelain-pale skin was ripped away, but shiny metal where bone should have been and little turning wheels and twitching armatures where one would have expected muscle.

Randolph barely seemed to pause at this revelation, but swung his weapon again and again, raining down blows upon it like a man possessed. The girl’s, thing’s, twin continued to stand impassive beside it as he battered it. Clearly, only the machine mattered.

‘It is terrible thing…’ the drone seemed to be saying.

The candle dropped from the hand of the battered manikin that had once appeared as a girl, landing on the carpet. The yellow dress went up like a roaring bonfire. The misshapen metal jaw moved soundlessly, and it sagged, but did nothing to resist the flames engulfing it.

“No!” Glasby’s voice gurgled thickly from a throat fouled with blood as he attempted to rise from the floor.

‘It is a terrible thing…’

“Do not defile the Messiah!” Glasby was crawling on his hands and knees towards Randolph.

The flames caught the other girl-thing’s dress and she began to blaze, too, still immobile. It was a horrific sight, but my practical mind overrode my fear as I realized that the books and furniture were certain to catch light at any moment; if we didn’t leave now, we never would.

Ignoring Glasby, I dashed over to Randolph who was attempting to smash the machine but was being beaten back by the flames. Grabbing his shoulder, I pulled him away.

“We have to go!”

He dropped the candlestick and let me pull him away.

“Let the fire have it,” I told him, seeing the concerned look on his face. That seemed to bring him back to his senses and he quickly headed for the door.

I followed him, but, suddenly, something took hold of my leg. Looking down, I saw that Glasby had reached me and taken ahold of my ankle. I tried to pull away, but his grasp was too strong.

I called out to Randolph for help, but he was gone and either didn’t hear me or didn’t care. I had a vision of myself being burnt to death in that rapidly blazing library. Already, the smoke was growing thick and I was starting to feel a little lightheaded.

‘It is a terrible thing to fall…’ the droning voice was unaffected by the smoke and flames. If anything, it grew stronger as I felt myself growing weaker. Still, I could not break free from Glasby’s grasp.

“Damn you, Glasby! Let me go!”

A pathetic shriek was his reply as the spreading flames reached him and his clothes began to burn. Pain made him loosen his grip and I pulled away.

“My god, no!” Whether it was a plea to his master or a sudden recognition of his predicament, I had neither knowledge nor interest; I merely desired to be gone from there.

My last impression of that room as I fled into the hallway, before escaping from the house, was of two metallic skeletons standing guard before the angular silhouette of the bizarre god-machine, which continued to drone his mantra as I went.

The cadaveric figure of the butler—whom I, suddenly, had a horrible suspicion was no more a man than Glasby’s daughters had been girls—was the only servant to be seen fighting the flames. Whether Glasby kept no others or they had opted to flee, I had no way of knowing, nor did I care; I hoped the inferno would consume the house and its vile contents.

Randolph was already running off down the track and I followed him as quickly as I could. There was still no sign of the medium, Bayrolles, but I suspected he was long gone. Behind me, a keening wail announced that Sylvia Atheling had remained trapped in the library beside the body of her husband. It sickened me a little that Randolph and I had caused the deaths of three people. I just hoped that the flames had destroyed Glasby’s hideous creation. Although I did not like to admit it to myself, I understood as Randolph had, that the machine was more than just the sum of its mechanical parts, that it was an intrusion from some world beyond our own, a world alien and dangerous.

I could only pray, as I staggered away into the night, that the nightmare was over.






Unfathomable

By Christine Morgan

Low clouds hung dark in a darker sky, the damp wind promising rain. The sea stretched calm, smooth as slate.

From the galley came laughter and jovial conversation, the clink of crockery as dishes passed hand to hand. They’d put in a fine day’s fishing, pulling in one full net after another, and were in good cheer.

The captain would join them soon enough, but it was his custom to enjoy his before-supper pipe at the privacy of the rail, weather permitting. Lars Gunderson puffed contentedly on the carved meerschaum, exhaling streams of sweet-smelling smoke.

A pipe was a simple pleasure and a timeless one, if all but unfathomable to the younger members of his crew. In this day and age, with factory-made cigarettes pennies by the carton, Lars wondered if his was but one more dying fancy.

They did want it quicker and cheaper than anything, didn’t they? Quicker, cheaper, bigger, faster, mechanized, automated, all these modern advances and newfangled gadgets…available next-to-immediately, manufactured, ordered from a catalog, delivered…it’d be the end of hard-learned skills, craftsmanship, experience, wisdom…

Would his ancestors have felt the same? Theirs had been a glorious age of exploration and plunder, bold warriors turning dragon-headed prows toward unknown horizons, nothing but oar and sail. To those bygone seafarers of old, even this humble fishing vessel would have been an amazement beyond their ken. Yet, compared to the immense steam-liners or the submersibles that churned the oceans with their turbines, the Duck was a relic, a laughable little tub.

A tub, she might be, and even laughable…round and fat-bottomed, pitch-sealed wooden planks, creaky, leaky…but she was his own, paid for free and clear, and she regularly turned him a profit while other captains stood neck-deep in debt.


He patted the rail, smiling around the pipestem gripped in his strong teeth. Yes, his Duck was a stout enough old dowager, faithful and true. The crewmen could – and did, Lord knew it – go on about how much more profit they’d see if she was given an overhaul, but it was their greed and their laziness talking.

A glow and a rumble from above caught his attention. He turned his gaze skyward, scowling. The steam-liners were bad enough but these air-ships, bloated whales of the heavens, beaming their spotlights down without so much as a by-your-leave…

But he had never seen lights such as this, and the noise was like no engine-screws he’d ever heard. Almost as soon as he realized this, the glow turned fearful-bright, and the rumble became a roar. Crewmen came rushing from the galley, some with mouths still full, even as Lars shouted for all-hands.

Something tore through the clouds, ripping them apart like threadbare cloth. It streaked down and across at an angle, plunging from the sky. The fierce light – it was yellow-blue, not green, in no way green, but yellow-blue – flared with terrible, dazzling flashpowder brilliance.

The men cried out, averting their faces, shielding their eyes.

Only Lars, still staring up, saw how through this long tattered rent in the cloud-cover it appeared the very night sky itself roiled. He glimpsed stars, stars he knew as well as any sailor, stars that should, even in so fleeting a glimpse, have been familiar in their patterns…but weren’t. They hung distorted, discolored, as if viewed through a thick sheet of tint-glass.

Flaring, blinding, yellow-blue! That relentless head-splitting roar! Men screamed and scrambled and fell. Lars clung to the frame of the wheelhouse door, aware in an instant of absurdity that he’d lost his pipe.

The sheeting flame and arcing electricity was reminiscent of St. Elmo’s Fire but at the same time uncannily not St. Elmo’s Fire. Its reflection tracked a blurred smear on the water. The two, the source and its reflection, made a narrowing convergence…

Lars shouted again, unheard, and too late anyway. Even had there been anything they could do, there was no time.

It hit.

The source met its reflection, and both vanished in the sudden swallowing gulp of the sea, which went from slate-smooth and calm to a pond into which someone had hurled a boulder. A violent upheaval marked the point of impact, a bulge of dark water surging out in an expanding ring. A tremendous spout shot up from the center, a towering spire to rival any skyscraper, spraying salt foam.

The Duck dipped and tossed at the mercy of the ruthless forces. Lanterns swung in mad arcs. Charts and instruments flew about. Lars held fast, still shouting useless orders.

Drawn inexorably into the tidal pull, the tubby ship swept up the swell’s steep curve. She tilted until her snub-nosed prow pointed at the ragged clouds and roiling stars. The catch in the holds shifted backward, a huge, wet, slapping weight.

Lars felt his feet lift from their purchase, a sickening sensation of floating that made his stomach roll. He saw a froth of whitecaps edging the curling top of the monstrous wave, looming high above the poor little Duck.

Then, down it came, the wall of water, a crashing tumult of doomsday.

***

Dockside was a city in its own right, a city of wharves and warehouses, shipyards and shipping offices, markets and canneries. A thick stink comprised of tar, oil, brine, and fish predominated. A dozen languages could be heard in as many strides…sailors, merchants, travelers and immigrants going about the business of daily life.

Constable Arthur Pearce attracted no small notice as he made his way toward Pier 23, some of it speculative as if to size him up for robbery despite a bearing that proclaimed him as a man of the law. His clothes were understated in their fine tailoring but by no means cheap or shabby, and the trunk he wheeled behind him was of good quality.

He was not of imposing height or brawn, and the slight stiffness of gait given to him by a clockwork-prosthetic leg disguised a natural litheness and speed. His blond hair, fair skin and keen gray eyes further added to the impression of him as an intelligent man, a learned one, but perhaps not the most formidable of opponents.

The truth of this, of course, often came as a most unwelcome surprise to anyone who meant him mischief.

However, this day, no one chose to take the chance, and he reached the end of the pier unchallenged. A glance at the magnificent gleaming bulk of the Thetis committed countless details to memory – the forward sweep of its prow, the brass hull-plates held by bolts big as a child’s fist – but what most held his gaze was the shapely figure of a young woman in traveling frock and hat, watching other passengers jockeying for position to embark.

“Miss Noir,” he said, stepping up behind her.

She turned, ebony-black ringlets framing an alabaster complexion. “Why, Constable Pearce! What ever are you doing here?”

“Looking for you, as it happens.”

“I thought you were out of the country.”

“I only just got back.”

“And you’ve found me already.”

“To be fair, I had help. Your brother told me what you were up to.”

“Ah. Dear Felix. You had to see for yourself to believe it?”

“Not at all. I know you too well.”

“I hope you haven’t come to talk me out of it,” she said.

“As I said, I know you too well.”

“So does Mother, and that never stops her from trying.”

“I suppose she would be more at ease if you had a steady, stay-at-home trade.”

Her ruby lips quirked into a smile. “Like hers?”

“Touché,” he said, clearing his throat.

“Besides, my trade treats me rather well. Look, I’ve even had cards done.” She presented one to him.

“Things Man Was Not Meant To Know? Send a Woman! Chantal Noir: Paranormalist – Troubleshooter – Adventuress.” He raised his eyebrows. “Indeed?”

“Oh, hush!” Laughing, she made to reclaim the card, but he deftly held it out of her reach. “Arthur!”

“This one’s for my records,” he said, tucking it into his pocket. “If I should need to contact you.”

“If you should need to contact me,” she said, “you’ll just ask Felix again.”

“He might not be in.”

“He never goes out.” She nodded in the direction of the gangway, where porters from the Thetis struggled with a luggage while a well-dressed banker tapped his foot and made an ostentatious show of checking his gold-plated timepiece. “So, you heard about the incident?”


“Mysterious object lights up the sky for hundreds of miles around, slams into the North Atlantic? Expedition team dispatched to investigate? Absolutely. Wouldn’t miss it.”

She tipped her head. “It isn’t a ferry crossing; you can’t just purchase a ticket.”

“No, but I can use my credentials and connections.” He touched his hatbrim to her, then moved to hail a man in a peacoat who’d just stepped onto the Thetis’ over-deck. “Captain Burnham? Arthur Pearce. I wired you this morning—”

“The constable, yes!” The captain, a barrel on bowed legs, bald and bare-headed with a badger’s brush of beard to make up for it, had a gruff but jovial booming voice. “And a Pearce, right enough, the very image of old Gussy or I’ll be dunked in it!”

“Old Gussy?” Chantal Noir inquired, amused.

“My grandfather,” Arthur said. “Augustus Pearce. He was a mariner, and—”

“And I sailed with him, I did, when I was no more than a pip of a lad!” boomed Burnham. “Started me off as a powder monkey, taught me everything I know. Now here I am, captain of my own nautilus! Come aboard! Come right aboard!”

Right aboard, as it happened, wasn’t feasible, but the porters went to work with a will and soon enough had the various passengers and their bags sorted. Arthur went to his stateroom to unpack, change clothes, and perform minor matters of maintenance on his clockwork leg.

The Thetis was no trans-oceanic luxury cruise vessel the likes of the Star of Cairo or the Gibraltar Empress; her quarters were by necessity much smaller, less grand than those seagoing pleasure palaces. They lacked balconies, and had brass-ringed unopenable portholes instead of panoramic sliding windows.

A series of megaphonic speaking tubes served each deck and the public areas of the Thetis. Announcements from the bridge, gramophone-recordings in dulcet female tones, broadcast from it. The messages welcomed the passengers aboard, instructed them on the uses of various amenities such as the light fixtures and en suite washcabinets, informed them where to locate the dining room and at what ship’s-hours meals would be served, and so on.


From deep within the craft, a steady thrumming began as the propulsion turbines powered up. It intensified until Arthur’s toiletries jittered and chittered together upon the vanity shelf beside the mirror.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” came another announcement, “it would be our honor and privilege to invite you to the forward observatorium lounge, to best experience our departure.”

Arthur tucked a clutch-shockgun into a holster at the small of his back. Not that he expected to need the weapon, but, better than being caught unprepared. Armed as well with a fresh ledger and a fountain pen, he let himself out into the narrow hall and saw Chantal Noir emerging from her own cabin.

She had changed from the traveling frock into more casual attire… too casual for some, perhaps, with knee-buckle knickerbockers in lieu of a skirt. Her ankle-boots and bodice were black with brass stays and fastenings. Around her slim throat was a cameo on a silk ribbon, and her ringlets were piled atop her head, affixed with a gearwheel comb in a way artfully designed to appear artless.

“You look more like a clerk than a constable,” she said, not without approval.

He patted the leather-bound ledger. “As I’m here in no official capacity, I thought I might keep some notes.”

“Are you ever anywhere in no official capacity?”

“Officially?”

She laughed and held out her arm. “If you’d be so kind as to escort me to the observatorium, Mr. Pearce?”

“Delighted.”

The forward observatorium lounge was, by far, the most impressive feature of the Thetis. Its ceiling was a geodesic dome of metal lattice-frames and triangular glass windows treated with an exterior opacity sheen. Seen from outside, this dome resembled a multifaceted, semi-translucent gemstone above the brass prow. Seen from within, it soared up and overhead in an enclosing insectile-eye crystalline bubble, offering a panoramic view.

Currently, sunlight streamed in, and the air had a pleasant greenhouse warmth. Once the Thetis began to dive…

Chantal glanced at Arthur. He read the familiar mixture of anticipation, trepidation, and devil-may-care excitement in her dark eyes.

A single decorative pillar rose from the center of the floor to the topmost point of the dome, all ornate metalwork and tiny bulbs that were currently unlit but promised a spiraling spray of twinkling illumination later. Around the base of this pillar were curved tables, linen-draped, set with a champagne bruncheon buffet. Two white-jacketed stewards stood attentively nearby.

“I say!” said a youthful voice. “This is rather a something, isn’t it?”

They turned. The new arrival, goggling upward, was a tall and lanky young man in crisp shirtfront, pressed trousers and brocade waistcoat. His face had an open, affable character. His brownish hair was combed sleek with pomade. An attempt to convey maturity by cultivation of a moustache was unconvincing at best.

“Is it safe, do you think?” he went on, with his neck craned. “The glass and all, that is, once we’re under? Hate to be going along and ckkkk –” He etched a jagged cracking line in midair. “—before you know it we’re knee-deep in sharks or the like. Or jellyfish. Ruddy awful blighters, jellyfish. They sting, don’t you know.”

“For one thing,” someone else said from the doorway, “if the glass does give way while we’re at any sort of a depth, sharks and jellyfish would be the least of your worries.”

This arrival proved to be a woman, though her choice of attire – corduroy trousers, a chambray work shirt, and a loose over-vest bulging with pockets – was even more casual than Chantal’s. Her age could have been anywhere from hard-worn forty to hale and hearty seventy. She had masses of wiry gray hair, a creased and sun-browned face, and the blunt-nailed, scar-fingered hands of a laborer.

“Oh, the chill, you mean?” asked the pomaded young man. “The what-do-you-call-it, hypothermia? Or are you talking about drowning?”

“Won’t matter.” The woman was short, stocky, not soft enough to be rotund, and walked with heavy, clomping strides. “You wouldn’t live long enough to drown.”

“Here, now, no call for that! Because I can swim. I may not be good at a whole lot else, but, I can swim.”

She picked up a custard-filled puff pastry from a serving tray, and held it out. “The weight of the water, laddy-buck. Squish you in an instant, it would, just like…that!” And she clenched her fist around the pastry, custard squirting through her fingers.

“Would it?” he cried.

The woman ate the flattened pastry, licked custard from her hand, and wiped her palm on her trouser leg. “But it won’t, not if I’m any judge. Take a closer look at those windows. Double-paned, and the space between them filled with…pressurized etheric gases, I’ll warrant.”

“You’d be right,” Captain Burnham said, coming in. “Sound as a dollar-pound to three thousand fathoms, is my sweet Thetis!”

“Three thousand!” the young man exclaimed, agog all over again. “That must be quite a lot!”

Chantal, meanwhile, addressed the stocky woman. “Professor Edison? Edwina Edison? Of the university scientifics department?”

“No relation,” the woman said, giving her a sticky handshake. “Are you a student?”

“I sat in on one of your Egyptology seminars last year. Chantal Noir—”

“Paranormalist. Well, we’ll put your lot out of work soon enough, no offense.”

“Out of work?” asked Arthur, suppressing a smile at Chantal’s astonishment.

“Pff. The paranormal, the supernatural, myths, legends…only means we haven’t figured the science, yet. And you are?”

“Arthur Pearce. Constable Pearce.”

“Constable, is it? Going to arrest a meteorite, are you, constable?”

“Meteorite?” The young man, who had been listening to Burnham wax eloquent about the Thetis’ engines, rejoined them now. “Is it? Well, that’ll be a letdown to the aunties, I must say. They’re half convinced it’s Star Wormwood or some such, a sign, a herald of the apocalypse. Why I’m here, isn’t it?”

“I don’t believe we’ve met,” said Arthur.

“Haven’t we? So sorry. Wilmott. Reggie Wilmott. Sent by my aunties, don’t you know. Devoted believers in the unfathomable, they are. Séances, little green men, all that rot.”

“And they sent you?” Chantal asked. Arthur nudged her with an elbow.

Reggie waved a hand. “They don’t travel so much these days, getting on in years as they are, long in the tooth and whatnot.”

Professor Edison snorted and quaffed a glass of champagne.

“Always after me to make something of myself,” he continued, rolling his eyes. “As if card games and racing yachts aren’t enough to keep a chappie happy? But, if a body’s got to have an adventure, might as well go in style, right-oh? Far better this than trudging through some god-forsaken jungle where there’s mosquitoes big as barn owls.” He leaned toward Arthur in a chummy man-to-man way. “Besides, gets me away from those dreadful dinner parties, you know the sort, where they sit you by some girl with a ‘wonderful personality’?”

Other passengers had come in as the Thetis glided out to sea, waves lapping at the lowest edge of the observatorium glass. They left Dockside and the cityscape with its smokestacks and high bridges behind. The usual bruncheon rounds of mingling and introductions went on over tea and coffee, juices and champagnes, pastries, fruit salads and cold cuts.

Most were experts in various disciplines. One, Lord Smedley, was an energy baron, investing in everything from coal and steam to oil and electrics. His secretary was of the humorless and severe high-collared sort, her squint either due to suspicion or the extraordinary tightness of her hair bun. General Thomsfield was ex-military, square of shoulder, square of jaw. The dark-suited pair who kept to the fringes might as well have sported governmental insignia for lapel pins.

“—the paper you and your late husband presented, the one theorizing a passage to the center of the earth from Australia—” someone said to Professor Edison, who was piling sliced cheese and roast beef between pieces of buttered toast.

“Hubie and that damned red rock, rest his soul…”

A scholar with the haunted look of someone who spent far too much of his time in dank library archives wanted to discuss non-Euclidian architecture with Chantal. “Particularly as it pertains to churches, temples, and houses of worship…”

Reggie Wilmott, munching sugared dates, listened to the engineers arguing the feasibility of Verne’s ‘moon-gun’ and lunar colonies. “Fancy that!” he remarked to the company at large. “The moon!”

A woodwind threnody resonated through the speaking-tubes, followed by the female voice. “We will now commence descent. All crew, dive stations, dive stations please.”

The sound and feel of the turbines changed. The water that had been lapping along the lower edges of the panes climbed as the Thetis began to submerge. Waves broke against the front, parted, rushed over the glass in foamy frills and swirls. A loose streamer of kelp undulated past.

A hush fell over the assembled passengers. Arthur Pearce found himself standing beside Chantal Noir, or found her standing beside him, without quite knowing which of them had moved. Drinks and delicacies went forgotten as faces upturned to watch the sea rise to close over their heads.

If their view of the sunlit sky through the faceted dome had been as to looking out from the heart of a diamond before, the diamond first lost some of its clarity to occlusion and blur…then a tinge of color crept in…diamond to aquamarine…to blue topaz glimmering with rays of gold…

A discomfort in his ears proved easily allayed by stretching his jaws, as the earlier announcements had informed him. Arthur noticed others doing the same, even as they stood transfixed by the deepening jeweler’s spectrum above them.

Next came the rich, rare hue of a Ceylon emerald, with the sun a liquid bright rippling starpoint distant in it. He felt a touch as Chantal leaned against him, and looked down to see her gazing raptly upward. The colors played in her eyes, tinted her fair skin. Although he had seen her in many strange, uncanny, and even terrible situations before, he had never seen her with such an expression of wonder, almost childlike in its purity.

Emerald to sapphire…and darker…midnight sapphire…and without realizing or intending to he had slipped an arm around Chantal, as her hand settled soft upon his chest.

The last hint of light lingered like a mirage, or lingered only in imagination that could not last…and then even that was gone. Gone, and the Thetis rode through inky blackness more complete than the darkest night.

Silence held.

It seemed no one even breathed, or as if no one else were even there.

Utter silence. Utter darkness.

Then, by the doing of some unseen crewman, the myriad of tiny bulbs set into the central pillar winked on. A ribbon-tube of greenish-blue neon gases outlined the room. As their vision adjusted, the shapes of their fellow passengers once again became discernible.

Arthur became keenly aware of the intimate closeness of their pose. Chantal, at the same moment, also discovered this. They stepped apart with quick grace, almost like dancers. If a blush tinged her cheek, he could not tell by this eerie lighting…which meant, to his relief, that neither could she tell the same of him.


Then the silence was broken. And it was of course broken by the exuberant voice of Reggie Wilmott.

“Spec-tac!” he cried, bursting into wild applause. “Bravo, what a show! That alone makes it well worth the price of admish, hey-what?”

***

Chantal Noir had to agree, it was indeed some show; she’d seen some odd things but never seen the like.

The show was, as Captain Burnham explained, why he started his voyages by day. The Atlantic was vast, but fairly empty. Even with the Thetis’ exterior illuminaries on, there wasn’t much to look at most of the time.

Oh, there’d be schools of fish now and then, he told them. Whales, particularly during their migrations. Sharks, yes. Jellyfish, yes, sometimes thousands of them drifting together in pallid quivering swarms.

But, he said, it wasn’t until the real depths, toward the ocean floor, they’d behold sights the likes of which folk on land could scarcely imagine.

Mountain ranges that put the Himalayas to shame, and trenches so deep the Grand Canyon would look a mere sidewalk crack by comparison…vents of scalding water and undersea smokestacks billowing sooty gas-bubbles…swaying forests of tube-worms each twice the height of a man…balloonlike fish aglow with their own inner radiances…spider-crabs bigger than trolley cars, their spindly, elongated legs moving with a jointed precision the finest clockwork figures couldn’t match…

“Sea serpents?” Reggie asked. “Giant squids, aren’t there? Mermaids? Shipwrecks? Sunken cities, lost civilizations and whatnot?”

“We aren’t here for any of those,” Lord Smedley, the energy baron, replied in a curt tone. “Put together your own expeditions, if that’s what you’re after.”

They’d all taken seats around a conference table. The polished tabletop was littered with charts, maps, diagrams, books, and papers.

Arthur Pearce sat next to Chantal. His presence here was a surprise, a not unpleasant one by any means, but that earlier moment had caught the both of them off-guard. He made notes in his precise hand as the various experts reiterated the known facts of the case – something had cut a fiery streak across the sky, plummeted into the sea, capsized a fishing boat, and sunk into the deep.

“So,” said Lord Smedley. “An object of substantial size, apparently of non-terrestrial origin and composition—”

“A rock.” That from General Thomsfield.

“A space rock,” said an engineer.

Thomsfield and the taller of the dark-suited governmental types shared a “we’ll see about that” glance, clinging to their pet theory that an enemy nation had launched the object, perhaps from one of Verne’s ‘moon-guns.’

Lord Smedley rapped his ring on the table’s edge. “The initial sighting was reported by several ships, as well as a research station in Iceland, all of whom reported compasses and other pieces of equipment gone haywire. That indicates—”

“Suggests,” said Professor Edison.

“Suggests,” Smedley amended, sneering, “some form of energy field, perhaps electromagnetic in nature, perhaps teslic, gaseous—”

“Or arcane,” said Gabriel Marlecroft, the pale scholar. “At the moment it appeared, many notable mystics were disturbed by visions, omens and premonitions.”

“Seems dodgy, if you ask me,” Reggie said. “You’d think, wouldn’t you, that a premonition would come before an event. In the very word, isn’t it?”

Smedley’s secretary, whom Reggie had already spent a portion of the bruncheon trying unsuccessfully to chat up, aimed a scowl at him that would have withered anyone else. His response was an amiable, even daffy, grin.

“Are you saying it’s a power source?” The speaker, a portly banker with imposing white muttonchops and a more imposing cigar, puffed an indulgent smoke ring. “Is that what this is about, Smedley? A potential new fuel? Harnessing it, patenting it, charging for it, making a fortune?”

“Another fortune,” Arthur murmured to Chantal. “Which would make, how many? Six?”

“At least.”

Smedley ignored the banker. “Miss Philips?” He nodded to his secretary. She brought over a map marked with several lines and circles. “After plotting and comparing the trajectories, we’ve determined these as the most likely locations—”


“Begging your pardon, your lordship,” Captain Burnham said, his booming voice rolling through the room, “but there’s someone you could do to hear from first.”

A man in a cable knit sweater came in, ducking his head in the manner of someone familiar with the confined quarters of seagoing craft. He stood of medium height and build, his hair gray-shot and shaggy, his skin leathery, his cheeks grizzled with stubble.

But his eyes… Chantal quelled a shiver at the bleakness of the man’s eyes. They were dull blue stones at the bottom of sunken hollows. Gabriel Marlecroft, across the table from her, lifted his chin in a sagacious nod.

“This is Captain Gunderson,” Burnham went on. “His was the fishing boat as was there when it hit. He can give you the eyewitness of it all.”

Gunderson took one of the remaining chairs. He tossed back enough spirits at a gulp to raise impressed eyebrows from Reggie. His bleak gaze roved around the table, without seeming to register much recognition of his audience. Then he finished the drink, and began talking. He told them what he’d seen, what he’d heard, what happened that night. He told them how a looming wall of water bore down on his poor little Duck.

His coarse, scarred fisherman’s hands were folded on the table. Chantal noticed how, as he spoke, the topmost clenched upon the bottommost until the knuckles went white from the strain.

“I thought sure we were done for,” he said. “We’d be swamped, scuttled, dashed to pieces. But she weathered it, our Duckie, weathered that wave like it was no more than a ripple in a washbasin. I’d like to see any of these newfangled ironclads or brassy hulls do that!”

An engineer stirred, but only grunted as Professor Edison bumped his ribs.

“The men, my crew,” said Gunderson, “we could hardly believe it. Not a soul lost…battered about some, scraped, bruised…everything not nailed down thrown about or washed overboard…but not a soul lost. The Duck brought us through.”

“Huzzah for that!” said Reggie. “Good show!”

“As we went about making her secure, seeing to the wounded, salvaging what we could…the new lad, Jim, he leans over the side and yells how he can see it, the glow of it, how it’s getting bigger, how it’s coming back up.”


“That’s impossible,” said the engineer who’d started to protest before.

“So we told Jim,” Gunderson said. “He’d have none of it, though, until we went and had a look for ourselves. And damned if the sonofawhore wasn’t right!” He spared an apologetic grimace for the sake of the ladies. “We all saw it, the glow, yellow fire burning under the water, impossible, aye, impossible as can be, but there it was, and rising fast. Huge. Ten times the size of a whale, if it was an inch, a bloody island in its own right, popping to the surface like a cork.”

“Devilish exciting, don’t you think, Miss Philips?” Reggie beamed at the secretary, but her squinting attention remained on Gunderson.

“I called for the men to hold on,” he said. “It wasn’t directly below us, off to our starboard side, but I knew the waves would have another go at swamping us. You could see how the water belled up, where the thing pushed the sea ahead of it. The waves did try, but our good Duck weathered them again. When all was calmed…”

He described how the enormous object had floated there, festooned with kelp, rivulets of seawater sluicing off it, hissing and steaming from its own heat.

“Rocks don’t float,” General Thomsfield said.

Professor Edison snorted. “Some do. Pumice, a type of volcanic rock—”

“Right-oh, I know just the stuff!” said Reggie. “Knew a bloke had a bit of it, carried it around in his pocket, looked like stone but floated pretty as you please. Won him a lot of bar bets, that trick.”

“Was it porous?” At Gunderson’s blank look, the professor elaborated. “Full of holes, like a sponge, or a piece of coral.”

He nodded. “Aye, mum. That’s just how it was. Still aglow in places with that yellowish flame, sputtering here and there with those bluish sparks.”

“An energy field,” Lord Smedley said, vindicated. “A power source.”

“We’d none of us seen the like.” Gunderson directed another bleak-eyed stare around the table. “What we should have done, having escaped death by a hair already, was gone and gotten ourselves well away. The men, though…young, most of them, and greedy…took it into their heads this could be a valuable find.”

“Absolute cert,” Reggie said. “Wasn’t there some caliph or rajah, bought a falling star on auction at Harbury’s? Paid a fortune for it!”


The term ‘falling star’ elicited winces from the scientists, but, Chantal knew, the rest was true enough. Whether the object contained precious metals, was of mineralogical interest, was an energy source as Smedley maintained, or was simply a curiosity that could be exhibited, the crew of the Duck had not been wrong.

“You went closer,” she said. “Your men, they went…ashore? aboard? Whichever. They wanted a better look. And you let them go. You were so glad to be alive, so relieved, you told yourself what could be the harm? So, you let them go.”

Gunderson hung his head. “More than that, miss. Worse than that. I sent them.”

***

Lars allowed none of the crew to set foot upon it until it had cooled so that no more steam arose, eager though they were to explore and gather keepsakes as proof of their find.

He cautioned them to keep their distance from the spots that glowed, burned or sparked…and to use their wits in choosing where to lodge hooks and hammer pitons for the securing of the tow-lines.

It would be slow going and clumsy, but if they could haul it like a barge, bring it into port…

“So much as a hint of trouble,” he told them, “and you’re to hie yourselves back with all speed.”

When he first heard the screams, he mistook them for whoops and cheers, jubilation. They’d found treasure…gold, jewels…

No.

Men gladdened by discovery did not make such sounds.

Lars rushed from the wheelhouse to the rail. He saw none of his crew, nor any of the lights they’d taken. The ship’s lanterns showed only ropes and chains stretching across the gap, where rubber-ringed drums buffered the wooden hull from scraping.

His shouts went unanswered by anything but more screams, screams of pain, terror, agony and anguish.

And there was another sound, a grating rumble, a grinding crack like the splitting of a mountainside. Waves heaved in a disturbed sloshing and slapping. Gritty fractures raced in jagged paths over the strange, rough stone. Shards and pebbles skittered down its slopes, bounced, rained into the sea and floated there the way breadcrumbs floated strewn on the surface of a lake.

He scrambled over the rail and leaped, landing badly. An ankle twisted. He spilled full-length, clothes tearing, abrasions stinging his skin.

No sooner had he regained his feet than a tremor beneath them sent him stumbling again. He pushed up and ran on, ran on toward voices shrieking for God, wailing for their mothers and sweethearts, pleading for help.

Ropes creaked and chains clanked, snapping taut. The entire island shook as if wracked from within by jolting blows.

The sea around the immensity of rock began to burble, to gurgle, to bubble and glug. Wet gusts like whalespouts coughed up, filling the air with spray.

It was taking on water, Lars understood. Taking on water, the way a barrel punched with holes would, and when enough of its hollow spaces filled…

Half the island dipped down while the other half tipped up, a horrible slow wallowing grandeur to the movement. Lars thought of an upended turtle struggling to right itself, or a fat old woman lolling and rolling her bulk as she tried to get out of a bath.

He scrambled for purchase, hardly caring how his hands bled, how a fingernail ripped off at the quick and another splintered. No longer flat on the rugged ground, he clung to a slope, clambering up a steepening precipice.

A rope broke, the ends whipping through the air. Lars twisted his head around and saw that the rest of the lines held, held even as the rock they were affixed to dunked lower into the surf…dunked lower, pulling the fishing boat’s prow down and down…waves surging over the sides, flooding across the deck.

The slope was rapidly becoming a cliff…it would teeter at some inexplicable balancing point and then it would go over…slamming down atop him, crushing him into the sea…

***

“Then it all went black,” Gunderson said. “I don’t remember anything else.”


The way he spoke, and, more, the way he fixed his gaze upon his hands as he did so, made Arthur Pearce conceal a frown.

“I must have been flung clear when I lost my grip,” he continued. “When I came to, it was to find myself adrift, hanging onto a buffer-drum. No idea how I got there.”

“And the object?” Lord Smedley asked.

“Your men?” asked the general. “Your ship?”

“Gone. Just gone. Some flotsam, nothing more. But, what you need to take into account what with your plotted trajectories as you’re thinking where to begin your search, is how the current moved along that damnable rock half the night. It didn’t sink where it struck, you see.”

Two engineers and Professor Edison slapped their foreheads. There followed a flurry of the scientechnical – jargon, calculations, comparisons of charts and consultations of instruments, meteorological reports and tide-tables.

“I say, old salt,” said Reggie, turning to the fisherman. “You did have a rough time of it, didn’t you? I say! Lucky escape for you, pity about your crew of course. Must admit, I’m wild to hear how you survived, another boat come along and pluck you from the drink, hey-what?”

“Later.” The professor shouldered the eager youth aside. “What was your approximate position, Captain?”

As the discussion raged on, those of them not immediately of useful contribution returned to the lounge area of the observatorium. Small cut-crystal gas lamps had been lit during their absence, adding a golden shimmer to the eerie ambiance.

If not for the constant thrum of the engines – a sensation almost more felt than heard – Arthur might have believed the Thetis was immobile, at complete rest. When he went to the glass and peered out, he could only barely discern, or imagined he could, undulant fluid motion in the unfathomable darkness beyond…beyond the doubled panes, and beyond the ghostly reflections of himself, the lounge, and his companions.

“What do you think he’s not telling us?” Marlecroft asked.

“Good question.” Chantal perched on the arm of a chair, idly swinging a foot, unmindful of both the disapproving glance her stocking-clad shapely calf earned from Miss Philips and the appreciative ones it earned from the others.


“He did seem to be somewhat less than fully forthcoming with his tale,” said Arthur.

“You mean there’s more to the story?” Reggie strolled over from the depleted buffet table, having scrounged up more sugared dates. “And that grump of a professor tossed us out on our ears before we got to the exciting conclusion?”

“The man said he could not remember,” Miss Philips said. “Do you suspect he was insincere?”

“Perhaps his lack of memory is for a reason,” Marlecroft said. “Something else must have happened. Perhaps he was made to forget.”

“It was a traumatic experience,” said Chantal.

“Not traumatic enough to explain the way he looked. You saw it too, I know you did.”

“The way he looked?” Miss Philips fussed at her collar and adjusted her bun. “What has that to do with it?”

“His was the look of one who’d witnessed that which is far outside our understanding,” Marlecroft said. “Things man—”

“Is not meant to know?” finished Chantal. “That reminds me. My card.”

The two of them settled in for a comfortable session of talking shop, or as comfortable as could be what with Reggie Wilmott’s frequent interruptions and anecdotes. Miss Philips, after a final distrustful squint at them all, went to attend to Lord Smedley where he sat with the banker and general.

It proved the start of what was to become a routine over the next few days…although the very term ‘days’ was of dubious use with the sun absent from their lives and only the ship’s clocks marking the passage of hours.

The Thetis cruised onward and downward, bringing occasional recurrences of discomfort to their ears. Apart from that, and the oppressive nature of being confined so far from the world they knew, the voyage went by tolerably enough, with meals and reading and games to occupy their waking time.

More conferences were held, more plans made, for when they located their objective. The engineers and machinists in particular were kept busy, preparing and readying their equipment, under the gruff but efficient supervision of Professor Edison.

They had brought along several kinds of submersible automations, each with its specific purpose. The narwhals, pint-sized aquatic cousins to the more familiar enormous mole-machines, sported thin brass drills to bore into the rock. The crabs, a nickname given a type of propeller-powered scuttler, would break off and scoop up samples.

And the deep sea was, as Captain Burnham had promised, not so empty after all. Bizarre denizens of these lightless waters visited the Thetis, drawn by her illuminaries like moths to a streetlamp.

Many were clear and gelatinous, graceful, fragile-looking, oddly beautiful, displaying their own glowing rainbow hues as they moved with the effortless flex of long hairlike filaments. Others were so grotesque as to be the stuff of nightmares, revolting of countenance, spidery of leg, obscene of tentacle, sporting oversized jaws bristling with spiny teeth.

“Think that one’s taken a fancy to you, Miss Philips,” Reggie said, as a particularly hideous monstrosity that could have been some unnatural mingling of fish, frog, and squat-bodied gargoyle fixed its bulging gaze on the woman.

The creature went so far as to follow her around the entire windowed dome. A pendulous bulb at the end of a long fleshy protuberance above its snout blinked firefly radiance, as if signaling by some strange code. It persisted until she ultimately left the observatorium, to Reggie’s great amusement.

“To them, I wonder, do we look as odd?” asked Arthur. He took extensive notes, and even tried his hand at sketching.

“I’d expect so, if not odder,” Chantal said. She had brought, at her brother’s behest, a photofilmographoscope. Whether any of the images captured by its wide lens would be useful remained to be seen, but, she was diligent in her attempts.

By the time the nautilus reached the outermost edge of the recalculated target perimeter, they’d all become so accustomed to her smooth speed that the slowing of motion was perceptible, as were the gliding arcs as they commenced a sweeping search pattern.

The terrain was as astonishing as the captain had promised – jagged mountains, fuming volcanic pillars, expanses of kelp waving in the current like cornfields in a breeze. In the midst of a vast silty plain, they saw the colossal carcass of a whale sunk to the sea bed. Scavengers picked the bones clean of every last shred of meat.

A disquieting moment came when the Thetis passed over a trench where sheer cliff walls dropped away into a blackness so deep that the strongest spotlights dwindled into wan, pathetic needles. That chasm served to remind them of the miles of ocean already above…chilling in a way that had nothing to do with the temperature.

“Rather different from chasing down vampires and ghouls,” Arthur remarked to Chantal, while they made their way back to their staterooms one evening after another sumptuous dinner.

“Not to mention murderers and escaped lunatics,” she replied.

“The company’s certainly preferable.”

“Very much so.” She glanced up at him through lowered lashes, twining one ebony ringlet around her fingers.

“Yes…very much so.”

Before the conversation’s flirtatious turn could lead them toward less-charted territory, a tone sounded and the recorded voice issued from the speaking tubes. “All passengers to the observatorium lounge, please, all passengers to the observatorium.”

***

Lars Gunderson was not sleeping, no, for there’d been precious little sleep to be had for him since that fateful night…only lying there in his bunk, stiff as a board, fists clenched, staring at nothing.

He’d skipped dinner as well, having a lack of appetite for food and even less of an appetite for the endless chattering questions. A sympathetic steward had seen fit to provide him a bottle, which was enough to see him through.

At the announcement, he got up, the sour taste in his mouth one that couldn’t be blamed on whiskey. Nor could the gurgle of nausea in his belly.

When he reached the room domed by the great bubble, he was greeted by a crowd of backs. Like urchins at a confectioner’s window, he thought. Overgrown urchins. Some even had their faces pressed, their hands cupped, as they peered where Captain Burnham pointed.

Something in the distance shed a dim yellowish glow through the darkness. It waxed and waned. Irregular. Pulsating. Marked by sporadic sputters of electric blue. Soon the shape of the thing resolved, the rounded mass of it, resting on the ocean’s floor with the sand disturbed by its impact having re-settled around it in a ring.

And there, near it, small, sad, the waterlogged wreckage of the Duck…still tethered by what lines had held…it had fallen over onto her, then dragged her down…down into these depths…


Along with his men, his crew…

They’d already been dead.

He remembered that now. Remembered their screams and how those screams had cut off, and how in his desperate scrambling climb he’d crested a rise and seen what happened to them…why they had screamed, and why they had stopped…

He remembered.

***

The rays from the illuminaries played over the object. Its shot, pocked, porous surface was encrusted with coarse ridges like barnacles where blue sparks sputtered, and embedded with lumpy yellow nodules that burned.

Several of the company started talking at once, the scientists in particular beside themselves with excitement. Lord Smedley went so far as to rub his palms together in a miser’s avid greed.

“The hooks, the pitons, yes,” he said. “They had the right idea, just insufficient power. We can affix towing cables…”

One of the engineers mulled it over. “If we use the scuts…”

“And bring it to the surface?” asked a scientist. “Be able to do much better experiments there.”

“Mine it,” Lord Smedley said. “Those yellow lumps must be like coal, sulfurous coal, and the ridgelike formations must be natural teslic batteries! Once we harness those energies…”

“Good grief, though!” exclaimed Reggie Wilmott. “Unsightly bugger, isn’t it? Dare say I’d be miffed if I went to a museum and paid to have a gander at that!”

“It isn’t meant to be pretty,” Professor Edison told him.

“Yes, but is it meant to be so damnably ugly?”

It was ugly, Chantal decided, uglier by far than the ugliest of the aquatic denizens who’d inspected them through the glass. Ugly, and worse, somehow, in some way she couldn’t define, than anything she’d encountered before.

Which was –

“Turn about.”

Gunderson’s hoarse words rasped across the babble without much effect. Only she, Gabriel, and Arthur looked at him. He pushed his way past Miss Philips – the secretary stood like one entranced – and seized Captain Burnham’s shoulder.

“Turn about, I’m telling you, we have to turn about and we have to turn about now!” His voice splintered into a hectoring shout, and this time it did have an effect.

Arthur and General Thomsfield took a step toward the two captains as everyone else stepped away in a widening ring.

“Here, what’s all this then?” Burnham glowered. He was shorter than Gunderson but broader, and clearly unused to having someone put their hands on him, let alone take him by both shoulders to give him a wild shake.

“We’ll die, you fool! It wants us!”

“Well, he’s gone daft,” Reggie said. “Psychosis of the deep, hey-what?”

“It killed my crew, destroyed my ship, and it wants more of us to come, to come and die!” Flecks of spittle flew from Gunderson’s raving lips to spatter Burnham’s beard.

“Belay that guff, sailor!” Burnham swatted his arms aside.

“Careful—” began Arthur.

With a screech of sheer madness, Gunderson threw himself upon Burnham. His strength must have been that of sheer madness as well, for he plowed the heavier man backward. Burnham’s head struck the glass, making a sickening crunch. A spreading blotch appeared on the pane. Several people cried out, expecting the dome to shatter in upon them with the full weight of the sea’s fathoms, squishing them like custard pastries. Pandemonium erupted.

The captains slammed to the floor, Burnham dazed on the bottom, Gunderson frenzied on top. His weathered fisherman’s hands clamped around Burnham’s throat.

Chantal moved fast, but Arthur Pearce was closer and faster. There was a zznap! as a spark flashed, and a whiff of ozone filled the air. Gunderson’s spine arched into a bow. He went rigid, then collapsed twitching in a heap. A thin spiral of smoke rose from a smoldering patch on his side.

She looked at Arthur, who’d produced a shockgun from seemingly nowhere, with the speed of a prestidigitator’s trick. He looked at her, gave a slight shrug, and tucked it away again at the small of his back.

As they had not yet been imploded by oceanic pressure, the pandemonium subsided. Reggie Wilmott showed presence of mind to dump the rest of his drink on Gunderson’s sweater before it could ignite.

The blotch on the glass proved to be blood; Burnham’s bald scalp was split and gushing. The glass itself had held, and showed no cracks. A general exhalation of relief went up.

Professor Edison took charge of the captain, wadding a cloth to press against the wound. He directed a bleary, cross-eyed smile at her and called her “Janey my sweet muffin,” before falling unconscious.

“The devil was that about?” someone asked.

“Psychosis of the deep, I told you.” Reggie found a replacement drink. “Pity, really. Such a likeable chap otherwise.”

Thomsfield slung Gunderson into a chair and bound him. “He said it killed his crew.”

“Drowning, obviously, when it sank,” a scientist said.

“He said it wanted more of us to come and die.” Gabriel Marlecroft had gone more pallid than ever, something Chantal wouldn’t have thought possible.

“This isn’t more of your Elder Signs rubbish, I hope,” Lord Smedley said.

“Look!” said Miss Philips.

They looked.

The Thetis continued a slow in-spiral circling in accordance with whatever automation Burnham had set her instruments to, and came around enough to show them a previously unseen side of the object resting on the seabed.

Here, its rocky roughness smoothed into a shallow bowl-valley, divided by a long crevice like a seam of fiery molten gold.

“What is that?” someone asked.

“Looks like a river.”

“Volcanic?”

“Beautiful…”

Then the seam split, and widened. And widened. And gaped. Eldritch yellow spilled out in a wavering toxic glow.

“It’s fracturing,” Professor Edison said. “A geode—”

“It’s a bomb!” said the military man.

“An egg!” Miss Philips clutched at her collar. “A seeding pod! It’s hatching!”

“It’s opening,” said Gabriel Marlecroft. “A gateway.”


The hitherto hush-hush government pair launched into a hysterical duet.

“An eye!”

“A mouth!”

“An eye within a mouth!”

“A mouth within an eye!”

Suspended in it like bugs in amber or chunks of meat in aspic, silhouetted against that terrible luminescence, were bodies…tattered clothes…portions of bodies…flesh sloughing from bone…dissolving…melting…half-digested…the remains of the Duck’s unfortunate crew.

At the innermost core of the burning light throbbed a knot of gristly, glistening tissue held in a net of veins and tendons. An eye, yes, it was an eye, a glaring lidless eye surveying them with measureless malice.

“It sees us,” someone said.

The pandemonium descended again with a vengeance, plunging the assembled people into a chaos of screaming, fainting, gibbering, and tearing at their own hair. Their voices clashed over one another, passengers and crew alike, but their messages were the same – pleas, prayers, God help them, they didn’t want to die!

More seams split the object’s rocky crust. The rest of it began to uncurl, scabrous shot plating sliding over itself like broken crockery pieces shifting in a sack. Sediment whirled up in a silty cloud not dense enough to obscure the horror as myriad stubby legs emerged from the underside of the thing’s carapace.

It reminded Chantal of a toy her brother once had – a wind-up tin roly-poly, which would scurry along the floor until it bumped into something, then tuck into a ball and roll randomly until it bumped into something else.

How Felix had laughed at its antics!

As she, now, laughed…laughed but it was a shrieking kind of laughter, a bedlam kind of laughter…

She slapped herself across the face and pulled her wits together.

Nearby, huddled with his arms locked ‘round his knees, rocking back and forth, Marlecroft whimpered the same syllables over and over again. “Urzoth…Urzoth…”


Chantal ran past him to Arthur Pearce. He held the shockgun, having drawn it more by reflex than intent, but it dangled at his side as he stared at the loathsome cyclopean orb.

Which crept-scuttled closer, stirring up more clouds of silt, on a path meant to intercept the slow but inexorable programmed course of the Thetis.

“Arthur.” She grasped his sleeve.

He turned to her. “Chantal.”

They looked at each other, and for the moment there was little else to say. Then Professor Edison gave them both a shove.

“Don’t stand about!” she barked. “We’ve got to do something!”

The few of them who’d found a precarious balancing perch between panic and catatonia met up in a group at the rear of the observatorium.

“Dashed eager to hear how science will explain this,” Reggie said, joining them with his usual cheerful grin. “Put the paranormalists out of work, didn’t you say?” He jerked a casual thumb at the rocking, muttering Marlecroft. “Did a deuced number on that poor bloke. Blimey, but he’s in a state, isn’t he?”

“Only because he’s read enough, and knows enough, to understand how much trouble we’re in,” Chantal said.

“Scholars, hey?” He laughed. “Has been a right adventure, though. Cheers, chappies and chippies. Couldn’t ask for a better lot to meet my maker with.”

“We’ve not given up hope yet,” said Arthur, who glanced at the shockgun in his hand, tutted in self-reproach, and holstered it. “This craft must have some weaponry.”

The Thetis did indeed have armaments and defenses, an engineer confirmed: deck-guns for surface use, sonic cannons, automotive torpedoes, an electroteslic gridwork through the hull. “If they’d do bugger all against the likes of that monster,” he added.

“Worth a try,” said General Thomsfield. “We’ll throw everything we’ve got at it, and if we might as well be lobbing spitballs at a Class-Nine Behemoth, so be it! We’ll ram it if we have to! At least we’ll die fighting, damn it all!”

“The trench,” said Chantal, thinking again of Felix’s roly-poly and how it would sometimes get stuck. “If we could push it in…”

“But the captain’s out cold,” a steward said, “and with the crew a shambles…why, there’s not a man-jack of us fit to pilot her!”


A leaden weight of silence fell over them.

“General, you were cavalry and artillery, not navy,” Arthur said, neither asking nor guessing, merely stating it as fact. “Chantal? Any pertinent experience?”

“Jack…or Jill…of many trades, but, piloting a nautilus?” She shook her head.

“You, boy!” Professor Edison grabbed Reggie by the shirtfront. “Didn’t you mention racing yachts?”

“Yes, quite, took first in a—”

“Good enough!” She hauled him toward the bridge.

“What-ho! I hardly think—”

“Then don’t try to start now!”

***

Trailing the sunken Duck behind it like a dented can tied to a dog’s tail, the creature approached its gleaming prey. A hard outer shell covered the beings within; they blundered about, disorganized as inhabitants of a disturbed hive.

The prey faltered in its motion, dipped, lurched, groaned as it tried to go in several directions at once. It surged forward, then banked too sharply and almost rolled.

The creature advanced, implacable.

The prey steadied. It came on, menacing, to threaten, to fight.

Projectiles pattered on the creature’s chitinous carapace…annoyances. A down-curl, a tuck, shielded the eye. Waves of sound shrilled and vibrated, irritations, quivering the gelatinous inner tissues.

As the prey sought collision, the creature reared up, exposing not a vulnerable underbelly but multitudes of legs, a synchronous flex-rippling of them, and a line of puckered, pincered orifices.

The creature latched onto the prey, onto the spherical clear part of the shell where so many of the beings tempted with their helpless tender flesh. The legs clasped. The orifices extruded their stomach-sac polyps, questing, probing for weaknesses through which it they could slip and ooze to engulf the tiny morsels.

The prey surged forward again, but the creature held on, letting itself be moved, letting itself be carried along.


It would not be shaken loose. The prey would not escape. Soon, the polyps would find their entrance. Or the burning nodules would melt through the shell and make entrances.

The water changed. A chasm gaped below, cold and dark.

Sudden crackling energy lashed through the creature, sensations of pain and convulsive shock exploding along the ridges of its own biogalvanic organs.

It recoiled by instinct, legs releasing in a violent spasm, body snap-curling shut into a protective ball.

***

“I say! Reggie Wilmott saves the day! Whoever would have thought?” His previously pomade-sleek hair stuck up in hectic whorls, his face shined with sweat, and his eyes were very bright.

Arthur gave him a hearty clap on the back. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. You still need to pilot us home.”

“Right-oh!” Grinning, he took hold of the levers again. “Shall we see what the old girl can do, hey-what?”

As the others busied themselves about the bridge – it was spacious but hardly seemed so, packed as it was with a conglomeration of instruments and equipment – Chantal moved beside Arthur and rested her hand on his arm.

“Aren’t you glad you came along?” she asked, smiling.

He covered her hand with his and smiled back. “As I said, I wouldn’t have missed it.”

The great nautilus turned, turbines whirring. Her prow angled toward the surface far above.

Behind the Thetis, tumbling slow and silent, the thing from out of space vanished into the trench’s unfathomable black depths.

Perhaps forever.






The Flower

By Christopher M. Geeson

The ground erupted beside Stahl, splattering him with the fetid remains of one of his regiment. Gripping his six-barreled bayonet repeater-rifle with one hand, he used the other to wipe some of the gore from his face. Stumbling as fast as he could in the near-darkness, he ran through a cascade of bombs from the bulbous Confederate flying machines. The air tingled his sweat-soaked head and he realized he’d lost his blue cap. It would be madness to go back for it. He had to keep on retreating, jumping over torn corpses in the gloom, many concealed in the thick gray ash. The rows of the fallen seemed to go on forever, their twisted limbs and crooked backs forming grotesque parodies of the landscapes he used to paint. It turned his stomach like never before – as if he was truly seeing the war for the first time.

The multiple propellers of a flying machine whirred overhead; the shadow of its vast inflated bulk eclipsed the dim light. Another shell exploded indiscriminately, flattening more of the men and women in Stahl’s regiment – women had been fighting on both sides for the past two decades. As the flying machine continued on its course, Stahl risked a glance back. In the swirling dust beyond, the relentless mechanical men of the South’s Iron Brigade marched, pistons thumping, the rattle of their Gatling attachments cutting down Stahl’s comrades at the rear of the rout. At this rate, there would be no survivors—except the general in his towering steam-powered tripod, of course. Where had he gone?

Stahl forced himself to keep running, his breath coming in wheezing gasps. He tried to find something to focus on in the dust-enshrouded distance, somewhere to run to. But there wasn’t anything, just the gray wasteland of the battlefield scorched of color, stretching as far north and as far south as he could ever hope to venture. Only a new-found anger kept him going. He’d never really thought about it before, but it now it enraged him to think that the generals were safer than anyone else, enclosed in the ironclad hides of their tripods – and yet, his general had still disappeared, leaving them to die on the battlefield.

Ahead, he could make out a figure in the omnipresent dust.

“Retreat to fight another day for the glory of the Union!” the figure beckoned to the routed men. “Retreat!”

“What do you think I’m doing?” Stahl muttered to himself.

A shell exploded in front of him, eliciting the scarlet splash of another trooper’s demise. Stahl ran towards the beckoning figure, grateful to finally see an officer in Union blue, even faded as it was. But Stahl’s hearing, dulled by the repetition of explosions, had not accurately relayed the sergeant’s voice. Too late, he realized he was running towards one of his own army’s mechanical men.

The hulking sergeant’s brass face swiveled to follow Stahl as he passed without a pause. “Where’s your cap, soldier?” the sergeant’s voice grated. “Call that a uniform?”

Stahl glanced back and saw – creeping up behind the mechanical sergeant – the gigantic tripod of the general, its great iron legs hissing and groaning with each crashing step. The bulbous metal body atop it swayed like the eggs carried on a spider’s back. A blistered Union flag was emblazoned on the metal plates of its hide. The general was with them after all! Stahl glanced up at the tripod’s view slit and just for a moment he caught a glimpse of a face inside, but it wasn’t—No, he told himself, it’s just your eyes playing tricks. Look again! But as he looked up, fire and smoke erupted from the tripod’s twin cannons as they spat their deadly shells right into the general’s own soldiers. Stahl hit the ground with the force of the explosions. Quickly, he stood, his hearing muffled to the point of silence now. Miraculously, he was alive while all around him lay soldiers in blue, torn apart by the shells. My God! he thought, The general is firing on us! Stahl looked back; the tripod was now distracted, fighting a duo of Confederate flying machines. Seeing the tripod again filled Stahl with panic and he ran, terrified, not daring to look back lest the face inside the metallic monstrosity was still there.

Time seemed vague as the gray wasteland passed beneath Stahl, the monotony broken only at fleeting intervals by the movement of a rattlesnake – the damned things seemed to be the only life that could flourish these days.


Finally, gasping and coughing, he stopped, alone. All his comrades were dead – and of the general’s tripod there was no sign. Stahl didn’t know how far he’d fled but the moldering stench of the bodies around him suggested they were from an older carnage. The battle was far off behind him; the Confederate Iron Brigade must have regrouped, leaving their flying machines to pick off the survivors in their newly-gained territory. Or was it regained territory? The zone that had once been North Carolina had changed hands so often in the last forty years he couldn’t be sure. Though if he was honest with himself, he couldn’t be certain this part of the ashen wasteland even was North Carolina.

Now was his chance: the opportunity to disappear and escape the war forever. Go back home and paint; maybe get some of his pictures in a gallery, if galleries still existed in the blitzed cities of the north. He’d never really thought of escaping before, but it gripped him now with an intensity he hadn’t felt in the four years since his conscription. Sure, they shot deserters, but that didn’t matter anymore, now he’d seen the general massacre his own troops.

He set off, careful in the ever-present gloom to step around the crumbling corpse-filled trenches of an older battle. The lush green world of his fanciful paintings had been leveled in the first two decades of the War Between the States, before he’d even been born. Only gray desolation remained: dry, brittle trees; ash-filled riverbeds crawling with snakes; soil fertilized in blood; a war that his generation had inherited as its birthright.

His reverie was interrupted by a shell from a flying machine soaring overhead. Throwing himself to the ground, he raised a cloud of ash around him that soon had his body wracked with coughing. Another explosion followed, closer this time. Spitting gray phlegm, he scurried from the spot, keeping low to the ground, terrified to look up. The whine of another flying machine’s propellers joined the first; two more shells exploded on the ground, as the flying machines groaned above. He waited for them to pass, knowing it would take them some time to make another bombing run.

He charged forward again, as the flying machines began their laborious 180-degree turns in the sky. And as he made progress, he began to make out the jagged shapes of ruins in the thick swirling ash: the gray walls of what had once been a plantation house with the stone stumps of columns that had held up a portico at some distant time. Beyond that was a sagging barn-like building that could’ve been a slave bunkhouse before all the slaves were conscripted.

Crossing the twisted skeletal remains of a railroad track, he rushed towards the ruined house, hoping there might be a cellar or even an intact ground-floor chamber he could hide in. The flying machines were still in the process of turning and he felt sure he could reach the ruin before they saw him again. He leaped over a fallen column and clambered through the lower half of a smashed window.

His feet had barely touched the floor inside when powerful hands seized him from behind and pushed him downwards. He lost his footing on the steep slope of a pit that now encompassed the hallway and tumbled to the bottom, gaining another mouthful of dust. The body of his assailant landed on top of him, crushing the air from his lungs.

“Stay down!” a voice grated in his ear as the whizzing of a flying machine’s propellers passed over.

As soon as the sound of the machine faded, Stahl writhed beneath the bulk of his attacker, finally managing to roll free. Scrambling in the splintered planks in the bottom of the pit, he spun round, reaching for his bayonet repeater-rifle.

“Hold your fire.” It was a mechanical sergeant – a Union one, Stahl noted with relief. Tarnished brass showed beneath the rips in its blue uniform. The left side of its skull was dented with a three-inch crater and its moustache had been bent so that it pointed outwards from the metal face. Creaking, it stood up, looming over Stahl. “Sergeant Beshett of the 575th Mechanicals.” It patted its broad chest with the pride its kind was pre-set with; it rang hollowly. The gears inside its head whirred as it selected its next piece of speech. “It’s a good thing I found you, soldier.”

Stahl slumped against the side of the pit and sank slowly to the debris-strewn ground, overcome with weariness. The flying machines sounded distant, the explosions of shells few and irregular. He was safe for the moment – even in this pit which must have once been a cellar – but his chance to escape was gone, if there’d ever been a chance, now that he was under the watch of the sergeant. The mechanical man might be unarmed and damaged, but Stahl had seen the hulking machines rip men to pieces before.

He hacked up some more dust. Sweat still soaked his hair where his cap had been. He wiped his hand across his forehead, leaving a dark smear on his pale knuckles.


“We lost a lot of good men up there,” the mechanical said in its grating voice.

“You got any more clichés like that?” Stahl asked.

“War sure is hell,” Beshett responded, oblivious to Stahl’s comment.

Stahl let go of his six-barreled rifle and fumbled with the shoulder strap of his canteen until he managed to raise it to his lips. Two gulps from the bottle were all he could spare, but they brought relief to his parched throat.

“Where’s your cap, soldier?” the sergeant asked. “C’mon, let’s find you a new one.” The sergeant beckoned Stahl to follow him.

The bottom of the pit was strewn with corpses from both armies, mingled with an occasional limb from a mechanical man. Blue and gray had fallen together, mid-battle, sometimes grasping each other’s necks or ripping at each other’s faces. Unseeing eyes stared out of pallid portraits, as if transfixed by the arcs of blood across the sides of the pit. Friend and foe were decaying together, their mingling remains finding more in common with each other than they’d believed when they were alive. The rank stench caught in Stahl’s throat. But it wasn’t just the smell which bothered him, for here and there were dead Union soldiers, stilled forever mid-skirmish with other dead Union soldiers, who had quite obviously died fighting each other. Had a hysteria seized them? Stahl wondered. What terror had unleashed such a madness that soldiers would attack their own comrades?

“War sure is hell,” Beshett said, detaching a blue cap from a dead Union soldier. “You’re lucky to make it this far.”

“Lucky?” Stahl felt sick.

Beshett grasped his shoulder. “One day we’ll win this war, lad. Now, put your new cap on and you’ll look like a proper soldier again.”

Stahl gasped – a multitude of wires protruded from inside the cap. Beshett gripped him tighter, bringing the cap up to his face. Lumps of gray tissue hung off the ends of the wires.

“What are you doing?” Stahl cried, twisting in Beshett’s immovable grip.

“We’ll soon have you back to normal,” the mechanical man said, “and you’ll forget all about this.”

“No!” Stahl screamed.

Gunfire erupted above and behind them, a spread of bullets clanking on metal. Beshett twitched but continued to press the cap down on Stahl’s head. The needle-sharp ends of wires pierced the skin on his scalp and darkness descended on him.



Stahl shook his head. It felt heavy, like he’d been drinking for two solid days, but he was right where he had been just moments before. Only now Sergeant Beshett was twitching on the floor, the blue cap still in its hand. The sergeant’s brass head had been hacked off.

A woman was there, holding an axe; beyond, at the top of the pit, was a man, thin and haggard, clutching a six-barreled repeater pistol. Their gray Confederate jackets were tattered; ash and dust was caked to the sweat on their faces and they were not wearing caps.

Slowly, fighting off a dizzy spell, Stahl put his hands up.

“Relax,” the woman said. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

“Huh?”

“You’re free now,” she said, letting the axe drop to the ground next to Beshett’s head.

“Course I’m free. It ain’t the North that keeps slaves, is it?”

The southern man let out a laugh, one with an edge of hysteria to it. “He ain’t got it yet, LaSarre,” the man said, sliding down the sides of the pit to join them.

“Your metal friend was about to enslave you again,” LaSarre told Stahl.

“I told you: I’m not a slave,” Stahl said, rubbing the blurriness from his eyes, “you Johnny Rebs are the ones who keep slaves.”

“We’re all slaves – Union or Confederate – when their caps are on our heads. Don’t you understand?” LaSarre said. “The generals are controlling everyone-”

Stahl slumped against the side of the pit, his body shaking.

“You need to rest,” LaSarre said. Stahl’s vision lost focus again. He closed his eyes and buried his face in his hands. “What’s your name?” LaSarre asked.

“Stahl,” he managed to mumble.

“He’s lost it,” Stahl heard the Confederate man say. “Brain melt. Might as well put him outta his misery.”

“Point your rifle somewhere else, Tyrell!” LaSarre snapped. “We need all the free soldiers we can get.”

Stahl heard the words, but he sank helplessly to the floor of the trench, his head still thick and heavy. All he wanted was to sit in his old studio and paint pictures of the beautiful world in his imagination – a world that was now tainted with bloodshed.

LaSarre grasped Stahl’s shoulders, gently shaking him. “Come back, Billy Yank, come back.”

There was a sudden burst of gunfire; Stahl cringed into himself, clutching at his own arms until he heard Tyrell’s high-pitched giggle.

“Just shootin’ a rattler, that’s all,” Tyrell said. “Darn things get everywhere. It ain’t natural, you ask me.”

Stahl shook his head as LaSarre dragged him to his feet; she guided him towards the putrefying corpses in the pit. Leaning over, she pointed at two dead Union soldiers: one wearing a cap, the other bare-headed. It looked like the one in the cap had been killed by a flying machine shell whilst he slit the throat of the other.

“Nothing makes sense anymore,” Stahl said. “Soldiers fighting their comrades, generals slaughtering their own regiments.”

“It will,” LaSarre said, “but you’re seeing the truth for the first time and it takes a while to adjust.”

“They must’ve gone insane,” Stahl said, “killing soldiers on their own side.”

LaSarre began tugging at the dead soldier’s cap. “They weren’t on the same side,” she said. With a fleshy tearing sound, the cap came away in her hand, exposing the flattened hair on the soldier’s scalp. Beneath the tangled locks of greasy hair were swollen holes going into the skull, ready for the forest of wires that were now evident inside the cap – just like the one Beshett had been holding. Stahl ran his fingers through his own sweat-soaked hair and froze when he felt the calloused nodules where the wires had gone inside his own head.

“You could check every one of them that’s wearing a cap,” LaSarre said, “but they’ll all be the same. The generals have made slaves of just about everyone, on both sides, turning them into killing machines with no more soul than the metal sergeant over there.”

“Why are the generals doing this?” Stahl asked, his voice barely more than a whimper.

“We’ve never got close enough to a general to ask.” LaSarre said. “But I reckon this war would’ve only lasted a few years if the troops hadn’t been controlled by these.” She flung the cap away. “Those bodies without caps were part of our Resistance – a lucky few from both sides who’d lost their caps and realized what was going on. This place was our base, where we were getting stronger until…”


“Until someone betrayed us, day before yesterday and led those Yankee mind-slaves against us,” Tyrell drawled.

“Now there’s only Tyrell and me left to carry out our plan,” LaSarre told Stahl. “And you.”



Inside the rickety slave bunkhouse, LaSarre and Tyrell uncovered their plan: at first sight it looked like a bullet-shaped locomotive about twenty-eight feet long, with a vast cone at the front, pointing forwards. As Stahl examined it, he saw the conical front was a huge metal shield with a circular porthole, poking through which was a three-barreled cannon interlinked by a web of pipes and valves to a steam engine with a furnace and a gigantic funnel. A mountain of coal was heaped against the nearest wall of the bunkhouse.

“Some kinda experimental gun,” LaSarre said. “I heard something like this was used in a riot in Baltimore right at the start of the war. Reckon the Union appropriated that one and have been developing this.”

“But it’s ours now,” Tyrell added with a smirk.

“We blew up a railroad train over there,” LaSarre said, “and killed all the Yankee mind-slaves on board. Course, this was when there were thirty-six of us in the Resistance. It took all of us to tow this contraption off the tracks, hide it here and plunder enough coal in the weeks that followed.”

“You could flatten hordes of soldiers with this!” Stahl exclaimed.

“Yeah,” said LaSarre, “but there’d always be more and it ain’t soldiers I wanna kill.”

Tyrell chuckled behind her, as if he knew what was coming. “And it ain’t mechanical men either,” he added.

LaSarre climbed onto the device’s wheeled platform and opened a large wooden crate, full of long, torpedo-like shells. “We’re gonna bring down a general’s tripod with this.”

Stahl gawped. “You know how it works then?”

LaSarre shrugged. “The leader of our Resistance was a college professor before the war.” She pointed to the ruined plantation house. “Someday we’ll fill in the pit and he’ll get a decent burial with the rest of them.”

Tyrell smirked.


“Anyway,” LaSarre continued, “it took the professor some time, but he figured it out and showed the rest of us. Only problem now is: we can’t move the thing anywhere.”

Tyrell licked his lips as if he knew what was coming next. Stahl felt a bad feeling forming in the pit of his stomach.

“But now we’ve got you,” LaSarre said, “that doesn’t matter.”

“What do you mean?”

“You just lost your cap. Your Union general is gonna come looking for you.”

It all fell into place. So that’s why the general fired on his own men, Stahl realized. He was trying to kill me, just because my cap had come off.

“All those soldiers died because of me?” Stahl mumbled.

“Forget about your comrades,” Tyrell said. “They was doomed anyway.”

“I don’t know how they do it,” LaSarre said, “but the generals know when someone loses their cap. For a while at least, they can track you like a hunter, until whatever it is they put inside your head fades away. So while it’s still active, we don’t need to take this contraption anywhere – the general will come to us, looking for you.”

Tyrell sniggered. “That means you’re the bait, Billy Yank.”



They hid out in the slave bunkhouse, away from the putrefying corpses, listening to the distant sounds of battle. They took it in turns outside on watch, waiting for – even hoping for – the enemy to come their way, preferably in a Union tripod. Inside, they primed the steam-powered cannon, loading it with the long shells and keeping a low fire in the furnace, ready to add more coal when the enemy came near.

“Once this thing’s warmed up,” LaSarre said, wiping at a smear of oil on her brow, “I reckon it’ll fire four of these shells per second. If we aim for the tripod’s legs, it’ll soon bring down the general.”

The daytime gloom turned into night-time darkness, but still the fires of explosions could be seen in the distance and the rattle of gunfire carried on the dusty wind. Stahl stood on watch in the blackness, listening for anything approaching, feeling the heat from the contraption through the bunkhouse wall. The hours crawled by; the sinister shaking of a rattlesnake’s tail was all that sounded nearby. Lighting a candle, he peered into the shadows, but couldn’t see the snake. Five minutes passed and he didn’t hear it again, so he snuffed out the candle.

Stahl’s tired thoughts wandered to the city he’d lived in, with its domes and spires looming over his studio, from where he’d sold his pictures to the nostalgic and rich. Green landscapes he’d never seen, blossoming trees and cool, flowing rivers from his imagination. His conscription had ended all that and the four years since were a blur of indiscriminate battles. He could barely even remember the last time he’d put brush to canvas. Up-ending his repeater rifle, he used his bayonet to scratch the shape of a flower into the gray earth at his feet: a long stem, spreading out into six pointed petals.

He froze, leaving the sixth petal unfinished. Out there in the darkness, he could hear the rhythmic thump of massive metal legs and the hiss of steam escaping from valves.

“It’s here,” he whispered, but no one answered. He turned the repeater rifle in his hands and backed up to the bunkhouse. Pushing open the large wooden doors, he looked inside. “It’s here,” he said, louder.

“Get back outside,” LaSarre hissed. “Once it finds you and comes closer, leave the rest to us.” Stahl heard coal being shoveled into the furnace.

He moved away from the bunkhouse. Slowly, he reached down for the candle and relit it. Come on, general, he thought, let’s get this over with. The creaking of metal was definitely getting closer. He could picture the tripod’s bulbous body, swiveling, searching for him, spying the candle, training its guns on him—

—I’m disposable, he realized. I might be free, but I’m still being used! LaSarre and Tyrell don’t care if I live or die, as long as they bring down the tripod.

He snuffed out the candle, dropped it to the floor; heard a whine of steam from inside the bunkhouse. The crunches of the tripod’s feet on the ground drew closer. It was right above him. Stahl turned and started to run – away from the bunkhouse, away from the tripod. If he kept on running, surely, sometime, he’d get away from this never-ending battlefield? He’d gone about thirty feet, when a cacophony of blasts erupted from the bunkhouse behind him. Spinning, he saw shells hurtling from the bunkhouse door, one after another, trailing brief streaks of white steam across the night sky; then the bright explosions as the shells ploughed into the tripod’s legs, illuminated by fire. Metal cracked and clanged as the relentless stream of shells smashed into the towering machine: thud, thud, thud, again and again, until finally, with a screech of twisting metal, the legs ripped away and the tripod plunged towards the ground in front of the bunkhouse. The bulbous body hit the earth with a crash, sending up a cloud of dust which caught in Stahl’s throat and stung his eyes.

He walked slowly, like a machine, towards the smashed hulk of the tripod. Smoke hissed from the tears in its shielding and the Union flag was crumpled on a twisted plate of brass. Above it, the metal had sheared up like a wave, creating a great rip from the view-slit backwards. Inside the tripod’s cockpit, the dazed general was sprawled across a padded seat, surrounded by levers and gauges. He was a large man in a uniform of dark blue, ripped in many places, exposing deep lacerations. His breath was accompanied with a liquid gurgle and a trickle of crimson blood ran from his nose, across his tilted fleshy face and into his bushy sideburns. The general’s lips moved as he talked in a delirium. “For the…eternal…glory of Yig…and the citadel…of Yanyoga,” he muttered, eyes closed.

Anger rippled through Stahl; he clambered into the wreckage and seized hold of the general. “You killed your own regiment,” he spat, shaking him. “And you turned us into slaves – destroyed our minds.” Stahl brought the general’s face up close to his. “Why?”

The general’s eyes snapped open: two yellow-green orbs, bisected by narrow vertical black pupils. An unearthly hiss escaped from the general’s lips and a forked tongue flicked between his sharp teeth. Stahl fell backwards, clutching at the wreckage to steady himself. The general’s face twitched and the human visage seemed to melt away like mist, leaving the swollen head of a serpent in its place: the inhuman face Stahl had glimpsed in the tripod’s view-slit, but not dared to believe.

“Human vermin,” the general said in a whispering voice. Its whole body was ophidian now, but with scaly arms and legs too. “Who are you to question us? This world was ours…for millions of years before your pitiful kind walked upon it.”

A sickening feeling rose in Stahl’s chest; but even as he clenched his fists and grimaced with fear, he was unable to tear his gaze from the hideous creature.

“We have waited longer than your inferior intelligence can comprehend – since the fall of Valusia and the destruction of Yanyoga by your primitive ancestors, but now our world is within our grasp… once more. Even as I die, my people will soon be victorious.” The creature’s sinuous body lurched with spasms, its tail whipping against the levers. For a moment, the general’s human face reformed. Then the creature lunged forward and grabbed Stahl with its reptilian talons; the creature’s fangs were only inches from Stahl’s face.

A burst of gunfire sent the monster reeling into the cockpit seat. Stahl glanced back and saw Tyrell and LaSarre outside the bunkhouse, both with six-barreled repeater-rifles.

“You see beneath their illusion, at last?” LaSarre called.

“You didn’t tell me…the generals…blue, gray – they’re all like this?” Stahl said, leaning against the general’s chair for support.

LaSarre nodded; Tyrell just laughed.

“So why do they fight each other?” Stahl asked, already dreading the answer. He spun back to the general when he heard it hiss.

The serpent-man convulsed and turned its head to look up at Stahl, then down at the two Confederates. “Ancient enemies,” it gasped. “Blasphemers…rebels…fools who worship Tsathoggua. Mighty Yig destroyed them long ago!” A gurgle like a laugh came from the creature’s throat. “And still they come out of hiding. But only a few remain for us to wipe out.” With a final croak, the general sagged, its scaly body going limp.

“Civil war, in other words,” said LaSarre, behind Stahl.

He heard Tyrell laughing again.

“But it’s not over yet,” LaSarre added. “Not until the last of humanity has fought and died for us and we retake what is rightfully ours!”

Panic washed over Stahl; he spun around to face the two Confederates. But all he saw was two upright serpent people in gray-uniforms, repeater-rifles grasped in their reptilian talons.

“Hail Tsathoggua, great power of N’Kai!” LaSarre exclaimed.

A volley of gunfire tore into Stahl’s body. He lurched and toppled from the wreckage to the ground. The last thing he saw was his own lifeblood oozing out of his body, obliterating the unfinished flower he’d scratched into the dead earth.






Tentacular Spectacular

By Thana Niveau

SENSATIONAL! The WONDER of the Century! A DREAM of Figure Perfection!

Lucy found the shop on the south bank of the Piccadilly River on her way to Leicester Square. Ever since the Great Quake of ’71, shops had been springing up along the banks of the newly formed Thames tributaries and Madame Hadal’s was one she had not seen before.

Lucy found the shop on the south bank of the Piccadilly River on her way to Leicester Square. Ever since the Great Quake of ’71, shops had been springing up along the banks of the newly formed Thames tributaries and Madame Hadal’s was one she had not seen before.

She peered at the corset on display in the window. An exquisite garment of green silk trimmed with lace, it was gradually constricting the mannequin’s waist as she watched. The laces trailed out to either side in back, where a pair of mechanical arms wound them round and round by means of an automated crank, drawing the corset tighter with each turn. When the gears finally stopped Lucy noted the measurement on the tape looped around the corset. Eleven inches. Impossible! But the tape couldn’t lie. She stood admiring the result for several minutes before deciding to venture inside.

As the door closed behind her she became aware of a dank and pervasive smell. The interior of the shop was entirely at odds with the beautiful corsetry on display. The surfaces were furred with dust and the walls were spotted with ichorous yellow stains and tufts of fungus. Lucy pressed a lace handkerchief to her face and she was just turning to leave when she saw the book.

On a battered lectern in one corner, a large volume lay open. Curious, Lucy inched closer, realizing as she did so that the book was the source of the stench. Its crumbling pages were warped and stained and the stand beneath it dripped with foul water. But although she was repulsed, Lucy found herself peering closer at the open pages. The spiky text was presumably some foreign language but it was the drawing that really intrigued her. A peculiar multi-legged creature hovered midway down the page, its single monstrous eye seeming to stare directly at her from the depths of some awful abyss.

The oppressive smell was making her lightheaded and she backed away slowly, determined to get away from the book. As she watched, the creature’s legs seemed to wave like fingers. Was it levering itself up out of the page? Surely it couldn’t––

“Welcome!”

Lucy jumped at the sound of the voice and turned to see a woman, presumably the shop’s proprietress. She was of indeterminate age, unremarkable appearance, and her manner was both imposing and oddly alluring. Her deep-set eyes gleamed as she assessed Lucy with a jerk of her head.

“How may I help you?”

Lucy blinked as though emerging from a heavy sleep. She couldn’t place the woman’s accent and for a moment she wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly at all. For a moment she was sure the woman had spoken in a completely unfamiliar language.

“Madame Hadal?” she ventured. When the proprietress nodded Lucy relaxed. “Forgive me. I must be tired. For a moment I thought…”

Her thought vanished as she saw that Madame Hadal was wearing the same type of corset she had just been admiring in the window, and that her figure was every bit as enviable as that of the wasp-waisted mannequin. Lucy was sure she could have fitted her hands all the way around the lady’s tiny waist. The garment didn’t just minimize her waist; it exaggerated dramatically the swell of her breasts and hips. But despite the daring cut of the décolletage, it was clearly not a corset to be hidden beneath one’s clothes. It was a corset to wear boldly, proudly, on its own.

“You like, yes? It is very beautiful?”

“Oh yes,” Lucy breathed, quite overcome. “But I fear I shall never be able to lace myself as tight as that. I am only down to sixteen inches.”

Madame Hadal cocked her head and gave her customer a conspiratorial smile. “It is my secret, this special corset. For you I think it will be a – how do you say? – revelation. But come! You must try.”

With that she whisked Lucy into the large fitting room at the back of the shop before she could protest. Here the dampness and the smell were less pronounced and Lucy dismissed the picture in the book as a figment of her imagination. Madame soon helped her out of her bustle dress and petticoats, laying them safely over the back of a chair. The triptych mirror showed Lucy from three angles as she stood in her plain cream corset and pantalets.

Her sixteen-inch figure was striking, as was the figure of every girl who danced at the Arabesque. Her legs were long and muscular, her face as fair as that of any lady. Whilst shunned by polite society, Lucy and her friends still enjoyed most of the privileges of respectable ladies when out dining or walking with their rich patrons. In fact, the dancing girls enjoyed rather more, for they were never expected to sit stiffly indoors with their embroidery, protected from all manner of stimulating things outside. They were not prisoners of the oppressive rules of etiquette which governed the wives of gentlemen, nor did they have any reputation to protect.

However, their freedom came at a price. With the new marvels of the Steam Age their special talents were fast becoming obsolete. Music halls that were once filled with appreciative audiences were now closing their doors as rival machine arenas took over, tempting the public away with acts like Professor Peaslee’s Pistons and Petticoats, a show that featured a variety of motorized dancing dolls.

Lucy and some of her friends had sneaked in to see it one night, expecting cheap gimmicks and amateur puppetry. But they had been properly amazed by some of the “Professor’s” creations and they were particularly struck by the finale. A stylized clockwork ballerina danced with all her gears and cogs on display, balancing en pointe in spite of the full-length pendulum swinging from her overlong neck. After executing a series of jumps so high it seemed she would take flight, she twirled in place and then one by one drew her arms and legs in to her chest. Then she curled her body into a perfect metal ball. She rolled offstage to thunderous applause.

The girls were, quite frankly, astounded. And not a little envious.

“If only we could do that!” Nettie had said wistfully.

But Vesta had snorted with derision. “Ha! Those wind-up dolls can’t sell what we sell! What man in his right mind would take one of those toys to bed when he can have a warm flesh-and-blood woman?”

The girls had murmured agreement but, although Vesta had a point, there was no denying the popularity of such shows. Even the Arabesque was preparing to add the Marvelous Mechanical Menagerie to its repertoire. The prancing steam ponies and other engine-driven animals had even seduced Albert, who had signed them to open the show the following week. He claimed it was to give the girls a break but they knew the real reason. The increasing number of empty seats each night told them their days were numbered. If only there were some way that living, breathing girls could compete…

Madame Hadal unlaced Lucy’s corset and eased it off and Lucy adjusted her chemise against her slim figure, smoothing away the wrinkles.

“No, no, my dear, it must come off. There must be nothing between the corset and your body.”

Lucy blinked in surprise for a moment, then did as she was told. Perhaps the removal of the extra layer was the trick.

She held still as Madame wrapped the beautiful green corset around her and she braced herself against the mirror as the laces were pulled taut. The garment clasped her like a glove, cinching her waist tighter and smaller with each brisk tug. The bodice cupped her breasts like a lover’s hands, molding them into a flattering display of cleavage while the high-cut hips showed off her legs to their best advantage. At the Arabesque the girls had much more flamboyant costumes but the green silk was striking enough that Lucy hoped she might be allowed to wear it onstage for one of her solo numbers.

As Madame continued to draw the laces tighter Lucy expelled all the air in her lungs to allow the maximum shrinkage of her waist. It hardly seemed necessary. The garment felt as though it had been made to her exact shape, clinging to her like the lightest of gowns. It felt as much a part of her as her own skin.

But the most striking feature was the boning. Lucy’s body was well accustomed to the bruising whalebone of most corsets, the stiff ridges that held one firmly in place, compressing the ribs and whittling the waist. She was used to the incidental pain of bruised ribs and chafed skin, the shortness of breath that came with the practice of tight-lacing. Such things certainly weren’t the “torture” decried by those who abhorred the practice – merely the commonplace discomfort of any fashionable trend. But this corset was like nothing Lucy had ever worn. What she had at first taken to be silk was actually nothing of the kind. She’d never seen or felt anything like it. It was as soft as a baby’s skin, as light as a breeze.

“There!”


Lucy stared in wonderment at her trio of reflections. She could tell at a glance that her waist was now even smaller and when Madame measured it at fourteen inches she gasped.

“Fourteen! But how?”

Madame smiled, looking pleased with herself. “It is comfortable, no?”

Lucy nodded, unable to put her emotions into words. A powerful feeling of euphoria overwhelmed her and she sighed with pleasure as she turned this way and that, bending and twisting. She kicked up one leg, then the other, astonished by the freedom of movement the corset allowed. Even the most comfortable of corsets was restrictive to some degree but Lucy had never experienced anything like the freedom of movement afforded by Madame’s creation.

Without even enquiring about the price she said, “I’ll take it.”



“It’s incredible, Luce! Wherever did you get it?”

Lucy beamed proudly as she showed off her find. The other five girls flocked around her, stroking the strange material and exclaiming over her tiny waist. Lotte had already measured it twice, unable to believe her eyes.

“Do you think it might help the show if we all wore them?” Nettie asked hopefully.

Vesta snorted. “Those steel tarts in the perpetual motion parade can lace down to nothing.”

“Yes, yes,” Nettie said, rolling her eyes, “but they don’t have bones or organs to get in the way, do they? Where did you say you got it, Luce?”

Lucy told them.

“How odd,” Vesta said. “I passed that way just last night but I never saw any shop.”

“Perhaps it only opened this morning. Besides, it’s in a strange spot, sloping almost right down to the water.”

The word “water” had an unpleasant resonance in Lucy’s mind, but she couldn’t understand why it should make her feel uneasy. She found she could barely even remember the shop. All she could focus on was the beauty of her new corset.

“Well, I’m going straight there tomorrow!” said Lotte.

“Me too!” chimed the twins, Daisy and Claire.


“I hope Madame Hadal can keep up with us,” Nettie said with a giggle. “Perhaps we should ask Albert to hire her to be our exclusive costume designer.”

“If the Arabesque doesn’t go under. Remember we’re competing with electric elephants.”

Nettie gave Vesta a fierce shove. “Enough of your doom and gloom, missy! Are you going to help us or not?”

Lucy ignored the others as she arched her back before the mirror, marveling at her flexibility within the corset. She hadn’t even warmed up for the show yet but her body felt as lithe and liquid as when she was clad only in the sheerest of garments. One by one the girls quieted down, watching her, their eyes shining covetously.

Finally Vesta began to smile. “You might be on to something after all, Luce,” she said.

Even Albert noticed the difference in Lucy, complimenting her backstage for a particularly rousing performance. He even succumbed, without too much persuading, to their pleas for an advance so they could all buy one of the miracle corsets in time for the show the next night.



“It’s simply the most comfortable corset I’ve ever worn,” Vesta enthused, displaying her tight-laced body, encased in golden yellow.

“The most comfortable garment full stop,” Lotte corrected. Hers was the blushing pink of a new bride and suited her less curvaceous figure perfectly. “I can’t even feel the bones.”

“I wonder how she makes them?” Nettie said, stroking the bold scarlet fabric. The touch of her fingers seemed to alter the color slightly, a shift almost too subtle to notice. But then it was back to its original hue. Lucy had noticed the same effect with hers.

The girls were a riot of color and their show that night had the audience hammering the floorboards with their feet and demanding a second, then a third encore. Over the following nights they performed feats they had never imagined possible, moving effortlessly through their dances, as lissome as cats. And each night the audience grew until finally the show sold out for the first time in months. They noted with triumph several empty seats during the steam ponies’ routine.

It was a few weeks later that Lucy confessed to the others that she had never actually taken the corset off. She had worn it every day since purchasing it, danced in it, slept in it. She had even bathed in it. The one time she had tried to remove it, she had experienced such intense pain that she instantly regretted her efforts.

“It’s as though the corset itself doesn’t want to come off,” she said with a sense of disquiet. “It’s as though it’s…become a part of me.”

Uneasy glances passed back and forth among the other girls and it was obvious that they hadn’t removed theirs either. Perhaps they too had tried and failed.

Nettie gave a nervous laugh. “It’s more comfortable than being naked,” she admitted. “Why should I ever want to take it off?”



MARTYRS to fashion! Ladies BEWARE! You are DESTROYING yourselves!



The leaflets had begun to proliferate with the renewed success of the Arabesque, which was due entirely to the popularity of the dancers. They astounded audiences with their flexibility and death-defying acrobatics. Word of their unparalleled acts of contortion quickly spread, as did Madame Hadal’s popularity when it was revealed that the dancing girls all wore her special corsets to maintain their exquisitely pinched figures. Now even proper ladies were flocking to the little shop, much to the consternation of their husbands, who were torn between a duty to disapprove of a craze with its roots in the coarse music hall and the undeniably alluring result.

Doctors warned of the dangers of tight-lacing, claiming that the practice led to insanity and even death. Clergymen, meanwhile, were more concerned with the moral and spiritual risks, blaming corsetry for exciting impure desires and imploring men to take their women in hand before it was too late.

There were even rumors of a young lady who had perished as a result of her refusal to take off her new corset. A doctor had apparently tried to remove it for her—surgically. The bizarre case was reported in the papers but the details were vague and so wholly outlandish that no one lent the story any credence.

Naturally, the dancers were delighted to be at the center of a city-wide fashion revolution and its ensuing controversy, but it did rob their act of some of its mystique. With almost every woman in London now benefiting from the magnificent corsets, they needed to find a new angle to exploit. It was time to revamp the show.

“Aerial acrobatics?” Claire suggested.


The others shook their heads. The public had seen it all before in countless other shows, along with everything else from magicians to lion tamers.

They brooded in silence and after a while Nettie murmured, “Water.”

“What about it?” Vesta asked.

Nettie blinked as though unaware she had spoken. “Oh, it’s just…I had rather a peculiar experience last weekend. The Baron flew me to the seaside in his airship and––”

“You lucky thing!” Daisy cried. “I wish I could find a man that rich! My Mr. Chapman still insists on using his rickety old tandem pedal balloon when we travel. It always leaves my hair in disarray and absolutely everything in the sky races past us!”

Daisy had always been the quiet one but their success had made her positively garrulous. It had had the opposite effect on Nettie, whose former nervous energy was nowhere to be seen. Now she always seemed calm and serene.

“Go on, Nettie,” said Vesta, ignoring the interruption.

“Well,” she continued, “they had a sort of aquatic zoo there and I saw the queerest creature. The keeper said it was a new species. He called it a lightning squid.”

“A what?”

“Lightning squid. Apparently it imparts an electric shock through its tentacles to stun its prey. It’s quite extraordinary.”

Lotte shuddered. “Ugh! It sounds horrible!”

But Nettie shook her head, a haunted look in her eyes. “No, it was beautiful. I watched it for hours. What struck me most was the way the creature moved. Its legs rippled like waves. So graceful, so slender, so – liquid.” She hesitated. “Like us.”

The other girls considered this, nodding thoughtfully.

Lucy felt a sense of déjà vu. Water. A strange creature.

“Yes,” she said darkly. “Liquid. That’s exactly how I’ve felt since wearing the corset. Since the very first moment I put it on. Didn’t one of our notices say we moved like fish through the air?”

“Bah,” said Vesta, “they’re just trying to compare us to an animal act.”

“I thought it was a compliment,” Lotte said, blinking her wide innocent eyes.


“It was a compliment,” Nettie asserted. “And to be completely honest, I haven’t really felt at home on the ground since.”

Lucy found she was absently stroking her now thirteen-inch waist. She knew exactly what Nettie was talking about because she’d felt it too. As though her body were someone else’s and she was just along for the ride. But while it felt alien, it was also intoxicating. When she moved she felt lighter than air. The corset had truly changed her life.

If she entertained the thought of trying to remove it she was immediately suffused with warmth, with a sense of blissful intoxication that made her leave the laces tied. And if she tried to resist the pleasant feelings…

“Well, what’s so strange about that?” Daisy asked. “It’s hardly surprising we feel more graceful in such lovely corsets.”

“That’s not all,” Nettie continued, her voice low, her face pensive. “We went bathing in the sea afterwards and at one point I slipped down beneath the waves. I swam in the water as though I were merely dancing. I had no measure of how long it was but I must have been down there for some considerable time because when I emerged my fingers and toes were puckered as though I’d spent too long in the bath.”

Lotte looked horrified. “But you might have drowned!”

“Yes. And by all accounts I should have. But I didn’t.” She lowered her voice. “I felt as though the water was where I belonged.”

As this sank in Lucy could see from the other girls’ faces that they had all experienced similar feelings. Even Daisy was silent.

“I did that too,” Claire said at last. “I was in the bath the other night and I put my head down under the water. I didn’t think it was odd at the time. I was only pleased that I hadn’t spoilt my corset by getting it wet.”

“That’s perhaps the strangest thing of all,” said Vesta. “We’ve all been wearing them for weeks and yet look at them.” She unbuttoned the front of her dress to reveal her shining yellow corset, its color as bold as the sun and as immaculate as the first day she had worn it.

A sense of unease came over Lucy. In her mind’s eye she saw a book, but she couldn’t make any sense of the image. “When I first went to the shop Madame Hadal said it was her special secret. I wonder what that secret is?”

Daisy pressed close to Claire. “Do you suppose they might be… bewitched?”


“Surely not,” said Lotte with a nervous laugh. “Besides, even if there were some sort of magic involved, why would we feel so much better? Shouldn’t we grow warts and turn into hideous crones or something?”

“There’s no such thing as magic,” Vesta said gruffly, “but there is most definitely something peculiar about these corsets and I’m going to find out what it is. Lucy, Nettie, will you accompany me?”

Vesta’s certainty made Lucy feel even more uncomfortable. She didn’t want to discover some unpleasant truth about the corsets but the girls’ combined experiences were too queer to deny and she was becoming frightened. “Very well,” she said at last, reluctantly. “Come on, Nettie.”

They passed several tight-laced ladies as they headed for the shop and Lucy couldn’t help but be struck by their unusual poise and beauty. She knew without needing to ask whose corsets they wore. It was in their beatific expressions, their knowing smiles as they met the eyes of the three dancers and nodded like accomplices in some loathsome plot.

“Something’s wrong,” Lucy said, peering across the river at the shop. The glare of reflected sunlight on the water made it difficult to see.

She turned the crank that jutted from the small platform at the river’s edge and a narrow rail rose dripping and clanking from beneath the surface. The water trolley rose with it and slid along the rail until it reached the bank. They waited for the trolley to drain before stepping into it and distributing their weight evenly along its slim length. Then Vesta slipped a penny into the slot and pressed the button to send the craft across the water.

“Good heavens,” Nettie said as they drew near. “The shop’s completely flooded!”

They clambered out and looked in horror at the water lapping up around the walls of the little building. It was almost half submerged.

“But how?” Lucy asked. “It hasn’t rained for days.”

Vesta shook her head. “I don’t know. Come on, let’s go inside.”

The front of the shop was untouched by the water. A new corset was on display in the window, with the same clockwork device showing off its tight-lacing ability. Business had clearly been booming, for a glittering new sign advertised in huge gold letters the “Sensational Creations by Madame Hadal, Queen of Corsets.”


The girls pushed inside and the bell tinkled merrily, as though nothing were amiss. A short expanse of dry floor sloped sharply down towards the flooded back end of the shop and they stood staring in horror at the encroaching water. Then the smell hit them.

Nettie cried out. “Ugh! What on earth––?”

Alarm bells jangled in Lucy’s mind and she looked around for the lectern she had seen on her first visit to the shop. “Do either of you remember seeing a book?” she asked.

Vesta frowned. “What kind of book?”

“It was big, like a family Bible. Full of some kind of weird writing and pictures. Just there.”

But where she pointed there was only a mannequin sporting a half-finished corset.

“I know I didn’t imagine it. And the shop smelled just like this too. Horrible. I remember now.”

Vesta looked alarmed.

“Where’s Madame Hadal?” Nettie asked. Then she added in a timid whisper, “Do you suppose she drowned?”

Suddenly there was a loud splash and a figure came swimming towards them from the back room. Madame Hadal’s head peeked up from the water and her face creased in a wet and wrinkled smile as she recognized three of her customers.

“Ah! Welcome back, my dears!”

They gaped at her, astonished.

“Madame!” Lucy gasped. “What’s happened to your shop?”

She looked puzzled and shook her head. “I do not understand.”

“The water. Everything’s flooded.”

“Oh, that!” She laughed, an ugly, discordant sound. “My water-flowers – they like it better this way. Come. It is almost their time. I will show you.”

“Almost their time?” Lucy echoed.

The girls exchanged a look as Madame slipped back down beneath the water and vanished from sight.

“That’s exactly what I did,” Nettie said excitedly, her eyes wild. In a flash she had stripped off her dress and flung it aside. “Come on!”

Before they could stop her she dived in after Madame Hadal. Vesta and Lucy hesitated only a moment before struggling out of their dresses too. They each sucked in a deep breath and followed their friend into the chilly water.


As the waves closed over her head Lucy knew immediately what Nettie had meant when she said she’d felt entirely at ease. Lucy had never been swimming in her life but as she moved deeper into the watery depths of the shop she felt as though she was coming home. The sensation was at once exhilarating and completely natural.

She saw the others up ahead and swam to meet them. They were drifting against the submerged back wall of the shop, which looked as though it had been blasted apart. It now opened directly into the river. Some trick of the sunlight streaming down from above made the shadows flicker all around them like enormous butterflies. But as Lucy swam further in she saw that they weren’t shadows at all. They were living creatures. Squid, to be exact. Just as Nettie had described. Just as Lucy had seen pictured in that awful book.

She gazed at them, transfixed. Each was about the size of a cat, with tentacles extending out about two or three feet. A single fathomless black eye peered from each soft bulbous head and a rainbow of unfamiliar colors flickered across each sleek body. When the creatures moved they seemed to take hold of the water, clasping it like a many-fingered hand and using the pressure to propel themselves forward. The languid tentacles writhed and rippled with balletic grace. It was hypnotic.

“My waterflowers.”

It took Lucy a moment to realize that she had heard Madame speak plainly through the water. Nettie’s voice came next.

“So beautiful!”

She glanced to her left to see Nettie reaching out to one of the creatures. It floated about her, slipping through her billowing hair and caressing her face with its slender legs, stroking her like a lover. But surely it was only her imagination that made Nettie’s corset seem to fluctuate in tandem with the creature’s movements.

Vesta was beside her, gazing in wonderment as several of the squid swam up to her, darting close and then swimming away, teasing and inviting her to play. Lucy’s eyes traveled down the length of her friend’s floating body and sure enough, she witnessed the same impossible movement. It looked as though a pair of unseen hands stroked and molded Vesta’s flesh beneath the corset.

If Lucy gasped in fright, the sudden intake of water did her no harm. She had been submerged long enough to drown, yet she was undeniably alive. More alive than she had ever felt. Euphoria flowed through her and her vision grew blurry with ecstatic tears. She had never seen anything as lovely as the creatures that surrounded her, tickling her with their many delicate legs as though dancing with her. And yet, she had the eerie sense that she was not seeing them as they actually were, that they were somehow concealing their true selves.

She recalled the pain when she had tried to remove her corset, the electric jolt that had spiked through her ribs. As if in answer to her confusion, the corset began to ripple against her body. Beneath her skin her ribs waved like fingers and all at once Lucy understood the secret. For had she not sensed the seductive burrowing already? The alien harmony of movement as the tentacles within the corset fused with her bones? The exquisite symbiosis as hundreds of tiny sucker mouths caressed her organs, sipping her blood and humours like nectar?

She opened her mouth to scream, but what emerged instead was a sigh of pleasure. Her limbs moved independently of her will, her arms and legs as boneless as the legs of the creatures which, even now, were narrowing their cyclopean eyes at her. The seduction was over; she was theirs.

The girls swam helplessly among the creatures like living cogs in a fantastic machine whose function they could not begin to guess. Their eyes met Madame Hadal’s across the underwater garden of nauseating color and they shared a hideous smile as the earth began to tremble and crack beneath them.

TENTACULAR SPECTACULAR!
A Dazzling Liquid Electric Extravaganza!
One Night Only!

The new fork of the Piccadilly River flowed straight through the center of Leicester Square. It had swallowed the famous Alhambra, along with two other music halls. The former Arabesque Theatre now lay half submerged and whilst passing gentlemen muttered that it would never recover, their wives and daughters exchanged knowing glances.

Many fine houses and buildings had either been demolished or sunk. The spires of the Houses of Parliament rose like stone trees from what was now Westminster Lake. Big Ben still chimed from its depths, giving rise to rumors that it was haunted. As the land had warped and buckled, the great western railway terminus had risen and it now sat perched atop the newly formed Paddington Hill. At its feet lay the broken railway tracks, scattered like so many matchsticks.

The streets were strewn with rubble but nothing would prevent the grand opening of the Aquadrome. The lavish red ‘A’ was all that remained of the original Arabesque marquee and the theatre was an unusual sight, resting as it was now half in and half out of the river.

“Water ballet?” scoffed a gentleman as he snatched the flyer from his daughter’s hands. “Utter nonsense! Why, they’d all drown!”

Such was the scene across what remained of the city.

“Charles dear, it’s only for one night!”

“Come on, Peter. I hear the dancing girls are the most beautiful ever seen on stage!”

“Oh, Father, don’t be silly. Of course, if you’d rather I went alone, chaperoned…”

Many of the wealthiest families had fled following the most recent quake but plenty of ladies were able to persuade their husbands not to desert the city. The men harrumphed and grumbled and dusted down their frock coats as they reluctantly agreed to stay.

But it was the upcoming show that was the real talk of the town, screaming from the headlines of the Times and from posters all across the transformed city.

By the time the doors finally opened the riverbank was lined with people clamoring to get in. There wasn’t room to seat them all but no one complained about having to stand. The auditorium was packed to capacity in no time and when the tickets ran out Albert told the doorman to keep letting them in anyway. After all, there couldn’t possibly be a fire. Not with the place soaked through.

The wet floorboards shuddered like the threat of another quake as hundreds of pairs of feet stampeded across them. The crowd pushed and shoved as each person tried to get close as possible to the stage, where the damp red velvet curtains hid whatever preparations were going on behind it.

“It don’t ’alf smell!” someone cried.

But no one cared. The awful stench was a small price to pay for what they were sure would be an unforgettable performance.

At last the moment came and Albert marched out in front of the footlights. A reverential hush fell over the audience and he heightened the suspense with a dramatic pause before finally announcing the show.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I give you – Tentacular Spectacular!”

A deafening cheer went up from the crowd and the curtains hissed apart to reveal an enormous glass partition. Behind it was simply the stage. Empty, undressed, bare. Until the watchers realized that the stage was entirely under water. As one they uttered a collective gasp.

There was no music. There was nothing but the vast aquarium and the palpable anticipation as everyone waited to see what would happen.

At last a girl appeared. She swam like a mermaid up to the glass where she hovered, her long legs kicking, her hair flowing like seaweed, her body bare except for a glittering green corset that shone like emeralds in the light and pinched her waist to almost nothing. She performed a few graceful maneuvers before being joined by a girl in yellow, then another in red. Soon there were six girls, each one corseted in a different vibrant color, each one a vision of ethereal beauty.

By the time the first person realized that none of them had come up for air yet the dancers had linked arms to form a circle, facing outwards. They spun round and round in the water, drawing closer as they did until they were shoulder to shoulder. They hung still for a moment and began to sink. Then, just before they reached the floor of the stage, they kicked in unison, drawing their feet up, out and then down through the water. Six pairs of long shapely legs undulated like tentacles, propelling the girls upward. Their choreography was so precise they might have been a single creature, with a single mind. The astonishing colors flickered across their bodies as they turned and swam through the tank like a luminous and colorful invertebrate.

“Mama, what’s that?” came a child’s voice.

Someone cried out as several smaller objects appeared onstage, swimming fluidly alongside the dancers. The waterflowers, as the girls had come to know them, swooped and dived in and among their human partners, their fantastic tentacles waving hypnotically as they released bold flashes of lightning that arced through the water, illuminating the dancers but miraculously not harming them.

For a moment it looked as though the girls really were a single entity, that their bright colors were beginning to blend, that their bodies were starting to merge into one. It was as though the jagged threads of lightning were stitching them together, transforming them. But surely that was just part of the act.

When the girls still did not break apart a few people began whispering uneasily. Skirts rustled and feet shifted and a worried murmur began to make its way through the crowd. The creatures flashed through the water faster and faster, circling the dancers. Then they swam away in a flurry to the darkened rear of the stage. They remained out of sight for only a moment before rushing straight towards the partition.

There wasn’t time to react before the army of squid struck the glass, shattering it. The entire crushing weight of the river surged over the audience, devouring it and plunging everything into darkness.

The Aquadrome was a black vortex of chaos and terror. People splashed desperately and shouted for help as they searched in vain for a way out. Below them in the cold inky water they could see flashes of electricity as the mass of writhing creatures paralyzed one victim after another. Corpses surfaced in droves, floating and bumping into their still-living counterparts. A smell like that of a flooded graveyard permeated the theatre and from somewhere beneath the human screams came a hideous hydrophonic chorus, like the victory cry of a loathsome and terrible race. A race older than the ground which was now opening beneath the Aquadrome, splitting the earth apart and releasing thousands more of the accursed creatures in a liquid swarm.

The walls of the theatre crumbled as the monsters boiled up from the deep. The newcomers were considerably larger and far more ancient. And hungry. As the feeding frenzy began, the ocean of rippling alien colors was awful to behold. Minds broke like twigs as thousands of baleful glaring eyes fixed on their prey. Lightning leapt from swaying tentacles as the creatures slid slowly and deliberately through the sea of thrashing bodies, killing some, preserving others.

Those women who were under the spell of the creatures that had enslaved them fared rather better than their husbands. They remained oblivious to the horror right up until the moment when their corsets sprang open, bursting their chests apart and releasing the parasitic occupants.

The great pillars of the theatre were reduced to rubble as the water rose ever higher, pushing unstoppably through the city streets, leveling everything in its path.

From the center of the maelstrom far below a new creature watched, waiting. Its bloated form pulsated with a sickly greenish glow as it drifted up through the untold depths. Vast arms uncoiled from its grotesque body, innumerable sucker mouths tasting the death and fear in the water as it made its horrible ascent. The bulging black eye fastened at last on what it sought and the putrescent creature reached out to claim its prize.

The girls experienced a final moment of awareness before the writhing tentacles closed around their mingled and mutated form. Their faces had melded together, cheek to cheek and each mouth had been stretched wide to form a single contiguous grimace. They could only shudder in horror as the hideous tentacles opened to reveal the gaping liquescent orifice towards which they were being pulled.






Fall of an Empire

By Glynn Owen Barrass and Brian M. Sammons

Prologue

Numerous peacocks lounged upon the spacious lawn, but apart from that, the grounds stood empty. Good news so far, but she remained wary as she approached the manor house. The night was a clear one, cloudless and speckled with stars. Between the constellations, a waning moon shone brightly. Light enough to see by, light enough to steal by, but also light enough to get caught by. Hustler Manor, current owner Lord Havendish, a wealthy member of the landed gentry. The man had something she needed, something she’d been hired to rob.

Slate roofed, two red brick stories with an attic, tall arched windows lined the lower floors. The ground floor windows proved not only locked, they had thick iron bars fitted behind the glass. The double doors at the front held two five lever locks, and, as poking a stick between revealed, they were also heavily bolted. The back door revealed similar hardships. Hence, the ground floor was inaccessible. But the first?

She discounted the slim clay drainpipes: each looked ready to crumble. Not a problem, she thought, and unclipped the grapple gun from her belt. Aiming it towards the roof, a pop of compressed air followed, then the hiss of black silk rope unfurling from the reel fronting the trigger guard. A crack issued above her head, the sound of the hook smashing through roof tile. After a few tugs to ensure stability, she removed the remainder of the rope from the reel, returned the gun to her belt, and mounted the wall. Her knee high Japanese Tabi boots found easy purchase on the stone. Black, like her silk body stocking, they absorbed all light, made her part of the shadows. Her gloves were fingerless however: she hated working through fabric whether climbing a rope or picking a lock. Also bare, her upper face formed a pale oblong within her hood. Ten vertical steps later she reached the first floor, the nearest window just a few feet to her left.

Dark inside, according to the floor plans her client had provided, this window led to a boudoir. After inching towards it, she pressed her face to the glass and saw no bars beyond. No further climb to the attic, no having to break tiles and squeeze in through the roof. She smiled. The smile grew when she discovered the window unlocked. It rose quite easily from a one-handed lift. She left the rope dangling, and climbed into the darkened room.

Her feet touched thick carpet. Dropping into a crouch she remained still while her eyes adjusted to the dark. Despite the moonlight, the room retained its shadows. Two humps she assumed were couches before her, she passed between these and felt and navigated around a small octagonal table. Beyond this her reaching hands found a paneled door. Further searching discovered a doorknob, cold and metallic on her fingertips. It opened with a right turn, and the leather pouch filled with picks, one of many pouches attached to her belt, again remain unopened. She pulled the door an inch, and a streak of light fell into the room. At three o’clock in the morning, it seemed Havendish kept late hours.

Should I wait here, or enter the library in the hope he’s not there? No, she’d planned too long for this. Taking a deep breath, she edged around the door to peer through the gap. Beyond it, an oak-paneled corridor ran left and right. The wall she faced stood lined with portraits, gas lamps between providing the illumination. Somewhere to her left a clock ticked ominously, but apart from that, the house stood silent. With the target room less than a dozen feet to her right, she released her breath and opened the door.

The flowery carpet was dusty, the plaster-paneled ceiling above her thick with cobwebs. Behind her, the corridor ended in a balcony, before her, stairs. Between the portraits stood a door, then another, her target. She paused at a portrait, recognizing the face from the society pages. Black hair, heavily featured face, he had narrow eyes and thin, cruel lips. Lord Havendish. She passed the door and froze. A low whine, almost like…a baby? No, Havendish had no children, had been a widower for fifteen years. Must be a cat. Time to move on. Going into a crouch she turned the second door’s brass handle. It creaked inwards, a little too loudly for her tastes. She paused, but no returning sound reached her but the clock.


The light from the corridor revealed an oak paneled room. Hundreds of books lined shelves that touched a deeply recessed, plaster paneled ceiling. Two arched windows, facing the door, provided further illumination. The recesses between the bookcases held glass-lidded cases. Of other furniture, a reading desk piled with books stood at the room’s center.

Considering her target was a book, she hoped the client was correct that it could be found in a cabinet. After nudging the door closed she crept left towards the first cabinet. She spied a keyhole there, and acting accordingly, unbuttoned the lid on her pick pouch. Then, her jaw dropped. What lay beyond the glass was no book. A ghostly pale, dead infant, its legs were pulled up around its stomach, the twisted arms laid limp at its sides. Tiny face resembling a skull, its purple umbilical cord was still attached.

She couldn’t help but recall the sound she’d heard, but steeling herself, continued to the next cabinet. This one held a book. The right one however? It was too dark to see whether the octavo-sized volume bore the title she desired. Removing the sheet of picks from the pouch she proceeded to open another. This one held matches and a small black stub of candle. Lighting the stub dispersed the shadows with a globe of yellow light, and the title proved right on the money. The match and candle blown out, she returned them to the pouch. She didn’t need light to work by, and testing the lid to ensure it was locked, she unrolled the picks.

Three minutes later she was creeping back down the corridor, the leather bound book tucked under her arm. Everything went according to plan until she passed the other door. A child’s whine, unmistakable now. Low and pathetic, it sounded like distress.

I’m going to regret this. Opening the door, she did. This room matched the library: same décor, same bookcases, but statues of ugly, malformed monstrosities lined the shelves. The right hand wall bore a marble chimneypiece, the mantle above lined with flickering black candles. The table to her left held more candles, and worse, piles of glossy red viscera. Something else glowed there too, licking orange flames surrounding…the baby? As she rushed to help it, a voice cut her short.

“What the devil are you doing with my book?”

A sudden blow knocked her to her knees. Disoriented, her face throbbed where she’d been thumped. She shuffled round to find a familiar face staring down at her. The man looked older than his portrait, the black hair graying at the temples. Flabby chin coated in white stubble, his hollow eyes gleamed insanely. Dressed in nothing but a stained white nightgown, his fists clenched as he spoke.

“Whoever you are trespasser, you’re just in time. Look to the future, behold, it’s near.”

The infant shrieked horribly. Again compelled by the sound, she jumped to her feet and turned. The book abandoned where it had fallen, she had just two desires now, to save the tortured baby and escape. Four unsteady steps brought her to the fire, but horror followed as she went to grab the infant. The child wasn’t human. Its head an open flower of flesh, flailing white petals surrounded a hole that bulged with dark red bulbs or polyps. It was an impossible creature, something that couldn’t belong to a sane, orderly world. Confusion followed the horror: the hand she’d so selflessly shoved into the fire was gone now, sliced neatly at the wrist. There was no pain there however, just a numbness that spread as she stumbled backwards, hypnotized by the abomination on the table.

“The Treader of Stars,” Havendish said, his voice close to her ear. Too close, yes: bumping into him she felt sweaty flesh pressed against her own. A large hand gripped her shoulder as he continued. “Yours is the first flesh sacrificed to His new host. More shall follow.”

True to his word, her hand appeared upon the entity’s stomach. Alive, the digits danced between the thing’s tiny arms and legs. Then… reality shifted. The room brightened in a way she didn’t understand, the shadows and light inverting. A sudden dislocation filled her, ejecting her from her paralyzed form.

“Ah, His world meets ours.” Havendish removed her hood, her golden locks freed to fall around her face. He released her shoulder and she shuddered on leaden legs. Reality…stuttered. I have to escape. She bit her lower lip, drawing blood. Warm copper filled her mouth as the entity’s awful thoughts reached her.

WOMAN. WE ARE ONE NOW.

The entity’s cries transformed into a high-pitched giggle, joined in an instant by Havendish’s loud guffaws. The flames turned pink, then a dark soulless black.

The window. The pain returning some measure of clarity, she turned on her heels, and ran.

COME. BE WHOLE AGAIN.


She hit the window sideways. The glass, bursting into a hundred fragments, twinkled and fell as the night air cleared her head completely. Releasing herself to gravity, the ground shot up to meet her.

Better this death.

***

One year later.



First the guard came marching past the river. Light infantry, their scarlet double-breasted tunics and dark blue Shako headdresses looked out of place against the scenic country backdrop. The fifty or so men looked haggard, tired of their march. Their Snider-Enfield rifles were held high against their shoulders however, and their observer held no doubts they would spring to life at the merest sign of trouble.

Concealed beneath the river, he turned his helmet-mounted periscope, following the men’s progress until vibrations in the water returned him to his original position. The source appeared in the form of two eighteen-foot tall clockwork and spring-powered automatons, the Royal Mobile Artillery. Loping arms dangling like apes, the copper-plated behemoths had blue flags attached to their shoulders, each bearing Prince Albert’s Royal Crest. Thick limbed, barrel-chested, each whirring automaton was driven by a crippled war veteran, the shiny black swiveling 12 pounder cannons upon their hunched backs manned by artilleryman sat high between the shoulders. These men were grim-faced, as were the thick-featured, metallic visages of the automatons they rode.

Sir Jeffrey Langham’s face was filled with a bitter hatred.

After the automatons had passed, he waited a few minutes and tapped his companions’ arms. It was time to move. Raising himself from the water he removed his periscope helmet, taking advantage of the renewed field of vision to examine the landscape around the rail track flanking the river. To the left, the automatons’ hulking forms were growing smaller, to the right, far in the distance, he saw gray smoke plumes, marking The Queen’s Delight as it roared along the tracks. Distant, but growing closer by the second, they had little time to lose.


Langham turned to his companions and nodded. Doctor Vonner, his friend and childhood tutor, and Raghubir, his Sikh manservant, returned the gesture.

Stepping from the river their gray sealskin suits dripped water, as did their dome-shaped, periscope-horned helmets. Raghubir removed his, his long black hair falling around a stern, dignified, full-bearded face. As Raghubir turned and searched through an area of straggly bushes, Langham watched the doctor twist his helmet off. Pale, bespectacled, the elderly man’s white hair was plastered to his scalp with perspiration. Tearing open and digging into his sealskin, he removed a silver pocket watch.

“Ten minutes past twelve, yes?” Vonner said in a softly accented voice. “The train will be late.”

“All to our advantage.” Both turned at Raghubir’s words. His voice, unlike Vonner’s, was deep and resonant. In his arms he held the narrow steel box they’d stashed earlier, holding explosives powerful enough to destroy the approaching train.

“Let’s get this on the tracks,” Langham said. Depositing his helmet to the grass he took the box from Raghubir. “And send Victoria’s monster back to hell.”

***

Corporal Haines leant from the cabin and felt the wind invigorate his tired senses. An hour away from the Taunton Concentration Camp, he couldn’t wait to stretch his legs. He hated this duty, hated being in the foul, noisy train guarding the driver in case of mutiny. But, it wasn’t unheard of. Apparently a driver up in Newcastle had forcefully crashed his train as a show of rebellion against the new regime. Haines turned to Owen the driver, a soot-faced old man dressed in grimy blue overalls, and couldn’t imagine dissent within that lined elderly face. There wouldn’t be much Haines could do about it anyway. With the sixty-ton train going at fifty miles per hour, he had no idea how to halt the chugging monstrosity. Thankfully, the engine drowned the cries from the carriages behind them. And the thing in the fourth carriage? He’d rather not think about that.

Dirty, hot, unrewarding work, at least the fireman Tom, stood staring out the doorway to Haines’s left, was enjoying the view.


“Hey, hey,” the young man shouted, “Come see this.” Owen glanced to Haines and rolled his eyes.

“Please corporal,” Tom continued, and was that a note of fear in his voice? Haines stepped unsteadily across the cabin.

“There’s three men there between the river and the tracks,” Tom explained. Haines moved him aside and looked for himself.

He was right. Three men stood there, dressed in the most ludicrous of outfits, like gray leather long johns. One, the tallest, was bearded and brown, his black hair long like a woman’s. Beside him stood a short, elderly man, and beside him a thin fellow with short brown hair and a van dyke. Accompanying their ludicrous costumes, each wore a sword at his waist.

Cold fear filled Haines’s gut. “Sound the whistle! Emergency!” he cried. Close enough to see the young man’s expression, he perceived something very ugly there. Their eyes met, and the young man bowed before all three turned and ran for the river.

“Sound the whistle!” Haines repeated, and looked to Owen. The driver stood at the other side of the cabin now, leant outside. As white as a sheet beneath the collected grime, he turned to Haines and said, “there’s something on the—”

The following explosion rocked the earth.

***

The boom shook Langham, almost sent him underwater as the trio crouched in the river with their hands over their ears. The doctor did fall, caught from going under by Raghubir’s swift hand. After ensuring the doctor was all right, Langham turned to see the aftermath of the explosion. He was not disappointed. In its life, The Queen’s Delight, a jet-black engine pulling five Royal Blue windowless carriages, had been death on wheels. The engine lay on its side now. Thirty feet from where it had exploded, it pumped oily black clouds into the air. Wheels and other parts dotted the grass around it, some on fire. A little way behind the crater in the tracks, the carriages were derailed but still upright. Scarlet clad soldiers fled the final carriage in droves, running from the wreckage with their guns abandoned.

Langham took account of the situation and waded from the water, followed by his companions.

“What first eh?” asked Vonner, surveying the destruction.


“The Spawn,” Langham replied, “before the guards grow their balls back. Then we free the prisoners.”

Everything had gone according to Vonner’s plans. The eccentric old occultist stroke inventor was the ideal ally in the fall of an empire, as was Raghubir. The Sikh’s long strides quickly took him past the first three carriages and towards their goal.

Langham, increasing his gait, experienced guilt at the cries issuing from the carriages. This, we need to do this. His body grew sweaty beneath his sealskin suit.

Raghubir halted at the end of the fourth cabin. Stopping beside him Langham turned to where Raghubir stared. The door to the cabin stood ajar. Had the thing escaped? He looked around. No, it can’t move that fast.

“Are we quite sure silver will do this?” he asked as Vonner, puffing from exertion, reached the pair.

“Yes, yes it will,” he replied, “The purity of the metal works well against these abominations.”

Langham touched his sword hilt. “Well then,” he said and stepped forward, “let’s go kill a god.”

Raghubir grunted his approval. Langham climbed onto the cabin and flung the door wide, bringing some measure of light to the dark interior. A smell assailed him as he entered, like sour milk and ammonia, Langham noticing with distaste the ugly stone bas-reliefs on the walls—décor plundered from some ancient forbidden tomb.

The darkness shuddered before him, scores of unseen members rapping the wooden floor. In the shadows he discerned pale, twisted limbs, the twinkle of myriad soulless eyes.

Something touched his mind, a buzz of flies swarming around carrion.

SHE SUFFERS, the buzzing said.

“You bastard,” Langham replied.

He unsheathed his sword. The glint of silver paused the thing’s movement. The buzzing dissipated.

“You don’t like this?” he asked, a sneer forming on his lips. “I thought things like you were supposed to be fearless, omnipotent. Godlike. Isn’t that what your twisted Cardinals preach?”

“Sahib.” Raghubir entered the cabin behind him.

“My friend,” Langham said, “let’s put silver to the test.”


***

Colonel Peabody was distraught. Dressed in black tailcoat and trousers, he’d flung his cape at Raghubir after bursting into Lang-ham’s library. His bow tie sagged, as did the flabby cheeks on his worried, ruddy face. Gray hair combed over a shiny, bald scalp, some hairs stuck upwards, friction from the top hat he’d no doubt tossed at another servant. The offending hairs bobbed as he moved, for Colonel Peabody would not cease his pacing.

“The Deity’s distress. Oh sir you would not believe His distress. He only buds once a fortnight so the loss of this facet has caused Him considerable pain.”

Langham nodded with false commiseration.

Peabody paced, and ranted.

“I was at a dinner engagement at the time. Had to order a carriage and two Bullyboys to the Hampton’s. Security you know. And the damned machines trampled a peacock of all things! But the attack on the railway…The Great Western Railway at that! The tracks blown to smithereens and all those sacrifices gone, escaped into the wilds.”

“I am sure their families will be devastated.”

Peabody paused. Turning on him, his watery blue eyes glared. “You, you think that is funny?” He veritably spat the words across Langham’s desk. “A train filled with undesirables, not only criminals but the sick, mental inferior and ill, and immigrants of all people? They should be so lucky as to find their filthy bodies harvested for the greater good. Your greater good. This Empire’s greater good!”

Have I gone too far with this tedious little man? Perhaps. Langham thought.

“Well I—”

“The Indian Revolt, He saved us if you recall. His keen mind inventing machines of war and—”

It was Langham’s turn to interrupt, and he did so with anger in his voice.

“He summoned blasphemies from the sky. Yes I remember the carnage, the loss of innocents.”

Peabody’s face fell. “You were there with your wife, I am sorry. She fell during the chaos yes?” He didn’t wait for Langham’s reply. “This is only a formality of course. The event happened close to your estate and with the wedding so close… Well as I explained, the Deity is most perturbed. He has made many sacrifices to remain in this sphere and help keep the Empire great.”

“I know sacrifice,” Langham said. “And you can rest assured that I will do anything in my power to save this Empire.”

“Good show man, and if you learn anything concerning what happened yesterday, I’ll be at the Bridgewater Barracks till the morrow. Oh.” Peabody looked around quizzically. “Where the devil did I leave my hat and cloak?”

***

“Idiot,” Langham said seconds after Peabody had left. Though his library stood at the rear of the manor, the Bullyboy automatons huge footsteps echoed through the room.

“They’ll have wrecked the lawn,” he sighed, and the door facing him opened. Raghubir entered, his hair held impeccably now behind a scarlet turban. “The fool has left and taken his metal monsters with him,” he said, his face as impassive as always. “You Sahib look displeased. Does the colonel suspect?”

Langham broke eye contact and stared at his desk. The oak surface was bare but for an unused blotter pad and a gilded framed photo of his wife. Her sepia tinted, youthful face increased his sadness.

“Too many innocents died in that train wreck.”

“A sacrifice, for the greater good Sahib.”

Langham looked to his servant and shook his head. “I might have stopped all this. I am—”

“Unable to turn back time yes?” Doctor Vonner bustled into the library, his arms laden.

“Yes.”

Langham, an occultist like his tutor, had known The Book would be trouble the moment it went up for auction, suspected worse when the disreputable Lord Havendish purchased it. The lady thief he hired to retrieve it had disappeared without a trace… Then Havendish had gained his audience with the Queen, the evil he’d summoned and the promises it made…fulfilled. A great empire, tainted by a monster, riddled with rot and ruled by horror.


Vonner emptied his charge onto Langham’s desk. A vest of brown leather straps and thick silver cylinders, it symbolized destiny, and revenge.

“I have still to attach the explosives,” Vonner’s bespectacled face frowned, “I just wanted to make my point again, that there will be no going back, for either of you.”

“I am fully committed,” Raghubir said, and stepped forward to stand beside the doctor.

“You both are?” Vonner asked, examining Langham’s face for, what? Fear? Second thoughts?

Langham stood and picked up the vest. It felt heavy in his hands, would feel so much heavier with the conductors and nitroglycerin attached.

He stared at Vonner. “We go to London tomorrow, assassinate the Queen, and send her monster back to whatever hell it came from.”

The doctor smiled. To Langham’s surprise, the stern faced Raghubir did too.

“I shall finish up the belt then,” Vonner said. “I also have some final calibrations to make on the long range rifle.”

Langham handed Vonner the vest before returning to his seat. “Raghubir, please send for my newspapers. I want to read of the Deity’s continuing distress.”

***

Langham awoke in a cold sweat. A coin toss had decided things. A grubby copper farthing and heads or tails. The phrase ‘Victoria by the Grace of God,’ had surrounded the Queen’s profile. The Britannia on tails held ‘Queen of Britains, Defender of the Faith,’ around it. Both in Latin, the phrases made a mockery of the world he lived in.

Raghubir, his loyal manservant, had chosen, and received, tails. He would wear the suicide vest and destroy the monster at its wedding. The thing would die, followed by all its budded facets across an empire of evil unbound.

Langham had chosen heads. Quite apt really, heads to remove Victoria’s. Rolling over, he stared at the empty space beside him, at the pillow once used by his wife.

“Revenge, my dear,” he said, “and redemption,” and closed his eyes to sleep.


***

The next day the three of them bumped and jostled their way to Taunton in Langham’s Hampton-Cooper steam carriage. Raghubir was at the wheel while Langham and Dr. Vonner were in the back. The trip was so long that the trio left hours before sunup and Vonner had to occasionally check on the boiler to read pressure gauges, turn valves to vent or build steam, or toss more coal into the burner.

Langham was deep in thought and lost in his own world. He had slept badly the night before, but it was more than exhaustion that now kept him mum. On the seat next to him was the case holding the pieces of Vonner’s amazing long range rifle. Langham had practiced with the firearm for weeks, taught himself to assemble it with his eyes closed, and knew even its most technical workings by heart. Still, he did not have complete faith in the weapon. He knew that the more advanced a thing, the more things could go wrong, and everything about their daring and insane plan had to be perfect in order for it to succeed. They would not get a second chance and no less than the fate of the world hung in the balance. Was it any wonder that his stomach was sour and there were bags under his eyes?

Their steam carriage followed the road that ran parallel to the Great Western Line, and when they passed the still smoking remains of their efforts from the previous day, all three men could not help but gawk. There were no less than four tromping Bullyboys on the scene and an entire company of scarlet clad soldiers. It was an overwhelming show of force to deter anyone else from undertaking similar attacks. And as it was more of a message than a mission, none of the three rebels were completely surprised when keen eyed Raghubir pointed out the right side of the steamer and said, “There, it’s another spawn of the Enemy.”

At this distance the three could not actually see the slithering abomination, but they all saw the tell-tale shimmer it left in its wake. Like a heat mirage, the very air around the Deity or any of its accursed lesser forms rippled as the beast imposed its own warped reality onto the world of man. The horror’s presence was also announced by the giant, fully enclosed and armored steam wagon near the derailed train, and the fact that all of the Royal Guard gave the shimmering spot next to the wreckage a wide berth. While the thing was worshipped like a god, none dared to get too close to it or its spawn unless first beckoned forth.

“They brought it in to investigate the killing of one of its kin” Vonner said. He then added with a notable treble of fear in his voice, “I’ve heard it said that the Enemy can see backwards in time, to witness events as they happened.”

“You tell us such things now?” Raghubir.

“Well it’s only a rumor,” Vonner said sheepishly.

“It does not matter” Langham said. “Would either of you have done things differently last night?”

The others shook their heads.

“This only tells us what we already know; there’s no going back. It is do or die.”

Vonner hmphed and said, “Do and die, more likely.” He then added a wry chuckle to let the others know that he was joking. Or at least, that he hoped he was joking.

A few miles outside of Taunton, where the three would disembark from their steam carriage to board a train heading to London, they saw the Taunton Detainment Camp. Or as everyone really knew it to be, but few dared to accurately name it as such, the Taunton Death Camp. It was an affront to all things living and natural, a blemish of barbed wire and walking monstrosities, both those crafted by man out of metal, and those formed out of twisted flesh by The Deity. It was where Her Majesty’s army traded in their bloody red uniforms for black garb. A bit of honesty in a world of lies that reflected they were no longer proud soldiers with honor, but simply men of death. They were undertakers whose charges still had pulses, if only for a little while.

In the center of the camp, past the gates, the hissing and clanking automatons, the towers with their incinerators and steam-spun auto-guns, the creeping, twisted nightmares birthed from alien matter to act as guard dogs, and all the roughhewn shacks used to temporarily house England’s undesirables, was one of the damnable god’s temples.

It was a long, foreboding structure of gray stone adorned with grotesque bas-reliefs and utterly alien gargoyles of The Deity’s kith and kin from beyond the stars. There were no windows and only two large, vault-like doors at the building’s front. From time to time the Deity would come to the Taunton camp’s temple by way of its own incomprehensible form of conveyance. It was well known that the thing could slither between time and space, simply appearing wherever and whenever it desired.

It came to such places because every two weeks or so the Deity could spawn a smaller, weaker copy of itself. While just shadows of their progenitor, each spawn was a capable and powerful horror in their own right. These facets were then shipped to all parts of the Empire, as they themselves lacked the ability to instantly travel like The Deity. Once there they were made Regent Lords of the lands safely under the boot of Britain. But the spawning of the facets required lots of raw materials to accomplish.

As The Deity was not of Earth, it had required existing organic matter to create a body for itself, and so it required more to create copies of itself. This meant that the poor, sick, old, foreign, criminal, or just the unwanted men, women, and even children of the Empire were sent to the camps to provide the raw organic material the Deity needed to create new abominations.

There were eight such camps spread all throughout the Empire. The Deity would visit each camp infrequently so that more raw materials could be gathered for when next it returned. Further, the camps it traveled to appeared to be chosen at random, in an attempt to keep the alien god’s location a secret to any enemy of the Empire. However, there was one place and one time The Deity was guaranteed to be, and that was at its wedding in London in two days.

Got you, you son of a bitch. Langham thought and smiled with grim determination. Then another thought came to him as they drove past the death camp, one that turned his grin into a frown. Lizzy, did you end up here? Taunton was the first camp to open and where the Enemy first spawned a facet of itself. Did I set you on a path to becoming part of that damnable thing?

Langham’s dark musings were interrupted when Raghubir announced that the train station was in sight.

No time for that, must focus on the mission, Jeffery Langham told himself. Everything has got to be perfect or else all of the world will soon be a death camp.
 
***


Two days later and Sir Jeffery Langham walked up the steps of Westminster Abbey and in all his life he had never been more afraid. Dressed in his best, he reached into his coat to produce his invitation to the wedding and prepared to show it to the young captain of the guard who was checking them against the guest list. Only then would he know if the devil spawn that had been inspecting the train wreckage days earlier could truly see back in time and witness him and his allies in action.

The young man took Langham’s invitation without a word and ran his eyes over the list on his clipboard. The fact that the lad was only in his mid-twenties and already a captain spoke to the high turnover, or as he heard it, mortality rate, of Her Majesty’s Royal Guard. Just what happened to all those faithful soldiers? Langham thought as the young man handed him back his invitation and grunted, ‘Thank you, sir.’

Stepping into the Abbey, Langham was literally awestruck by its size and beauty. He had never been inside the massive edifice before, and he only wished his first time doing so was under better circumstances. He had been a young officer himself in India when Queen Victoria had been coroneted here and so had missed the whole affair. He had attended the Queen’s first wedding, her only real wedding in Langham’s mind, but that had taken place at St. James’s Palace.

At least she had the good sense not to sully the memory of that righteous union with this grotesque travesty, he thought as he stared up at the high vaulted ceiling. He looked to be studying the amazing architecture but in truth he was looking for the second floor over the south aisle. There, far in the back, was a corner of the open aisle way that was roped off. It wasn’t one the of places reserved for the truly important people, for they would all be up front, close to Queen Victoria and the abomination she was to wed. No, Vonner had said he had a man inside the Abbey who would keep that area clear under the guise that it was too weak to hold multiple people and needed repair. It looked like the doctor’s friend had not disappointed. Now Langham only hoped that the unknown accomplice had also hidden the case with the rifle in it up there as well.

Langham made his way up the stairs and then surreptitiously passed the warning ropes into the back corner of the cordoned off second floor. After a few minutes of searching, he found the rifle in its case where Vonner told him it would be and set to assembling it. The weapon of their salvation was divided in four parts. Two pieces went together to form the actual rifle. A third was Doctor Vonner’s amazingly accurate clockwork scope. The last was equally astonishing and would give the rifle the kick it needed to get the job done; a small boiler and burner, each about the size of a man’s fist, that attached to the side of the rifle. That contraption is what turned the normal military rifle into, what Vonner had described as “a shoulder-fired cannon.”

From his jacket, Langham produced a silver flask and poured clear water from it into the boiler. He then struck a match to light the tiny burner and then checked his watch. It was less than fifteen minutes until the start of the ceremony and the boiler need at least ten minutes to build up optimal pressure. That was cutting things close, and Langham hoped that his two friends were doing better than he was.

He set the rifle down to give it time to heat up. He took the single bullet out of the gun’s case and palmed it. There was only one shot, because he would only get one. Once the pressure was released by the rifle’s firing, it would take another ten minutes to build back up. By then they would be either victorious or dead.

Or perhaps Vonner was right, and we’ll be both, he thought.

Ten minutes later, Langham checked the rifle’s tiny pressure gauge and saw that it was full. There was no safety release valve on the boiler as such a thing might draw unwanted attention to the weapon before it was ready to fire. That meant the rifle was now essentially a high-pressured bomb that Langham would have to bring close to his face to shoot. He turned down the heat in the burner, but not all the way off, less something unexpected held up the proceedings and the gun start to lose pressure.

A few moments later and he heard the organ begin to play. He chanced a peek over the railing at the action below and saw Queen Victoria slowly walking down the aisle, the incredibly long train of her wedding dress trailing behind her.

So she was to arrive first, he thought. She would have to stand and wait so that the Enemy could make the grand entrance.

“Oh how you have fallen, my Queen” Langham whispered as he rested a hand on the nearby steaming rifle.

Once Queen Victoria was in place, a large open area next to her began to shimmer. The Deity that had no business in a house of God was coming to The Abbey.


Many in the packed crowd oohed and ahhed as a translucent form started to solidify. For most, this would be their first and only time to see the thing they now worshipped so completely. As the pulsating, gelatinous horror began to take shape, whispers and gasps began to be heard in the church and the people began to move back in unison from the arriving abomination. No one in the crowd would scream in horror, even though many wanted to. None would turn to run, even as their minds begged them to do so. None would even dare to look away, for they all new the price of such disrespect towards the true lord and master of the Empire on which the sun never set.

Then in one insane instant, The Deity was among them. A twisted snake-like mass of rubbery gray flesh, its lumbering, blue-veined form lay covered in ebony tentacles and black, globe-shaped eyes. The eyes blinked as one as it surveyed the crowd. It hissed ammonia and a vertical gash formed in its middle, split open to let a cascade of slime drool out. The maw was filled with jagged white teeth, a purple tongue lolling in the blackness behind it. Acting as its mouth, it had no need to speak.

I AM HERE.

Those three words buzzed into everyone’s head at the same time and stung their minds as surly as if they had been hornets.

One of the Deity’s ebony tentacles snaked out, reaching for Queen Victoria, who took it in her hands and pressed the slimy appendage to her bosom. She looked at the lumpy monstrosity at her side, her watering eyes locking onto one of the beast’s obsidian orbs, and she blushed like a young girl.

I’ve heard that the Enemy has the power to cloud people’s minds, Langham thought as he picked up the steam rifle. It can appear as whomever or whatever it wishes. Is that why the Queen looks at the hideous creature so wantonly? If this is the case, why does the horror not appear glorious and beatific to everyone at all times? If it’s playing at being her dead husband Albert, or God, why not look the part? Does it like the revulsion it sews in others? Can it affect the mind of only one person at a time? Or dear God, could the Queen actually see the revolting mass of tumorous flesh as it truly is and yet still desire the unholy thing?

It doesn’t matter, he chided himself, focus on the task at hand. Find your target, soldier.


Langham brought the rifle up to his shoulder. The heat from the boiler was intense and his face immediately broke out in sweat and he looked through the clicking, ticking scope.

As the horror sloshed closer to the Queen, the shimmer of its unnaturalness blurred her image. One moment there was a single Victoria, the next close to half a dozen. Shooting at such a chaotic mess would have been impossible, if not for Doctor’s Vonner’s amazing scope. The clever little man had studied the thing’s facets for months and devised a tube of several lenses of various thicknesses, all slowly rotating, some clockwise, others counter clockwise. This feat of technical wizardry afforded Langham a clear image of his target; the Queen’s royal head.

The other problem that had to be overcome was the reality warping field itself. Four months ago a brave Prussian man somehow figured out where The Deity was going to be and stepped out of a crowd to shoot it with a newly designed automatic sidearm. Over thirty rounds were fired, but each and every bullet veered off course when they got close to the horror. The would be assassin then met a gruesome end when the alien thing literally turned the man inside out with a glance from one of its many baleful eyes.

That bloody day was the reason for the tiny, boiling steam engine mounted to the side of the rifle. Vonner theorized that with enough velocity a bullet could make it through the Enemy’s shimmering wall of unreality and stay on course.

I hope you’re right, doctor, Langham thought as he touched his finger to the weapon’s trigger.

Suddenly a gunshot rang out in the church, but it had not come from his rifle.

Langham pulled his eye from the scope and looked over the edge of the railing to see Raghubir cutting a bloody swath through the guests below. Something must have gone wrong. The brave Sikh warrior was meant to get as close to the Enemy as possible before triggering his explosive vest. Instead he was slowly making his way towards the Queen and her beloved abomination with his curved Kirpan knife in one hand and a .450 Adams revolver in the other. He was still forty yards away, too far for the bomb that he wore to do any good.

STOP HIM.

Those words were roughly forced into the heads of everyone inside the Abbey and those nearest to the Sikh obeyed at once. Langham watched as both fancy dressed guests and crimson-clad guards threw themselves at Raghubir and stepped between him and their foul lord. Langham knew that his friend was mighty, but that sheer numbers would keep him from getting any closer to the alien atrocity.

“Damn it,” Langham whispered as he returned to the rifle, determined to fulfill his end of the mission. He looked through the clockwork scope, centered the crosshairs on the still smiling face of Queen Victoria, and gently squeezed the trigger. The rifle did not BANG but instead let out a high pressured jet of steam with a loud toot reminiscent of a train whistle. It was a completely unnecessary sound, but one that had suited Doctor Vonner’s weird sense of humor. That the heavy bullet was able to rip through the shimmering air and turn the monarch’s head into an explosion of blood, bone, and gray matter was a testament to his genius.

Langham dropped the now useless weapon, stood up and ran from his secluded spot on the second floor as chaos filled Westminster Abbey. People started to scream, some fainted, others stampeded for the exits. There were three more gunshots, two Langham recognized as pistol cracks, the third was a much louder rifle shot. None of his friends had a rifle, and as he continued to run down the second floor hall shouting, “In the name of the Queen, get out of the way” to part the panicked wedding guests before him, he wondered if he had just lost his loyal friend, Raghubir

WHO DARES TAKE MY BRIDE FROM ME! The Enemy bellowed in its awful mind-speech. The power of that psychic blow was such that for a brief moment everyone in the Abbey was stunned and a moment of calm returned.

The silence was quickly shattered when Langham heard the familiar accented voice of Doctor Vonner shout, “For the good of all mankind!” Then there came a thunderous explosion, quickly followed by the return of the screams.

Langham stopped to look over the railing and below him he saw a smoking circle of mangled and twitching bodies twenty feet from the loathsome horror. Once again the thing’s curtain of shimmering energy had saved it from certain death, but not completely from harm. Langham saw the Deity shuddering and crawling away, leaving a pool of blackish ichor behind from several weeping wounds. The silver from the doctor’s explosive vest had proven effective, he had just been too far away for it to be fatal.


Langham saw that the Enemy was slouching in his direction and that it was going to pass underneath him at any moment.

TO ME…MY GUARDS…YOUR GOD COMMANDS IT.

This time, the buzzing voice had not been so booming.

Langham climbed up and stood on the second floor railing, using a nearby column for balance. He reached a hand inside his jacket and found the ripcord that would trigger his own explosive vest, the one he had worn just in case. He looked down to see that the monstrosity’s slithering bulk was now directly below him and that one of its alien eyes was fixed upon him. He took a moment to think of his wife and his two dear friends, of the lovely lady thief Lizzy he had sent to her death, and those on the train who had died as a result of his actions. He even thought of Queen Victoria in better times, before she became a puppet for an obscenity.

Then he jumped, and once he passed through the Enemy’s shimmering curtain and was just inches from landing on the creature, he pulled his cord.

***

Epilogue

Three weeks later and the Empire was crumbling.

Upon the death of The Deity, all of its facets also perished. They simply could not exist without their progenitor. That combined with the murder of Queen Victoria meant that all of the countries once soundly in the palm of Britannia took advantage of the chaos to stage their long planned revolts. India was now in flames, Canada had seceded, Egypt was completely lost, and there was civil war in Australia. The Empire on which the sun never sets was shattered and all was lost.

Or so many thought, but not Lord Havendish. He had not escaped the sacrilegious regicidal massacre at Westminster Abbey by chance. It had been divine intervention, of that he was certain. As The Treader of Stars returned to whence it came, slowly dissolving away into hunks of rotting flesh and a pool of sludge, it spoke to him once last time as he fled the carnage.

BRING. ME. BACK.

And so he would.


The murderous traitors couldn’t comprehend that a being of such magnificence as The Deity could never truly die. It was beyond such petty concerns. Driven from this world by the destruction of its mortal form, it simply returned to its home in the darkness between the stars. And just as he had called it forth the first time, he could do so again. Then all traitors, deserters, and enemies of the Empire would pay.

Oh yes, they will all pay dearly, Lord Havendish thought bitterly as he sat at his desk in the library, refreshing his knowledge of an ancient tome in a heathen’s tongue. Taking time to lean back in his chair to sip a brandy he heard the door to the room softly open. It had to be his loyal retainer, Jacobs, back from procuring the first vessel needed to house his Lord from some desperate pauper for a few shillings.

“Back so soon, Jacobs? I don’t hear any crying. Good, perhaps you picked a quiet one this time” he said as he spun around in his chair, a smile on his face.

The smile faded as he didn’t see his manservant before him, but a strange woman dressed oddly like a man in trousers and jacket of dark gray and black. She was pleasing enough to look at, if a bit too thin with a haggard look around the eyes, but her face, there was something hauntingly familiar about it, but he could not place her.

“My dear lady, who the hell are you and how did you get in here?” He asked.

“You don’t you recognize me? We have met before,” the woman said as she stepped closer into the flickering light of the gas lamps. “I have not forgotten you.”

The approaching woman raised her right hand to show it to him. At first Havendish was puzzled by the gesture, but then he took a closer look and saw that the hand was fake, a prosthetic of wood and brass. He then thought back to another dark night over a year ago.

“You’re the little thief who tried to steal my book. I wondered what had become of you after you jumped from that window. Wherever have you been?” He said as he stood up. Havendish was over a foot taller and six stones heavier than the slight slip of a woman. He had beaten her down once, and he was confident he could do it again.

“I wandered for weeks after that beast of yours took my hand. I could hear it in my head, at all times, it never stopped. As it had my flesh, it said we were connected, that I had to come to it to be made whole,” the thief said and she took another purposeful step towards the man who towered over her.


“I tried to drown out the voice with drink, then I chased the dragon for a while, but nothing helped. Eventually the police found me wandering the streets somewhere, screaming at myself to be quiet. Naturally they tossed me into an insane asylum and that’s where I’ve been ever since.”

She took another step and that caused Havendish to frown. He didn’t like it when people, let alone women, weren’t afraid of him.

“That is,” she continued, “until three weeks ago when that evil thing of yours was finally killed. That shut up the voices for good and I got my head right again. The first thing I had to do was to get out of the asylum, but that was easy enough for a woman of my talents.”

Another step closer which caused Havendish to take a step back.

“Then I had to pull out some of my savings to get this made for me.” She again showed the man her fake hand, “I had to replace what you took from me. And now, I am here…”

The wood and brass fingers curled into a fist and a knife blade popped out of the prosthetic hand at its knuckles.

“…to finish what Jeffrey Langham started.”

Havendish wanted to run, to flee, to retrieve the revolver he kept in the desk drawer, but before he could do any of those, the woman punched out, striking him dead in the chest.

Elisabeth, Lizzy to her few friends, felt rhythmic twitches running up her artificial hand to her arm and she knew her blade had found the bastard’s black heart. When she pulled her fist back a fount of blood erupted from his chest. There was an almost comical look of shock on Havendish’s face as he slumped to the floor, where he wheezed for a few seconds on his knees before toppling over. Lizzy used her foot to turn him over on his back so that he could look up at her. She needed her face to be the last thing he ever saw.

“That’s for Jeffrey, and Raghubir, and Crazy Doctor Vonner. That’s even for Queen Victoria and for what you turned her into.”

The light began to fade from Lord Havendish’s eyes and only now at the end was he truly terrified of the darkness that awaited him.

“The Queen is dead. Long live the Queen.”






The Baying of the Hounds

By Leigh Kimmel

Even with the windows closed and the curtains drawn, light and sound remained a torment. The faintest flicker, the smallest sound had become a raking agony upon nerves raw from the strain of a problem that resisted solution. Another man might have feared himself to be going mad, but Nikola Tesla had experienced it once before. In the days and weeks before the breakthrough that had produced his polyphase alternating current system, he had endured similar agonies as his mind raced to apprehend the theory he could glimpse but not yet encompass.

But that time he had been on the threshold of triumph. Now he wrestled with the fragments of defeat. In his mind’s eye he could see every detail of the transmission tower at Wardenclyffe, the equipment designed to enable him to cast electrical energy through the invisible luminous aether in the same manner in which he’d previously transmitted Hertzian waves. Instead something had gone amiss, and in the moment in which he closed the massive knife switch that should’ve transmitted useable power across the miles to the receiving antennas with their attached motors, the very foundations of reality itself had shuddered and twisted. In his mind the memory still echoed of that terrible howl, like the baying of an unearthly hound.

The sound of blows upon the door macerated Tesla’s tormented nerves and he cried out in wordless agony. The walls tilted in a wild dance of vertigo, and no amount of abstract knowledge of the falsity of his subjective experience could keep Tesla from digging his fingers into sheets and mattress in a frantic effort to cling to the bed. He had seen the cracks in space itself, the place beyond space in which lines of sight shifted into impossible angles that drove ordinary men mad.

“He’s in there.” The voice outside the door was hard with ill-disguised anger.


Even as Tesla’s mind ransacked the disarrayed files of memory for the identity of the speaker, the door burst open under the blow of a booted foot. Beyond stood three men of the coarse sort one could find in the rougher parts of the city. But their leader was a different sort of man.

His stout figure was encased in a long brass-buttoned leather coat, and on his gray hair perched a cap with the multifocal goggles favored by aeronauts. Belatedly Tesla’s memory clicked into place.

Thomas Alva Edison was Tesla’s antithesis, like a living embodiment of Hegel’s dialectic. Where Tesla was polished, urbane, full of Old World elegance, Edison was crude, boorish, a frontier hayseed. And each was proud of it.

Edison scowled down at his rival. “You haven’t exactly made yourself an easy man to find, Tesla.” The sarcasm was unusual for Edison, who tended to the blunt and straightforward, and suggested just how much recent events had affected him.

He narrowed his eyes, looked Tesla up and down. “You’re worse off than I’d expected. Here.” From within his coat he pulled a vial and unstopped it. “Drink this. It’ll taste like the devil’s own wine-bottle, but it’ll do the trick.”

Edison was as good as his word. The stuff proved so vile Tesla choked twice before getting it down, but when he did, an icy wall of sanity descended around his mind, blocking out the nightmares that had gripped him since that disastrous day.

And now they must be going. Loathe as Tesla was to appear in public while in such sartorial disarray, Edison’s bully-boys gave him scant time to change his clothes. He could shave and otherwise freshen his appearance once they were in the air.

***

The airship made its stately way over the countryside with a soft whir quite unlike the clatter and bustle one experienced on the railroad. In all his years in America, Tesla had never lost his awe at the sheer size of his adopted homeland.

Now, after a day and a night’s travel, their objective was coming into sight. Once this place had been one of the great cities of the Republic’s heartland, built upon the joining of two of its greatest rivers. Poets had called it the Gateway to the West, and both businessmen and laborers had flocked to the opportunities it had offered.

Now it lay in ruins, its docks and railroad yards abandoned, its people scattered before the horror that roiled and twisted at its heart. The eye flinched away from focusing upon the impossible geometries within the gap that had been ripped into the very fabric of existence.

“So just what is that thing, Tesla?”

Astonishment hit Tesla like a physical blow. How had Edison joined him at the rail of the observation deck without his noticing?

More to the point, how to answer that question in terms acceptable to a man who had no use for theory? Edison had only one response to an obstacle: throw everything at it until he found something that stuck. At times Tesla wondered if Edison was even capable of absorbing any information from a scientific journal, a technical paper, anything save his own hands and eyes.

But the steady gaze of those very eyes made it clear Tesla would not be permitted to evade the question. And it wasn’t even a matter of Edison having those three bully-boys at his back, but of professional standing and reputation between two of the world’s greatest living inventors.

Tesla picked up a rectangle of pasteboard from a nearby table. “Recently a German scientist by the name of Einstein has argued that space is not flat, but subtly curved,” he bent the pasteboard into a shallow U-shape, “and that curvature is responsible for the phenomenon we call gravity, and explains why planets and moons follow curved orbits, why planets are round. However, it appears that the good Herr Doktor did not go far enough, for he assumed that the universe we observe is all that exists, all that can exist. Instead, there is another kind of space, one that gravity does not merely bend, but folds.” Tesla snapped his hands together, so fast that the pasteboard buckled in the middle to form a sharp angle.

“And that device of yours out at Wardenclyffe managed to knock a hole into it?”

Tesla was so astonished to see Edison not only comprehending a highly theoretical explanation, but drawing a useful conclusion from it, that it was only by main force of will that he was able to keep his mouth from falling agape like a fish. “That would be a rather crude way of putting the situation, since the mechanism appears to operate more akin to bridging a gap between two isolated electrical conductors. But it certainly does a capital job of conveying the urgency of the situation.”

Edison started to speak, whether to make some objection or to ask a clarifying question, Tesla never knew. At that moment there arose an unearthly howling of such intensity that the very structural members of the airship began to vibrate with the harmonics. A howling Tesla had heard once before, in that terrible moment after he closed that switch only to discover that he’d made a terrible miscalculation, that instead of bringing the world into a new age of clean power without the ugliness of spiderwebs of wire everywhere, he’d unleashed upon it a nightmare.

Overhead, the airship’s frame began to make the strangest creaks and groans. Edison cast a narrow-eyed gaze upward. “What the Sam Hill is going on here?”

“Harmonic resonance.” Even as the words passed Tesla’s lips, he realized just what dire straits they represented. Soldiers broke step and walked across bridges because the rhythm of so many marching feet could set up destructive resonances and damage or even collapse the structure. But how to break-step something he did not even fully understand, let alone have any control over?

“We must set down.” Tesla scanned the ground in search of some place where they could moor the huge, fragile aircraft. Which assumed they could even bring it to a controlled rest in the absence of trained ground crew. Or any ground crew, like the countless ordinary New Yorkers who’d run from their places of business to help halt an airship that had been stolen by anarchists with the intent of crashing it into the Stock Exchange.

The floor lurched under their feet. Behind him, someone shouted, “They’re venting hydrogen.” The voice was ragged, on the edge of panic, which suggested it wasn’t one of the trained crew.

Tesla grabbed the rail, holding on as the airship rolled to starboard like a ship taking on water. Either the captain or the pilot must’ve reached the same conclusion he had. More specifically, they had decided the flammable lifting gas posed too much danger and must be dispersed, even at the cost of grounding the ship.

With a crunch of impact the passenger gondola hit the ground. On an ordinary flight there would’ve been a hundred or more untrained people, like as not panicking, fainting, increasing the danger to themselves and others. Today they had a total of five – himself, Edison, and the three bully-boys. Everyone else was crew with duty stations for the emergency.

The windows of the observation deck shattered with a tinkling like a thousand wine goblets dropped at once. It was only then that Tesla realized the horrible howling had stopped, and he wondered how long it had been since it ceased.

Even as the thought passed through his mind, Edison was shouting to his goons to get out of here. Strong hands closed around Tesla’s arms, pulled him through the frame of one of the windows, past razor-sharp shards of broken glass. Overhead the broken hull of the airship was sagging, metal structural members forcing their way through the fabric covering.

“Run, damn you, run.”

With two of those bully-boys holding his arms, Tesla didn’t have much choice in the matter. It might be more staggering and stumbling over the broken ground and tumbled buildings, but in such a situation, any sort of progress was good.

Edison gave the wreck a scant backward glance. “So now we continue on foot.”

Another man might’ve spoken in anger, or despair. Edison’s voice remained matter-of-fact, the tone one might use to announce dinner. But this was a man who, when his laboratory burned to the ground, had shrugged it off as naught but the destruction of a thousand ideas that hadn’t worked.

All the same, Tesla couldn’t resist a question. “Continue where?

That got him the reaction Edison had refused to show. “To the source of that, of course.” He jabbed his finger at the fracture through which angular space had burst into curved space.

From the distance of an airship, it had seemed a matter of distorted lines of sight, which refused to converge as they should have upon any point within that place that was nowhere of this world. But now, on the ground, Tesla could see the more subtle distortions of color, of texture, of everything that had material presence. Small wonder that so many who escaped had arrived in safe havens babbling about the hinges of Hell coming loose to spew forth madness. Or that those survivors should’ve represented so small a fraction of a great city’s population.

As they marched onward, Tesla realized that the distortion was not confined to the three spatial dimensions familiar to the students of Euclidean geometry. Time too had undergone a peculiar folding – here solid granite had crumbled to dust as if subjected to ten thousand years’ erosion, while across the street a kitchen remained as if the homemaker had stepped out only moments ago, rather than having fled days earlier.

From the oven of one such home came a fruity odor of such sweetness that the three thugs started licking their lips in unabashed eagerness. Far from being appalled at such a boorish display of animal appetite, Edison had been amused to the point of going inside to see what it could be. He opened the cast-iron door to extract a pastry from which oozed yellowish syrup of such freshness it could have been set to baking only an hour ago.

Realizing what they intended, Tesla protested, “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

Edison produced a knife of indeterminate cleanliness and set to portioning his find five ways. “You know, the problem with you Europeans is you don’t eat enough apple pie.”

“No, I am not speaking of differences in culinary tastes.” Tesla groped for words that would counsel caution. “We are in the midst of a region in which the physical laws of another plane of existence have intruded. Can we be certain that they have not worked some subtle transformation on what appears to be wholesome food, such that it might instead prove poison?”

“You see anything else to eat?” Edison’s scowl returned in full force. “We lost all our supplies when our airship went down, and we’re not going to do anybody the first lick of good if we collapse from hunger on the way. Now eat.”

Tesla eyed the wedge of pie before him, yellowish slices of baked apple spilling out onto the plate one of Edison’s bully-boys had pulled from the cupboard. Neither it nor the fork looked dirty, but Tesla had never forgotten peering through a microscope at the multitude of tiny organisms in a drop of water.

But here they had no time for his usual means of cleaning his utensils before a meal. Revolting though the thought might be, he forced himself to take one bite after another and not think too much about what else he might be consuming. Better to be grateful to preserve a mite of civilization while those bumpkins shoveled their portions into their mouths with their bare hands.


Finished, they continued on their way. Yet Tesla could not help but recall the various stories in which mortals who partook of unearthly food became entrapped in places not of men, unable to return home. Serbian folklore was as rich in fairy tales as English, French, or German, and one could even see the theme in the ancient Greek myth of Persephone in the court of Hades. Might there be some seed of truth in those tales, some folk memory of times past in which humanity had come into contact with eldritch realms and their inhabitants?

The deeper they descended, the worse the strain became of having one’s normal expectations confounded, of having to operate in a region in which none of one’s normal reactions could be relied upon. Worse, Tesla had reason to believe their bodies were affected by these distortions of fundamental reality at least as much as their minds. Why else should they experience of pangs of hunger and thirst that vanished as quickly as they came, or sudden waves of nausea with no apparent source of disgust?

Even as he was searching for the words to communicate his concerns, the group turned a corner to find the street ahead of them flooded. The three bully-boys ran forward, crying out with delight.

The first one to reach the edge dropped to his knees and thrust his cupped hands into the water to drink. Or maybe not – the shimmery substance did not pour from his hands as water would, instead dripping and oozing in thick, gelatinous globs.

In the instant he realized his error, the man let out a cry of anguish. But only for that moment before the false water mounded up in the middle like a living thing to pour forward onto him. Tesla was only half-aware of crossing himself in the Orthodox fashion, a remnant of his childhood as the son of a priest.

“Castellano.” Edison’s voice rose in alarm. “Get out of there, man. Sandoval, Montini, get him out, now.”

One of the bully-boys got hold of his buddy’s jacket sleeve, but it was already too late. The wave of transparent jelly poured over the man and engulfed him, pulling him downward in a smooth, liquid movement that left the impression that his body had been turned to India-rubber and had stretched and flowed. All the time he screamed and gibbered in a corrupt dialect of Italian that they were eating him, devouring his soul.

And then there was nothing but that deceptively still surface that looked like nothing more than a pool of water upon the paving bricks. Castellano’s would-be rescuer had survived only because the third of their number had grabbed him before that vile eldritch jelly could get a firm grip on him.

But he had not escaped unscathed. Without a reliable source of water they’d had no way to wash the burns that had charred his flesh to the bone, so they’d had to settle for bandaging the man’s hand as best they could with rags and making a sling from a handkerchief. Sandoval would be lucky if he didn’t lose that hand when they got back to civilization, and there could be no doubt he would regain little use of it. Not a good situation for someone who made his living as a strong-arm man.

Still, he was not entirely shattered by his experience as a more cerebral man might have been. “What was that stuff? Did you see what it did to Castellano?”

If Tesla had thought it difficult to explain the concept of the curvature of space to Edison, this question posed an even worse challenge. Yet he dared not condescend, not with their success depending upon all of them working together. “I believe it is something which belongs to the other place which has intruded into our world.” There would be no use trying to discuss higher order dimensions or alternative chemistries of life. “It appears to be something so alien in nature to our sort of life that the merest contact can kill in a slow and horrific manner.”

Sandoval stared at his bandaged hand, whispered an oath in some Italian dialect. “So Castellano’s dead. Then why do I keep hearing him screaming, like he’s inside my head?”

Tesla eyed the deceptively placid surface of that puddle that was not water. “We can only hope that he is indeed dead, and not in some state between life and death, something possible only here where the laws of nature itself have become warped and distorted.”

It was a very subdued group that continued their journey by another way. The further they went, the more of that eldritch jelly they encountered. They knew now to distrust anything that appeared to be water on a surface, but the thick globs, like masses of honeycomb which hung from the ironwork of a railroad bridge, caught them quite by surprise.

It took Sandoval first, as if it were looking for him, and then lapped onto Montini as he reached to save his buddy. This time there could be no pulling him free, for it moved so quickly that it covered him within a heartbeat.

Tesla had only a moment to grab Edison by his coat and pull him clear before a third glob could fall upon them. The anguished screams of Sandoval and Montini echoed off the walls as they struggled against the stuff consuming them from within.

“We’ve got to get out of here.” Edison indicated a cross street.

Tesla would’ve counseled a more considered approach, now that they knew the damnable stuff could climb and fall upon its victims from above. But that terrible howling was beginning again, echoing within his head until he thought it would burst. He was aware of a crushing presence, a terrible hunger.

“Oh God, it’s here.” He knew not what language he spoke, whether the Serbian of his cradle or the German he’d learned in the Imperial capital of Vienna. “It wants, it wants, it wants.”

Now it was Edison’s turn to pull him free. Under those firm hands Tesla staggered forth, away from the nightmarish stuff that seemed to be oozing down from every wall, every cornice, every lintel. It had to be an illusion, for there couldn’t be that much of the stuff.

Unless it were only a portion of the actuality of something that existed in a space of higher dimensions, like the Sphere forcing itself into Mr. A Square’s world in the geometric fable. But there was no time to try to correlate the theories of angular space and higher order dimensions, not when they were on the run.

And then they could run no more. There before them stood a pillar, no, an obelisk, but not made of granite in the manner of the Egyptians. Rather it had been constructed of a shiny metal in the manner of the ironwork one might use in a bridge.

Or in a receiving antenna. He recalled the three antennas he had erected to correspond to the transmitting antenna at Wardenclyffe. But they had been curved, built on a pattern reminiscent of the Eiffel Tower in Paris.

This one was all angles, and while the angles seemed normal enough at first glance, the longer Tesla looked, the more certain he became that those angles would prove impossible to rationalize by Euclidean geometry. Angles that looked obtuse might well prove capable of rending as if they were acute, and he was no longer confident that a full circle of them would add up to precisely 360 degrees, but might well prove to have more or fewer, depending upon its placement in that thing. Or that what he was able to see was even the entirety of its construction, or if like one of Escher’s drawings, it might have impossibly connected surfaces within it.

By force of will Tesla recovered his English, shouted to Edison. “Whatever you do, don’t look at it.”

Although Edison didn’t take well to being pushed backwards until a crumbling building blocked his line of sight, he did not fight. “What is that thing?”

“It is none of my doing.” Tesla didn’t like hearing such desperation in his voice, but he couldn’t beat it down. “But I think it has a similar purpose. Remember how I said that the effect seemed less like knocking a hole between the worlds than bridging the gap between two conductors? I think we are seeing the other one.”

Edison’s forehead furrowed. “Then who did make it?”

“I cannot say that we will ever be able to understand in full, but I believe that angular space is inhabited by beings capable of building and using technology of considerable advancement. An earlier stage of civilization might have called them evil, but I do not believe they intend us malice. Rather, they are so alien that they cannot help but do us harm, just by being what they are. But they are also beings of well-night insatiable curiosity, and in that moment in which my attempts at wireless transmission of power bridged the gap with their system, they became aware of our existence.”

“Then you think that stuff, that witches’ jelly, is them trying to communicate with us?”

“Perhaps, or a device they have constructed to contact us. But that would be assuming that their minds work like ours.” Tesla peered around the corner, seeking any evidence that the creators of the obelisk had become aware of their presence here. “They may not even realize we are intelligent beings, or they may not even think in ways that require communication with one another. But I do believe they are attempting to learn more about us, and do not realize that they are doing us harm. If their nature is sufficiently different from ours, they might not even have the concept of mortality.”

“Then what are you proposing to do about it? We’re supposed to be putting a stop to this, not standing here speculating about the possibility of communicating with something that may or may not even be able to care that it’s killing us just by their equivalent of looking at us.” Edison’s frustration was turning to anger, which did not bode well.

“We have been operating on the assumption that it was my effort to transmit electrical power wirelessly which opened the gap between curved and angular space. I believe that assumption may be mistaken, that instead they responded to an initial contact of unknown energy on their receiver by tracing it back to its source and opening a portal in order to better understand the nature of the entities transmitting it. However, to this point I believe their efforts have resulted only in contact with persons quite unable to understand or elucidate the concepts they seek to comprehend.”

“Then are you proposing—”

“To approach them in hopes of making contact and satisfying their curiosity such that they will be willing to close the portal between curved and angular space, before the interactions between the two worlds destroys both.”

Edison opened his mouth to make yet another objection, then closed it. Tesla turned and strode forth, knowing that if he hesitated any longer, he would never be able to regather the courage to do what must be done.

As Tesla crossed the distance to the obelisk, space itself shuddered around him. Here was the end of the boundary layer in which curved and angular space interpenetrated. Beyond it would be only angular space, and its inhabitants. He might have only seconds to present his mind to these mysterious Hounds before his body would fail, unable to continue functioning in a space in which the laws of physics upon which it depended did not work. He had to make the most of it.

***

Edison had never been much for theory – he preferred what he could see and touch. But he knew that in that moment something happened, something beyond the ability of his senses to apprehend.

Although he stood in a ruined city, it was once more one in which the laws of nature ran as they ought, in a sane fashion. Yet he was left wondering – had Tesla been able to succeed because he had no sanity to lose?

Yet in the end, whatever his state of mind, one could not doubt that he had succeeded. All that remained as evidence of the late disturbances was an odd dimple in the ground, reminiscent of the puckered skin where a doctor had removed a growth. Edison pulled the cap from his head in honor of the rival he’d formerly despised.

From behind him came voices calling his name. Edison turned to find several members of the airship’s crew, scrambling over the rubble in search of him.

“It’s over, boys. Now it’s time to find our way home.”






Mr. Brass & The City of Devils

By Josh Reynolds

It was 1894 and the desert sun caught on the polished surface of Mr. Brass’ hand as he drew his revolver. The Bedouin in front of him yelped as the reflected light snagged his eyes and blinded him. The revolver cleared its holster smoothly and a palm composed of brass scales stroked the hammer as Brass swept the barrel in a tight arc. Three men writhed in the sudden storm of lead, swords and rifles falling from their hands.

A fourth uttered a wolf-yell as he brought a curved blade down on Brass’ shoulder from behind. The blade sheared through the bisht and cut into the wool suit below the loose robe before coming to a shivering halt as it connected with Brass’ shoulder-joint. Brass pivoted and fired without hesitation. The Bedouin stumbled back and fell, toppling backwards into the mud at the edge of the oasis pool.

Brass stood as still as a statue as the desert swallowed the echoes of the shots. The fourth Bedouin, lying in the mud, moaned and rolled onto his belly. Brass flicked his wrist, popping open the revolver’s cylinder. Metal fingers pried spent shells from the cylinder with brisk, mechanical efficiency as he strode unhurriedly towards the wounded man.

He stopped when he stood over the Bedouin. In the murky waters of the oasis, he saw his reflection and a vague sense of disquiet rippled through him. The charred bisht and keffiyeh he wore over his suit did little to hide his appearance, despite his intentions to the contrary. His face, though human in design, was inhuman in construction, being composed of brass, steel and glass. At a distance, he could pass for a dark-skinned man, but up close, his artificial nature was obvious.

Thus, he did not blame the Bedouin when the latter looked up blearily, his face twisted in pain, and made a terrified sound. “You have been shot in the stomach,” Brass said. His voice sounded like steel filings in a tin can. Gears ground against the particles of sand that inundated them as he sank to his haunches. No matter what precautions he took, the sand always got in. It was little more than an annoyance to Brass, and one he relished. Annoyance, frustration, eagerness were all bright, brief flashes of emotion that set off striations of pleasure through his pickled lobes. To illustrate his point, he gently prodded the wounded man’s belly.

The Bedouin screamed.

“Has Bowen reached the city yet?” Brass said. The Bedouin writhed and tried to crawl away, into the water. Brass grabbed his ankle and dragged him bodily away from the opaque waters of the oasis. He released the man and pinned him in place with his foot as he began to reload the revolver. “I assume you shot down my aeroship on his order,” Brass continued, jerking his head towards the burning wreckage of the lighter-than-air craft that the Bedouins had shot down with the now-discarded Turkish bombard lying nearby. “Though I could be wrong,” Brass continued. He slapped the re-loaded cylinder back into place and aimed the revolver at the Bedouin. “Am I wrong?”

The Bedouin said nothing. His eyes had gone cloudy and his body stiffened almost imperceptibly as life escaped him. Brass paused, watching the man’s final moments through the shifting kaleidoscope of dozens of curved mirror lenses that served him for eyes. He looked away, the mirrors rotating in his eye-sockets to keep them free of grit and grime. They were connected to the only organic piece of him that remained via thin strands of metal wire. His brain, pickled in an alien solution, floated suspended in a web of such wires within a sphere of unnatural design that rested within his artificial skull.

He had been a man once, and a Pinkerton detective. He was no longer a man, but he was still a Pinkerton; he still served at the pleasure of Allan Pinkerton and the President of these United States. Wise men, Brainerd, Edison and others, assured him that he would do so for some time, forever, perhaps, if no one ended the world between now and then.

Of course, that was just what Enoch Bowen was after, wasn’t it? He wanted the end of the world and of everything in it. That was why Brass had tracked him from Arkham, to Chicago to Bradford, in West Yorkshire. Wherever Enoch Bowen had run these past few months, Mr. Brass had followed after, no matter the obstacles or distance. The Bedouin were simply the latest in an unceasing barrage of assassins that Bowen had seen fit to hurl at his pursuer in a vain attempt to stall him. The Pinkerton motto was ‘We Never Sleep’. Brass exemplified that statement. He never slept and never stopped. Not until the job was done.

A camel groaned. Brass turned, the revolver swinging up. The Bedouins’ mounts clustered together near the few scraggly trees that clung like barnacles to the muddy circumference of the oasis. They were agitated by the smell of blood and the stink of the burning aero-ship. He’d borrowed the craft in Baghdad, even as the Ottomans tried their best to detain him. Bowen had friends in high places even now. In low places as well, it seemed.

Brass squatted and jerked aside the dead man’s robe. The mark of the Starry Wisdom had been branded into the flesh of his chest; he was a dedicant or a recent convert. There were more of them every year since the first Mi-Go had slithered from its aether-canister into the sands of Horsell Common. Armchair occultists like Warren or Carnacki swore that the recently uncovered Bronze Age barrows on the site were an ancient landing strip, and surreptitious gatherings by banned groups and outlaw fanatics like the one Bowen headed up were now depressingly common.

Though the erroneously named Martian War of 1888 had ended in victory for Earth, Yuggoth still hung in the void, distant and gloating. Mars was the new frontier, and the servants of the Mi-Go vied with the agents of the Tsar, the Grand Turk and the monarchies of Europe in a Great Game for the coming century. Crustaceans or Cossacks, it was all the same to Brass.

Brass stood and holstered his pistol. He snatched up a rifle and a bandolier of bullets from one of the corpses and went to the camels and grabbed one, hauling himself onto it. He was heavier than a man, but the camel didn’t seem to notice. It bawled and grumbled and spat and then started forward as, with a dig of his heels, he set the beast in motion.

He paid the burning aeroship no heed as it dwindled in the distance. Ancient tomes, crusty with the stuff of ages, caught fire and pages slipped out and looped on the hot wind, turning to ash even as they tried to flee. The books had survived the destruction of Pnakotus and Alexandria, but Brass felt no urge to preserve them. He knew what he needed to know. The location of the nameless city was emblazoned on the surface of his tintype thoughts, and some part of him felt that the books in question were merely having their destined appointment in Samara.

Some things needed burning. Some things should forever lie.

Bowen might have taken offense, if he’d been there. Fort certainly would have. Brass could care less what either man thought, despite the latter being his assigned biographer. To Brass, Charles Fort was no better than Ned Buntline, though he embellished less. But Brass knew from hard experience that dead or sleeping, some things needed to be left to lie.

Bowen was of a sort who found that impossible. Brass’ mind, like his body, had become an engine of precision. Metaphorical filing drawers slid open, disgorging tattered information as he rode. Bowen had been an archaeologist in the Forties. He’d found something in the Valley of the Kings and brought it back, founding the Church of the Starry Wisdom. That something had been confiscated by the Federal government in the wake of the Civil War after certain individuals associated with certain groups had attempted to use Bowen’s property to do something unpleasant. Bowen had slipped through the cracks during the Martian War, and in the years following the fall of the last tripod and the laying of the first rails on Mars, he had vanished, but not alone.

The foolishness with the microbes had been Buntline’s idea, he and Fort and the other men charged with writing the war as it happened. Of sanitizing what happened after the fact. The Mi-Go had no fear of earthly germs. They had been coming to Earth for centuries, after all. But the story had been told because, as with any war, there had been prisoners; prisoners too valuable to reveal to the general public. The Mi-Go ate their prisoners, or worse. Brass touched his head instinctively, an old tic not quite shed. Sometimes he tried to remember his face, before he had become Brass. As time went on, the details faded. He shook the thought off, the way a horse shakes off a fly.

Brass couldn’t speak for other countries, but America had eaten her prisoners as well, in a way. The Mi-Go knew things; secret histories promulgated from their crinoids skulls, shaking the foundations set by Newton and Darwin. Those histories were extracted, and alien technologies were reverse-engineered.

When Bowen escaped Providence, in those final weeks of the war, he had sneaked one of the aliens out from under the noses of the army. The alien had accompanied Bowen in his flight, from Arkham to Charleston, to London and Bradford, and now from Baghdad to… where, and why? Brass had pursued Bowen long enough to know that the archaeologist-turned-occultist was never without a plan. Every place that Bowen had fled had held something that he, or perhaps the alien, had desired, whether it was an ancient temple buried deep in Bradford muck or certain strange machines in a math-professor’s study in Arkham.

The camel plodded up and down over dunes, the rhythm of its tread akin to the pitch and yaw of a ship on the ocean. Brass felt neither the heat of the day, nor the chill of the night. Men had died in the Rub’ al Khali, even in distant, ancient times when it had been marked by innumerable trade roads, swallowed by the vast expanse of the desert, but Brass was no man.

In the chill dark of the evening, strange scrawls of weird lightning struck at the distant dunes with ragged regularity. He heard jackals howl and the hum of night-insects, and every sound held a note of fear to it, and of desperation and resignation. The animals knew that something was building in the depths of the desert. Brass had been in Galveston for the Blow, and he’d seen the rats go scurrying for cover hours before the first wave had slopped over the dykes.

Roads not seen in millennia were uncovered now, rough trails carved by long ago caravans between forgotten cities. Temples to faceless gods were lit again by the fires of sacrifice. In Baghdad, men whispered of ifrits, even as they prepared steel-sheathed war machines to war on their fellow men. The Bedouin feared this ruin, saying it was the home of devils. Brass had the sense that somewhere sand was trickling into the depths of an hourglass as he followed his quarry’s windblown trail. He felt a vibration in his workings, a tug on the wires that made him up, pulling him on.

Bowen wasn’t alone in trying to take advantage of apocalyptic conditions. There were others, black brotherhoods, esoteric orders and golden temples, as numberless as fleas on a street-cur. Bowen had merely been among the first to throw in his lot with the invaders, and in occupied Providence, members of the Church of the Starry Wisdom had rounded up refugees for their crustacean masters like faithful hounds. When the Mi-Go had faltered and been forced into retreat, Bowen and his congregation had been abandoned. Or so it had seemed at the time, but perhaps not.


There was a pattern to Bowen’s movements. A pattern to his flight; in his years as a Pinkerton, Brass had chased any number of desperate men, and without exception, they had not simply been running away from something. They had been running to something or somewhere. The question before Brass was whether or not the city was the final destination or merely another port of call.

That night, the moon turned the color of blood, casting red light across the sands, and Brass thought of Mars and the things he’d done there. He spotted the city a moment later. It bled out of the air like a half-stirred memory. He at first took it for a moon-spun mirage, but as his lenses flexed, spun and focused, he saw it for what it was. It protruded from the night wind-blown sands the way a corpse might protrude from a battlefield grave. If it had a name, it hadn’t been recorded in the books that had burned with his aeroship, and the moonlight caressed the sand-worn stone like the claws of a cat tugging at the body of a bird. The tug, the vibration, grew stronger. Brass knew he had arrived.

Camels, a dozen or more, stood in the lee of one of the sloping, crumbled walls. A man loitered with them. He was a sentry, or perhaps simply squeamish. The things Bowen did in such places would turn even the strongest stomach. He was clad much the same as Brass. The heat and emptiness had made him lazy, though, and Brass dug his heels into his mount’s flanks and gave a buzzing hiss, urging the beast into a gallop. A gunshot would carry for miles in the emptiness of the desert. There was no reason to alert his quarry before he had to.

The other camels groaned, startled, as his drew close and the guard stumbled away from the wall. He was a white man, despite his get-up, and he reached for a pistol holstered beneath his arm even as Brass leapt from his camel and tackled him. Bones snapped with finality as Brass’ momentum carried them back against the wall. Ancient stone crumbled, sifting down on Brass as he untangled himself from the body. The man was dead, a victim of Brass’ weight and the force of impact. Brass stepped back and retrieved his rifle from his camel, and then stalked towards a gap in the wall.

The city beyond the wall bore only tangential resemblance to the cities he was familiar with. The age of it pressed heavily on him as he moved through the seemingly shapeless streets. There were buildings of sorts, and walls that slumped oddly, and spaces where something had once stood. Sand choked every aperture, and there were clear tracks in it despite the night-wind howling through the angles of the city.

Brass felt neither anticipation nor apprehension as he followed the tracks. Emotion, like memory, was a dull thing in Brass. His thoughts were razor sharp, but the feelings behind those thoughts, the last traces of the man he’d been, were like the sands of the Empty Quarter, sifting through his fingers. Fear, like love, had been burned out of him.

Under the red moon, Brass followed the tracks to a cliff, from which the squat shapes of columns and buildings sprang like buds from a branch. No guards stood watch, and there was no light. There were tracks aplenty, including the strange hoof-like half-circles that Brass associated with the Mi-Go. In the face of the cliff was an aperture that had all the signs of having been cleared of sand. Brass hefted the rifle and stepped through. As he passed through the aperture, his brass ‘skin’ trembled, and he felt a twitch in the wires that ran from his brain.

The ceiling was low, mostly due to the sand which had filled the cavern. Strange frescoes and images decorated the walls, and the ceiling had been shaped by tools that Brass, having read enough, knew had been held by no human hands. A foul breeze, carrying the stink of standing water and old stone, emanated from an open portal. It was not a door, because a door implied human design. Brass went through it nonetheless, stopping as he saw the crude, steep stairs sloping down into the darkness. The walls were visible to Brass, whose lens-eyes stored light as well as reflected them. He examined the ornate and vivid mural which stretched down with the stairs, depicting the lizard-folk who, Brass knew, had once ruled this city in those aeons between the fall of the vegetable empire of Pnakotus and the rise of Atlantis.

A scholar like Warren, or a writer like Fort, would have stopped then, lost in the story the mural told. Brass was neither scholar nor author, and the pictograms held no interest for him. After only a moment’s pause, he started down. The darkness gave way to light, eventually. A light that grew brighter and brighter as he descended, illuminating the fine detail of the stair mural before utterly obliterating it in a visual cacophony. His eyes clicked and spun and rotated, compensating. He felt a hum, vibrating up through the stones, causing the wires and gears of his internal engines to shiver slightly in their casings. It was a deep, low moan that seemed to emanate from everywhere and nowhere.

Brass stalked forward, limbs clicking, into the luminous abyss. A massive portal of brass, long since turned green with age, sat open and inviting at the bottom of the stairs and the light spilled from it. From within, the sound of human voices rode the light. Brass clutched his rifle and stepped through.

It might have been a temple, once. Or perhaps it was something more, or less, sacred. It was a shore and beyond it, a sunless sea, lit by creeping phosphorescence. The light came from the water and the smooth rocks and the strange, alien structures which spread out from beyond the portal. Brass did not breathe, but there were devices in him that could taste the raw odor of the place. It was not the same foulness as before, but something wholly alien. It reminded Brass of the acrid air of Mars.

Columns of unnatural proportion rose towards the roof of the cavern. Most had been broken in some long distant geological shift. The harsh glow threw oddly angled shadows between them, and Brass’ eyes fought to compensate. There were colors in the glow that had no word in an earthly language, and things swam through the light, shapeless and obscene. One drew close to a pillar and abruptly squirmed away. Brass saw a small generator-box with a vacuum tube extending from it set into a crack in the pillar. A Carnacki Sigsand Generator, one of a dozen. If there were demons here, as the Bedouin feared, they would not pass the Carnackis. Someone was taking precautions.

The voices he’d heard grew louder and then softer as he stepped in between the columns. Everything was distorted, every biological sense his design replicated was under stress. How Bowen and his crew had made their way here, he had no idea. Brass’ fingers dug into the porous stone of one of the columns and he hauled himself up like a mechanical spider. When in doubt, go for the high ground.

He leapt from one column to the next, internal gyroscopes compensating for the damp and the weaknesses in the rock. As he neared the shore, he slowed. The ruins of the temple gave way, tumbling into oddly-shaped piles. There were men on the shore, and one thing that wasn’t.

Enoch Bowen stood in the waters of the sea, stripped to the waist, his white hair shining in the weird light. He and his followers wore black lens goggles that made them resemble insects, and the latter were arrayed around a strange oscillating device that was all hoops, gears and spheres, like some sort of orrery. The cultists, dressed much as Brass, carried rifles and pistols. No man went into the Rub’ al Khali unarmed. There were a dozen of them, and they were of all nations. Bristling moustached Turks stood alongside pale New Englanders or tropic-tanned sons of the British Empire.

Brass sank to a crouch on the top of the shattered pillar, watching as Bowen returned to shore, bright water glistening on his frame. Bowen was old, but he had the body of a man in his thirties. As with Brass, time brushed lightly on Bowen, though for different reasons. Something clad in a loose, ragged robe hop-waddled towards Bowen, and Brass caught a horrid whistling. He recognized the obscene shape of one of the crustaceans.

It waddled and chattered at Bowen as he stepped past it, raising a hand as if in dismissal. He gazed at the device and rubbed his hands together as if warming them before a fire. Several of his men were seeing to it, fiddling with its workings. Others consulted ancient papyri or watched the glowing sea, as if expecting something to surge from the water at any moment.

Why had they come here? A moment later, Brass quashed the thought as he recalled the great organic cages in Prospect Terrace Park where men and women and children had been crammed until the Mi-Go could drain them of their fluids and leave them mewling husks. Cages tended by the fanatics below. ‘Why’ didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he had them, at long last. Brass took aim with the rifle, and fired. He jerked the bolt automatically, ejecting the spent cartridge. One of the figures staggered, and cried out. Brass reloaded and fired again, causing a second adherent to pitch soundlessly backwards. Two down, ten to go.

He should have tried to arrest them. He fired again, remembering the cages. Remembering the librarian at Miskatonic, his body ripped apart by alien claws.

Bowen had spun around at the crack of the first shot. Brass fired again, as the cultists went to ground, hunting for safety among the rocks. Bowen stood before the phosphorescent sea with its chromatic fluctuations, seeking out Brass on his perch. He flung up a hand, and rifles spoke, chewing the pillar. Brass ignored the bits of stone as they pelted his face and hands and made to fire again.


Something boomed, shaking the cavern with its echo. Brass pitched forward, scooped from his perch by a giant’s fist, the rifle flying from his grip. He hit the ground and skidded, trailing sparks from the rock. As he rolled to a stop, men hurried towards him. Brass rose to his feet awkwardly, his gyroscopic systems out of synch, and drew his pistol, his eyes clicking, trying to compensate for his fall and the light.

Several men sidled through the pillars, one carrying a heavy Brain-erd-Edison Mortar Rifle. They had been waiting for him. It was a trap. Bullets from rifles clipped him, leaving scratches in his face and hands. The man carrying the BEM hefted it, arms straining. It roared again, and Brass was knocked backwards into a half-collapsed column. The stone cracked and something in him went ‘sproing’ and he raised his pistol, snapping off a shot. A cultist spun, trailing red.

Brass blinked and stroked the revolver’s hammer, driving three more men to the ground. His automatic targeting system was cracked, the steel cross-hairs snapped off and rattling inside his skull. More shouts. Bedouin rushed him. Steel-shod clubs struck him, battering him sideways. He grabbed a club, letting it slap into his palm. Metal and wood crumpled in his grip as he jerked it from its wielder’s grasp. He snapped off another shot and laid about him with the club, driving his attackers back. Things made noises within him.

Something screeched and the Bedouin and Bowen’s men drew back, retreating to a safe distance as the Mi-Go stepped forward. Brass dropped the club and clumsily began to reload his revolver, some of his fingers crooking oddly. He felt the vibration again, as he had on the stairs. As if something were building deep in the stones. It clawed at him.

“That is not dead which can eternal lie and with strange eons, even death may die,” Bowen said, stepping past the Mi-Go. “It’s the credo of our church, you know. It means that we are eternal, though only in the metaphysical sense. It’s appropriate in this instance, I think, given your status, automaton.”

Brass didn’t reply. Bowen grunted. “You’re immortal, I’ve heard. Human ingenuity has a lot to answer for,” Bowen said, his voice carrying with the precision of a preacher or an academic. He was still bare-chested. Tattoos covered his scrawny form, not images but words. Bowen had made himself his own holy testament, with entire passages from various damned texts inked into his flesh. He extracted a cigarette from an ivory case, which he tossed to one of his men and set it between his lips. He struck a match on the orrery and lit the coffin nail, watching Brass through the smoke. “They made quite the monster out of you, didn’t they, Frankenstein and Nikola and that Persian fellow?”

Brass said nothing. He slapped the cylinder back into place and raised it, aiming at Bowen.

Bowen flinched slightly. “I’d wager that’s a yes.”

“Enoch Bowen, you are under arrest, pursuant to strictures of the Reichenbach Convention of 1889. You are charged with high treason, murder-”

Bowen laughed as Brass rattled off the charges. Then, “Aren’t you supposed to read the charges before you begin shooting?”

“I wanted to get your attention,” Brass rasped.

“You’ve had that for the longest time, automaton.” Bowen, puffing on his cigarette, pulled a pistol from a dead man’s holster. “Almost a decade, in fact,” he added, glancing at Brass. “In fact, you’ve become quite the annoyance.”

Brass swung the pistol slightly, as the Mi-Go slumped forward, its robes shifting as its wings vibrated beneath them. Its crab-claws flexed almost eagerly. It made a sound and Bowen nodded, as if he’d understood. “But a fascinating one, we must admit.”

Brass cocked his revolver. The sound was loud in the quiet. But it wasn’t alone. There was a soft susurrus coming from the strange device. It blended with the vibration, and he felt a tremble in his legs.

“Not curious at all, are you?” Bowen said a trifle desperately.

“I don’t get curious,” Brass said, trying to ignore the vibration.

“No. No, but you do get angry, don’t you?” Bowen said, kicking one of the bodies. “And you’re determined. Dogged, even, I’d say.” The Mi-Go chattered. “Yes, fascinating,” Bowen said, almost irritably. “This was all for you, you know. This last hunt was all to pull you here, to this place.”

Brass twitched. The vibration plucked at his strings. He looked past Bowen at the orrery and saw that it had sped up. Bowen’s eyes narrowed. He caressed the orrery. “It’s Yithian. The Mi-Go warred with them, back before we were even gleams in the polyps of the Elder Races. They were masters of sixth dimensional movement and organic mathematics. The Mi-Go, on the other hand, are masters of appropriation. They are thieves on a cosmic scale.”


“And you serve them,” Brass said, trying to focus. The vibration had insinuated invisible talons into his brain-sphere. Was that a voice he heard, or footsteps? Neither?

“I work with them, yes. We both serve the same master,” Bowen said, slipping behind the device. “He is known by a hundred names… the Faceless God, the Howler in the Dark, L’Rog’g, Camazotz and the Crawling Chaos. And his eyes are upon you, automaton.”

“I’m flattered,” Brass grated.

“Oh,” Bowen said, eyes widening. “You have a sense of humor. I always forget that.” He frowned. “You’ll need it, where you’re going.”

“And where am I going?”

Bowen’s smile was tight. “Yuggoth,” he said. As he said the word, something in Brass hummed and he touched his head, suddenly off-balance.

“You feel it, don’t you?” Bowen said, tapping his brow. The orrery was humming. It sounded like a cloud of wasps. “They made that sphere out of tok’l, you know. They mine it on Yuggoth, even as they mined other elements on Mars and on Earth. It conducts thought and need the way metal conducts heat. That’s why they put those lucky few they choose to go with them into canisters crafted from it. My friend here-” he gestured to the Mi-Go, “-told me that you were among the first in this century chosen. They would have shown you wonders, Brass, wonders and horrors undreamt of by man. Now you’ll just get the latter.”

Brass felt as if he were shaking apart at the seams. The vibration that had pulled him on, drawing him through the desert and down the dark stairs and into this place, now threatened to render him helpless. Unearthly sounds echoed through him, replacing his thoughts with strange patterns and pictures. Bowen watched him, openly grinning now. “They’re calling you home, Brass. It took them awhile to figure you out. They thought Frankenstein had destroyed your brain case when he turned on them in the tunnels under Philadelphia and collapsed the Centennial Tower. But you survived. Indeed, you became something new. You are a thing unique, not dead, but not alive. And they want to pull you apart and see what sort of thing you are.”

Brass looked at the pistol in his hand. It was shaking so much, he knew there was no way he could get a shot off. Nonetheless, he had to try.


“We pulled you to the ends of the earth, here, in this place where the aetheric vibrations were strong enough to make the call to Yuggoth, where a city of devils awaits your soul,” Bowen said, his voice rising in pitch. “We could have chosen Pnakotus, or Xinaian in the American Southwest, or lost Leng. But here was judged safest, here where the pale reptile-souls of this place’s former inhabitants can be kept at bay by the simplest preparations.” He threw out a hand, indicating the Carnackis attached to the pillars. “We’ll leave your metal carcass to lie here eternally, I think, with only the lizard-ghosts for company.”

Brass raised the pistol, trying to concentrate.

“The orrery is a door of sorts,” Bowen said. “It’s a transmitter, drawing you out of that lobster shell of metal and sending you to another sphere, on dark, distant Yuggoth. The Mi-Go are, as I said, quite good at taking the works of others and building upon it.”

The light was bleeding past Brass, as if he were being pulled along at great speed, though he wasn’t moving. Bowen leaned forward, his face demonic as the oscillating rings of the orrery cast a weird light upwards. Brass fired, his finger clenching spasmodically.

Bowen laughed, and the sound of it seemed to be echoing as if from a distance. He spoke again, but the words were drawn out past the point of unintelligibility. Brass shook, and the faint stirrings of something that might have been fear blossomed within him. Sounds burst in his head, strange scratching, like rats skittering through hollow walls, and he felt cold for the first time in decades, a deep crushing cold.

Brass fired again and again. Strange shapes swam towards him, peeling out of nothing, crab-claws reaching, and behind them, something else. A presence, as wide and as vast as a world, or the idea of something larger, and it looked at him with its three-lobed eye, at the shriveled realness of him, huddling in its sphere of alien metal, and it chuckled.

Desperate now, cool consternation giving way to brittle embers of atavistic terror, Brass fired until the pistol clicked dry. Lights flashed, scarring his vision. He staggered abruptly, and there was a stink like burning metal. Steam rose from him, seeping through his clothes. The orrery was slowing, coughing, chugging. Brass reeled, seizing his chance, staggering towards the closest knot of men, hands grasping. They hesitated, stunned. The presence clawed at him, trying to catch hold of him again and his soul shriveled.


“Stop him, damn it! Stop him!” Bowen shrieked, firing his pistol. His shots went wild, striking Brass, but also striking the men around him. Brass’ hand shot out, seizing a hairy throat and he tore the Brain-erd-Edison from its owner’s hands. The orrery made a noise like a steam engine.

Brass turned even as a shadow fell over him. The Mi-Go had flung off its robes and now it swooped awkwardly towards him on fleshy wings. Crab pincers clashed against him as he depressed the trigger of the BEM-gun. The Mi-Go was made of other matter, but bullets chewed it the same as any earthly being. It shrilled in panic as the fusillade punched it backwards. Brass swung the BEM down, the trigger held tight. The orrery shrieked as it was blown to pieces. The tug on Brass weakened, going slack as the connection was cut.

He felt tired, something he hadn’t felt in years. He felt as if his mind had been wrung dry of all its life. Men advanced on him, and the BEM was running low on ammunition. “Bastard,” Bowen snarled. “You ruined everything, you automatic bastard!” He aimed his pistol. “Do you know what they would have given me for you?”

“I don’t care,” Brass said, turning and bringing the gun up. He fired, stitching the last of the BEM’s ammunition across the pillars where the Carnackis sat. He couldn’t get them all, but even one would do. It was like ruining a salt circle in the old folktales.

Bowen gaped, not understanding. The Mi-Go squealed and flopped, trying to crawl away. Men looked around as a deep, low moaning, as of some distant crowd, suddenly rolled over them, as if the Carnackis had been muffling it. It swept on, stirring the waters of the sea, and the lights there flickered strangely. The sound grew louder and louder, pounding at the ears of those present. Men sank to their knees, crying out in fear as they clutched their heads.

Then, abruptly, silence.

But only for a moment.

Brass reached the shelter of a pillar even as a nightmare horde of shapeless things raced into the cavern like a subway train. Bodiless and featureless, they nonetheless swept up Bowen’s men and smashed and tore them like some sort of malevolent whirlwind. The Mi-Go’s shrieks spiraled up into a mad whine as the demonic things descended on it, ripping great gobbets of puffy alien flesh free. Bowen alone stood untouched. Perhaps his tattoos protected him, or maybe he had other, secret defenses. He ran for the steps, arms outthrust to blunt the force of the monstrous wind.

Brass followed after him, ignoring the screams and cries behind him. Ethereal talons scraped him, but compared to the hideous pull of Yuggoth, they were easy enough to shake off. He stalked after Bowen, tossing aside the empty BEM, pausing only long enough to pull a pistol from a ragged red mess of a man as he started up the stairs.

Bowen was breathing heavily as he scrambled out of the cavern, and into the heat of the new day. Brass followed him, not running, just walking. Behind him, he heard a sound that could only be the bronze portal crashing closed. The sound reverberated through the nameless city, and the sand stirred in what might have been satisfaction.

“Bowen,” Brass said, raising his bloody pistol.

Bowen spun and snarled, “That is not dead-” even as he fired the pistol he held. Brass felt the bullet punch into his chest and he fired, his finger tightening on the trigger instinctively. Bowen staggered back, his bare chest drenched in crimson. Brass lowered the pistol, feeling no satisfaction. No regret. Even the fear he’d felt earlier was gone, burned out like a too-fierce flame. He doubted he’d ever feel anything like it again. “C-can e-eternal lie…” Bowen croaked, even as he toppled onto his face.

“Let it,” Brass said, after a moment. And then he left Enoch Bowen’s body to the sand and the silence.






The Source

By D.L. Snell

EPIPHANY
1750

Corwin Wilhelm Carroll looked up from his studies on the Newcomen steam engine, having heard a distant rumble, of war he presumed. His reflection stared back at him from the window, cast there by the flickering candlelight like a man in a jar.

He concentrated on the darkness beyond himself, to the greater world beyond the crackle of the fireplace and his wife’s gentle snoring. As usual when he projected himself out into the universe, he felt a vast, echoing emptiness, impossible to traverse. And that was just Philadelphia.

There was a distant flash and then another rumble, seconds removed. Corwin’s chair chirped as it scooted backward across the wooden floor.

“What’s that?” his wife said from the jack bed, sitting up and sounding congested with sleep.

Their house consisted of a single room, and he was making quite the commotion, rummaging through stacks and stacks of books and papers, scattering sheets to the floor: diagrams of various flying machines, engines, and other inventions he could never get to work.

“Ah!” he finally said, pulling out a leaf of grade-one paper, made of linen pulp. He instantly recognized his own self-taught handwriting, in the narrower Italianate form reserved for women.

His wife kept asking him questions from the bed.

“Leyden jar,” he said, “yes!”

Corwin ran to the other end of their saltbox and opened one of his third-hand Oakley wardrobes, crammed full of, not clothes, but wooden buckets full of loose spindles and gears and other assorted parts of what his wife had once called his “dreams soon to rust.”


Corwin dug through one of the top buckets. “Where…?” he began, but then stepped over to another Oakley and opened the doors, one of which promptly fell off. “Ah, yes!”

He dug out the Leyden jar and then rushed to his bedside for another part.

From the drawer of his commode, he pulled out a huge ring of keys. He flipped through them, then flipped back and pulled off one in particular, a most suitable symbol of experimentation: the skeleton key to the American Philosophical Society, entrusted to Corwin for his labor as doorkeeper there.

He ran back to his table and bent over the paper again. After a few moments, he realized his wife was standing behind him, arms crossed.

“We need to build you a proper work—”

“Shhh!” Corwin said, cocking his ear toward yet a third rumble, which sounded fainter and farther away.

Tapping a diagram on his paper, he said, “Silk.”

“What?” his wife said as their eyes met.

But then suddenly he was pushing past her and throwing open the doors to her own personal Oakley, which wasn’t as rotted and beaten up as his. Certainly the doors weren’t falling off.

“What exactly do you think you’re doing?!”

“I need silk,” he said, pulling out a handkerchief.

“I think not!” She yanked it out of his hand.

“Please. I need it.”

“For what?”

Corwin shoved the paper into her hand. She frowned as she read it, clutching her handkerchief close to her breast.

“Don’t you see?” Corwin said. “If I can be the first one to prove that he’s right…”

He paused, expecting to hear another rumble, which never came. “Please. I haven’t much time.”

His wife read to the end of the document, then gave it a once-over and handed it back. His eyes went to her precious silk, still held against her bosom.

After a very loud sigh, she said, “Absolutely not.”

Corwin frowned, but only for a second. Suddenly his eyes lit up, and he pointed a finger at the sky, as if to thank the gods. “Ah hah!” He started digging through a pile of wash.

“Oh, Corwin—bloody hell!”


He barely heard her protestation, happily dredging up the bottommost pair of his underthings and proceeding to rend it into a square. When the garment failed to tear with any degree of precision, he went for a knife.

“No!” His wife stopped him. “What are you, a child?! Most unsanitary!”

“Dear, please…” Corwin looked at her then, and she must have seen the distress in his eyes, the abject emptiness, because she handed her handkerchief to him, but not without treating him to another considerable sigh.

“Thank you!” He pecked her on the cheek, and no sooner than his lips were parting, so was he.

He reached atop a dusty old shelf and pulled down his kite frame, just two cedar cross-sticks bound at the intersection with string.

“Corwin, honestly,” she said, as he went giggling out the door in nothing but a duroy coat and his undergarments, two skinny legs pale as the moon. He hadn’t even tied his boots.

“You’re not Benjamin Franklin!” she called from the house.

She was still standing there at the threshold, arms crossed, when he came back, smiling sheepishly. He had forgotten the Leyden jar. And she was standing there still when he returned for the string. He gave her a quick kiss goodbye.

“Honestly, Corwin, do you even know where you’re going?”

“Yes!” he called back as he straightened the wire on top of his kite. “To catch the lightning in a jar!”
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The boy stared at the burst and singed boot framed high up on the workshop wall. He was dressed like some uncomfortable-looking miniature of a gentleman in a wig and black coat, with dark breeches over white silk leggings.

The British are coming, indeed, Corwin thought.

He watched from some dark corner of his shop, hidden behind a huge metal appendage and the various contrivances of pipes, turbines, and gears in between. Steam-powered things constantly hissed and sighed, and metal things groaned all about.


The boy turned his attention from the framed boot to a stack of Corwin’s schematics.

“Who are you?” the old man shouted as he came out of hiding.

The boy jumped, and a piece of linen paper flapped in his hand. “Apologies! I was only…” He pointed at the boot in the frame. “I have heard of the legend, sir, but is that—”

“Who are you?” Corwin asked again as he picked his way through the worktables; he leaned on the wooden edges here and there for support, his left foot clopping on the floor in sync with a piston somewhere in the background.

“My name is Brigham, sir. Brigham Attwood—”

“What are you doing in my shop?”

“Apologies. I was sent—”

Corwin, hobbling up on his hydraulic leg, snatched the paper from the boy. He pushed back a few strands of long gray hair and looked down his nose through his stronger pair of lenses, wired to the front of his frames.

“Ah,” he said, reading the fancy copperplate. “Cambridge. Impressive. And you’re all of, what, seventeen?”

“Sixteen, sir. Rather sixteen and one half.”

“Ah. An Aquarius as well as a veritable wunderkind.”

Brigham blushed and lowered his head. He glanced once, and then twice at Corwin’s hydraulic leg, scanning the brass scrollwork and heraldry. It was a technology people had never seen, unless they knew Corwin.

The old man handed the paper back to Brigham and narrowed his eyes. “Tell me, boy, why aren’t you fighting alongside your countrymen? Why join the losing side?”

Brigham’s posture became strictly erect, and he puffed out his chest as if he were some proud bird with plumage instead of a silly boy wearing a cravat. “I have no penchant for war, sir. I came here, not for the frontlines, but for the frontier. There are so many paths to be forged in the New World, I would only hope for one of them to be mine.”

“Ah,” Corwin said. Then he gathered up his schematics and started moving off.

The boy tagged along.

“Absolutely brilliant!” he said as he took in the workshop. “Is that part of a steamship? And what is that?! Some sort of flying—whoa!” The boy jumped back from a set of tracks. He barely got out of the way as Corwin’s miniature steamhorse came huffing and puffing along, tugging several carts of valves and pulleys and spare parts.

The boy watched it practically ratchet itself down the tracks, then he hurried to catch up. “How do you keep everything in perpetual motion, sir? I can’t imagine you burn much coal. The air in the Colonies is just so fresh!”

With a heavy sigh, Corwin stopped and turned on the young man, who took a step backward and smiled hesitantly, glancing down at the hand-drawn schematics for a second more than Corwin preferred.

“Beckham, is it?”

“Brigham, sir.”

“Well, Burntham, if Mr. Franklin sent you here as my apprentice…” Corwin cast a quick glance around the shop. “Then your first task shall be to return those books to the American Philosophical Society.”

Brigham looked, and his cheeks turned red. “Sir, there has to be twenty volumes.”

“Ah! Then you had better make several trips.”

Corwin left the boy staring at the mountain of texts and snuck away to some quiet back corner of his shop. At a pile of loose metal, he stopped and glanced back.

Quickly, quietly, Corwin uncovered a tacked-hide trunk. He popped the latch and lock as discreetly as possible, but still the lid opened with a hollow groan.

He grimaced, then jumped when the boy said, “Apologies, sir, but…”

Corwin shut the lid on his schematics and turned around. “What do you want?”

“It’s just…this jar.”

All of the blood drained from Corwin’s face when he saw what the boy had brought with him.

“It’s strange,” Brigham began.

Corwin grabbed it from him, almost dropping it. “How dare you rifle through my things!”

“Apologies—”

“Quit saying that!”

“But, sir, I found it with the books. I meant no offense.”

Corwin calmed, but only marginally. The thing did have a tendency to move itself.


Brigham stood transfixed by the glass. “It reeks of some…maleficium,” he said.

Corwin stepped forward, breaking the boy’s trance. “What, are you going to persecute me, boy? Burn me at the stake? Over a battery?”

Brigham began to stammer, but was interrupted when someone at the front of the shop shouted out.

“Mr. Carroll, sir! Corwin! I bring most important news!”

This time Corwin blanched so dramatically, he almost lost his balance. He stuffed the Leyden jar into his trunk and locked the lid, then pulled Brigham in close.

“Not a word of this. Not one word.”

“Yes, sir—yes, of course.”

Corwin nodded and then hurried to greet his visitor. He was much surprised to see Thomas Paine making his way through the workshop.

“Sir,” said Mr. Paine, noticeably out of breath. “I am your most humble servant, heartily glad to see you, sir.”

“Please, Mr. Paine, I am yours. How is your family?”

Paine straightened and puffed out his chest. “I come with most urgent and exciting news, Mr. Carroll. I…” he trailed off as Brigham joined them. “And who might this be?”

The boy bowed. “Brigham Atwood, sir.”

Corwin nodded sideways at his so-called apprentice. “Another transplant, courtesy of Benjamin Franklin.”

“Ah!” Paine replied. “Like myself!” He and the boy shook hands most enthusiastically, and Paine’s eyes lingered on Brigham for a second as he spoke. “Corwin, I come because we recognize you as a man destined to shape the future of America—nay, the world. I come bearing a request from our Commander in Chief himself, and to inform you most ecstatically that we have done it.”

“Yes?” Corwin said. “And what is that?”

A giant smile cracked open Thomas Paine’s face as he clapped a hand on Corwin’s shoulder. “Why, Mr. Carroll, good sir, we have finally declared our sovereignty from the Crown. Finally, we will have our independence!”

***

Mr. Paine left Corwin with the letter from General Washington, and a weird feeling in his gut. The Colonies were already losing the war. Now the entire globe was teetering on the brink of tumultuous change.

“Sir, what does it say?” Brigham asked, trying to read over his shoulder.

Corwin folded the note up and stared off into space. Then he did as he always did to impose order upon unruly thoughts.

He handed the letter to the boy and said, “We need to get to work.”
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As a boy, Corwin had once flown his kite at the coast. He had always imagined he was the kite, soaring, high above everything. Tonight, though, his hopes came crashing to the ground.

Corwin cursed and captured the kite from the wet grass. He felt along the wood, the wet silk.

For having been assembled on the go, the construction felt sound. He tried to launch it three more times to no avail. It kept diving at the nose.

Corwin roared and threw the kite back into the grass. He couldn’t think.

He felt so stupid at times, as if his brain were trying to conduct electricity through inert mud. Even his wife called him stupid, because he never could settle for what he was.

The sky cracked open just beyond him, and a large bolt lit up the night, just a single instance of it, where heavy raindrops gleamed before his eyes, and a single oak tree clawed at nothing.

The balance, he thought, and suddenly he was feeling around the hems of his clothes. Everything was matted from the downpour, so it took him a second to find a loose thread. But once he found it, he pulled and pulled, until he had produced and cut two feet, which he used to bridle the nose and tail of the kite.

“Please,” he said, turning the handkerchief into the wind.

The lightning knocked him back.
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Days passed as he and Brigham worked on George Washington’s request. People came and went, each of them on official business, either to ask Corwin questions, or to apprise him of their progress in assembling some rudimentary means of production. Corwin didn’t hold out much hope.

Though they couldn’t see themselves as clearly as he saw them, the Continental Army was what it was: the military equivalent of the Iron Age, compared to Europe’s industrialization. Militias had to cobble together their own guns, for God’s sake.

To the ringing of the State House Bell, he and the boy went with hundreds of people to the state building and attended Col. Nixon’s public reading of the Declaration of Independence, July 8th. The boy whispered to him under the celebratory firing of muskets, “‘Proclaim Liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.’ Leviticus,” he said. “Chapter 25, verse 10, rung out now in E-flat.”

Corwin, staring up at the House’s white bell tower, muttered, “It’ll break again.” He had come several times to the ringing of the bell, and rarely to good news, but rather to the announcement of Parliament’s Stamp Act, or the battles of Lexington and Concord, as if the bell were a harbinger of, not liberty, but war.

More days passed. France, Spain, and the Dutch Republic shipped supplies, ammunition, and weapons to American shores. People died. The world turned ’round.

“You work quickly,” Corwin said one evening as he looked over Brigham’s designs. The boy began to grin, but then Corwin said, “It shows in your work.”

He snatched up the quill and started modifying the steam gun. “We want the ‘Brigham,’ as you call it, to load automatically, so…” He stepped back from the drawing board. “What do you make of that?”

The boy studied the invention for a good minute.

“Sir, shouldn’t we use a separate condenser?”

Corwin looked sideways at the boy, who visibly paled but persevered.

“I simply mean, if you’re to suggest we use a vacuum generated by weather fronts of water and steam, perhaps then we should consider a separate condenser, insulated and cold. For example…” His eyes ticked back and forth, scrambling for a suitable reference. “As in Watt’s steam engine, sir.”

Corwin continued to look sideways at him. “You must think I’m an imbecile.”

“Sir?”

“Do you think Watt was the first to use a separate condenser? Boy, Watt’s engine doesn’t even employ turbines. Or have you even heard of turbines?”

Brigham thought for a moment, then shook his head.

“Of course you haven’t. I’ll tell you, this world is decades, perhaps centuries behind where it ought to be. And it’s only this far along because, well…” He tapped the work surface for a second. “I just find it curious, very curious, indeed, that not long after I invent something, I hear word of it over in Europe as well, only not as great, as if I were just some muse over here for lesser minds.”

Brigham stared at their design. “Sir, if you believe you’ve been plagiarized—”

“I just find it curious, that’s all.”

“Well, have you considered monopolies, letters patent?”

Corwin chuffed. “Monopolies, he says. Letters patent. And you should think I would be granted them, for as many in high places who call themselves friend.”

The boy opened his mouth to say something. But then he must have gotten a better idea because suddenly he was grabbing the quill from Corwin and making his own addition to the design. It looked like gears.

“And what is that?” Corwin said.

“Apologies, sir, but I thought if the steam vacuum is inferior as a loading mechanism…why not use something else?”

“What is that?”

Brigham lowered his eyes for a moment, blushing. Finally, he pulled something out of his coat pocket. “A clockwork, sir.”

He offered the gadget to Corwin, who took it, first furrowing a brow, and then raising it.

“A simple pocket watch?” the old man asked.

Brigham didn’t answer, fixated on the hour hand poised to strike. “My professor, he once told me of a watchmaker. This man, he stumbled upon something he presumed to be a watch. Indeed, when he peeked inside, this most curious discovery seemed to have all of its moving parts. So the watchmaker further assumed that this watch must have been intelligently designed. By a fellow watchmaker.”

“But of course.”

“Yes, but as truth would have it, this watch had been curiously formed by natural processes, like some snowflake—a complete fluke of spontaneous design.”

“Poppycock,” the old man said. “The odds of such a phenomenon—”

“Are equal to the formation of the first human body, sir?”

Corwin thought about that, about the long chain of events it took to create any clockwork.

“Because the ultimate question remains. Was this watch truly a watch at all, if it had not been so consciously contrived?”

Corwin turned the timepiece over in his hand as he listened. Surely the boy had some religious answer to the philosophical probing. Men never could grasp the possibility that the physical universe might well be governed by strict and measurable laws, yet be completely devoid of purpose as it spun faster and farther away.

“This gadget,” Corwin said, “I take it to be your professor’s fair and fabled watch?”

“No, sir, it is my design. And it’s hardly a watch.”

Indeed, Corwin could see that the back plate, gleaming of highly-polished brass, wasn’t continuous, but, rather like a puzzle, it was cut.

“Press it,” the boy said, nodding at the winding knob at the top of the case.

Corwin didn’t hesitate. He pressed down with his thumb, and jumped when the gadget made a loud click.

The brass puzzlework popped open, and from the spinning central gears inside, three tiny cogs took flight, telescoping as they went. They quickly transformed into a trio of little aerial screws, each with a spiral of linen to compress the air. Corwin didn’t understand this technology as well as he understood steam; he couldn’t fathom how it worked.

But it did work.

Meanwhile, the timepiece whirred with its own activity in the old man’s pitted hand. After a measured number of revolutions, the watch discharged four sharp-toothed cogs. Each one took out an aerial screw apiece, except for the third cog, which missed its target; but the forth compensated shortly after.

Linen wings shredded, all three screws dropped to the floor, still whirring and spinning around on their ventral gears. Then, reaching some critical increment, they burst into separate, lesser parts, which scattered.

Corwin stared at the watch in his hands. “How did you…I mean I must have moved.”

The boy blushed and looked away when he noticed Corwin’s significant stare. “Apologies, sir. My mum always said I should leave a trail of peas if I plan on getting lost.”

Corwin cleared his throat. Finally he reached over and set the watch on the illustrated gun. “A clockwork to reload it,” he said. “But…use steam to fire it. And for criminy’s sake, don’t name it after yourself. This is not how you want to be remembered.”

“Sir, wait!” the boy called as Corwin went hobbling off. “You have yet to tell me how to generate the steam—”

“Oh, and Brigham?” Corwin turned back, holding up a finger, as if he hadn’t heard a thing.

“Yes, sir?”

The old man scratched his chin one more time. Briefly he let slip a smile. “Brilliant work.”
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Corwin picked himself up out of the field, dazed but fine, and covered in bits of grass. The gigantic bolt had scorched the earth no more than fifteen feet from where he’d stood, and he could still see the energy, burnt into his eyes; it was branched and squirming, a vibrant blue and white.

But now the storm was on the move again, tearing across the Pennsylvania countryside, leaving behind rattled houses and burning trees, like some passing dragon. And with it, it carried Corwin’s kite.

He ran after it, stumbling, staggering, boots squelching in the muck. As he jumped up and reached for it, and reeled in the kite, he received an electrical shock from the skeleton key, which he had tied near the end.


“Yeow—hah!” he cried as a blue feeler arced off his knuckle. Then he started laughing and shocking his fingertip, engaging with the electricity like it were some playful insect.

“Cordelia!” he called to his wife, even though she was a mile away, and dry. “Cordelia, I did it! He was right!”

Still laughing and shaking and dancing in the rain, Corwin retrieved the Leyden jar from his waist, where he had slung it from a leather belt. He lifted it up and touched the brass knob to the skeleton key, giggling as the blue tendrils of electricity flowed into the negatively charged jar.

The sky rumbled, and he felt a shift in the air and in the rain and space itself, felt every fluid-filled, gas-filled cavity in his body react: the storm was moving, coming for him.

Corwin looked up.

A giant bioluminescent eye was staring back.
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Corwin sat at his desk at home, barely registering the rooster crow and waning twilight.

He was staring at a miniature portrait of his wife, trapped in a locket and painted with pigments from crushed burnt walnuts, ground chicken bones, and local clays and mud. The limner had unusually accented her eyes, and had included a background of rusty metal parts and pipes. She looked flat and uninterested.

Someone knocked.

Quickly, Corwin slid the locket back into the box of his wife’s things, tucking it neatly into her silk handkerchief. Her wooden dentures rattled as he shut the lid.

The knock came again, more urgent this time.

“Mr. Carroll, sir!”

He got up too quickly, wincing at the pang in his right knee. “Yes?” he said, answering the door.

The messenger handed him a piece of paper. “General Washington has requested your plans.”

Corwin stared at the paper for quite some time.

“Sir? Is everything—”

“Yes, of course.”


He sent the messenger on his way and grabbed his coat.

Corwin passed by the boy’s house on the way. He almost knocked but decided to send for him later. First he needed to prepare a few of his own plans.

At his workshop, Corwin climbed down into the belly of a boiler, where he hid one of his trunks. Immediately he noticed the broken lock.

“No,” he said, kneeling down and flipping open the lid. “No, no, no, no…”

Corwin’s vision flashed, and the physical world expanded to reveal its emptiness, the stark blackness and flutes and the pounding of drums; and he moved as if he were falling through space, out of the boiler and out onto the main floor.

He threw a ladder against the far wall, then climbed up to where the boot was framed, wobbling, swaying, as if he were on stilts, because nothing was real or solid anymore, and everything was storming and crackling with static-electricity rain.

At the top, he unlocked the box frame with a skeleton key and opened it. He jammed his hand inside the boot, the smell of old burnt leather, and nearly fell off the ladder when he felt nothing inside. His fingers stuck out the burst-open toe. Corwin clambered down to the floor and collapsed into nothing.

The Leyden jar was gone as well.

***

He could hear the boy playing something grandioso on the piano inside, so Corwin let himself in. He stared at the back of the boy’s head, his stupid wig.

Corwin reached for the flintlock pistol hidden under his coat. It would be so easy. A little kick in the powdered curls.

The boy jumped when Corwin laid a hand on his back.

“Sir. What are you—”

The old man handed him the letter and watched as Brigham read it.

“Today?” the boy said.

“Today.”

Brigham looked again at the letter. “Yes, of course.”


As the boy scrambled to get ready, Corwin looked around the house. It was a saltbox, just one big room. Brigham kept the place impeccably clean and sparsely furnished. Just a jack bed, a wardrobe, and a desk and chair. He kept no personal belongings. No books, no mementos, no art of any kind. As if his stay here were only temporary.

“Sir…” Brigham said, opening the front door for the old man as they prepared to leave.

“Please,” Corwin replied, gesturing for the boy to go first.

Brigham gave in, and again Corwin stared at the back of the boy’s head. He gritted his teeth. So easy.

On the way to the workshop, Corwin expected Brigham to make some excuse and turn back. The boy kept wringing his hands and staring down at the wagon ruts in the road.

“Did they say why?” he asked. “Why today?”

Corwin shook his head. “Not our place to ask why.”

“But…isn’t that the single driving question?” The boy glanced at him as they walked. “Isn’t that the kernel of America, why?”

Corwin stared straight ahead, lips set in a grim line. “I suppose. That and…how.”

When they reached the workshop, Corwin unlocked the door and opened it upon a holy mess.

“Jesus Christ,” he said, taking a risk. Brigham could easily report the blasphemy, if he wanted Corwin out of the way. But the old man needed to sell his performance. “What in God’s name…?”

The boy pushed past him and looked inside. Corwin had torn the place apart, had tipped worktables and had disassembled contraptions and scattered scrap heaps all across the floor, looking for the Leyden jar, in the hope that it had simply moved itself. But he had known for a long time that it moved only when it wanted to be found.

Brigham took off running, clambering over the pipes and large mainsprings and gears. The old man cursed under his breath and started hobbling after him. He couldn’t lose sight.

By the time he caught up at the back of the shop, Corwin was out of breath and sweating beneath his waistcoat, not much of an adversary.

The boy was looking into the tacked-hide trunk in the scrap metal, where Corwin had instructed him to keep his designs. The old man said nothing.


This boy, this Tory…Corwin had to applaud his act. He looked as empty as the dusty trunk. But why? Why stay behind? Why keep up the charade? Corwin could think of only a few reasons.

But then the boy was vomiting and feinting and falling toward the floor, and the old man caught him before the kid could bash his own head.
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Corwin burst into the house, feeling no more solid than the water dripping off of him, yet heavy, bogged down. He slammed the door and went straight to the glass, jumping as the night exploded in the distance with light.

“Corwin, Christ!”

His wife touched him from behind, and he whirled around, clutching his Leyden jar to his breast.

“The lights,” he said.

Suddenly he was pushing past her, and blowing out the candle lanterns she had lit while waiting up.

“Corwin, please!”

He pushed past her one more time and knocked her over. It seemed like instantly she was on her feet and slapping him in the face.

“Stop it!”

He gaped at her, holding his reddened cheek.

She looked as if she only partially regretted it. “Well,” she said, “at least something can bring the color back to your face.”

“The light…” he said to her, and he prayed she saw his eyes, the sheer emptiness in them.

His wife sighed and stepped aside. Corwin ran to the lamp and blew it out. He returned to the window, and she stood behind him, arms crossed.

“What is…” she began, but then stopped as they both sensed something shifting above them. It was like their whole house had tilted to one side. Timbers groaned. The window rattled. So did their bowls and plates.

Corwin stooped closer to the windowsill and craned his neck around, trying to see above their house.


The thunder was so loud, so ferocious, it deafened him and threw him to the floor, bruising his hip. Parts of the roof rained down into the house, and he looked up to the burning hole in the ceiling, to the rain coming down and pooling everywhere, running down the cracks of the floor. His wife stood beneath the gaping, jagged hole, except her feet weren’t touching the ground. She was suspended by a bolt of blue, crackling light, her nightdress brightening to embers and blackening to ash, her hair sizzling off her scalp.

Cordelia opened her eyes. Blue, bioluminescent. Large and staring. Corwin’s hair stood on end as feelers of electricity arced off of her and felt all around. Tinier vessels of static veined the air, as if the house were some organ with bright capillaries and veins.

Scrambling back on his hands and knees, Corwin butted up against the wall. He kept closing and opening his mouth, unable to speak. He was bleating.

“Orr’e wgah’n sgn’wahl,” Cordelia said. She spoke as one with two other voices, one spitting and guttural, the other piercing and shrill. In the background, beating against some membrane between worlds, came the muffled sound of drums.

“Orr’e wgah’n sgn’wahl,” the three said again.

“I…I don’t…” Corwin started scooting toward the door, his eyes fixed on his wife as her skin began to blister and crisp, and then blister again, so that red pockets burst open in the black crusts. His hand found the Leyden jar, which he hadn’t even realized he’d dropped.

The vertical bolt of light intensified, lifting Cordelia higher, and when she spoke again it sounded as if their entire house spoke with her, every particle in every timber and square inch of air. “Orr’e wgah’n sgn’wahl!”

“I don’t understand!” Corwin said, standing up, holding the Leyden jar by the brass knob.

The ball lightning struck him in the shoulder and surged through him, down through his hand and foot. He felt his leg blow open, his boot fly off, and in the single bright moment where everything slowed to a stop, even the pain ringing out in every electrified nerve, he saw everything in exploded view, how all the parts interlocked, his own organs arrayed before him, the heart pumping, the lungs sucking air; and he saw the great clockwork of the stars, streaking ’round, saw the timbers of his house too, spread out, the spikes drifting out of their holes, because there was space in everything and it was expanding, to where there were no real meaningful patterns to the universe, and no real destination but the dark, and at the core of it all were shapeless gods lashing tentacles and undulating across great expanses, displacing the cosmos with their black mass and driving everything apart, faster and faster until the bonds themselves ripped and everything went scattering.

In that one second, the eye, giant and glowing, stared into him, because he was now in the jar—for the briefest eternity, he was trapped in the jar, as if some shard of him had broken off. And now the thing was in the jar with him, staring…
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“Sir, I don’t think I should drink,” Brigham said, taking the jug of triple-X alcohol from Corwin anyway.

“Drink,” the old man insisted.

The boy stared at him for a while, and then took a swig from the jug. Almost instantly, he jerked the container away from his mouth, nearly spilling the firewater, spraying some of the precious liquid everywhere.

Corwin cursed. “Give me that.” He went to pull the jug away, but Brigham took another swig. This time, the boy held his drink, grimacing as it went down, coughing into his fist.

He looked different without the wig. Smaller, his head dwarfed by his important looking coat; like some child in a grown man’s clothes.

Corwin snatched the booze from him and took a swallow. The burn felt good.

They each took a few more drinks, and Corwin packed his clay pipe with Virginian tobacco. The boy stared at the mess of parts strewn across the workshop floor.

“Why?” he said after some time.

Corwin shook his head. “There is no why.”

Brigham frowned at him. “Certainly they had a reason.”

“Yes. We’re at war.”

“But…your jar. Why take that? For what purpose?”

Corwin stared at the boy through the smoke. He sounded like a little child, asking the endless why? But Corwin understood that, the enquiring mind. To the boy, the jar was a simple battery and nothing more. He didn’t know what was inside.

Suddenly, the old man leaned forward through the haze, eyes dancing. “How do you generate steam?”

“Sir?”

“How do you do it?”

“Boil water over coal, sir.”

“Correct! So that is the source of the steam. But then what is the source of the water? And that of the coal?”

“I understand the principles of primary sources.”

“Yes, but you trace the energy back and where does it begin? We say that coal is the primary source of the steam, but what of the coal? What gives it its ability to spark?”

“Its elements and compounds, sir. Flammable air. Dephlogisticated air. Sulfur.”

“And the source of those?”

“The plants—”

“And those?”

“The sun and the earth. The—”

“And what of those, boy? What is the source of the source?”

“I don’t…” Brigham looked at him quizzically as he donned his wig. “God, sir. God is the source.”

Corwin, right in the middle of taking a drink, sprayed alcohol everywhere. He looked at the boy, then laughed again, coughing out deep belly laughter. “Hah!”

After taking a contemplative drink, Corwin said, “Orr’e wgah’n sgn’wahl.”

The boy frowned. “What is the meaning of that?”

“Nothing. It’s just…something my wife once said. It’s an alien language. Heh, a language that means absolutely nothing.”

“If it’s a language, surely it means something.”

“Ah, yes, because everything means something.”

The boy thought for a second. “In school we were certainly taught that. A drawing should have no unnecessary lines; a machine, no unnecessary parts. The world is much the same.”

“Ah.” Corwin nodded, taking a small drink and staring off into space. “Heh. Have you heard of the minuteman, the one who bequeathed his uniform to his younger sibling?”

Brigham shook his head.


“The coat had two holes. Here…” He pointed at the left side of his gut. “And here, where the bullet had come out.” He patted his back, his kidney. “The sibling went on to be shot through those same two holes. And their mother, oh, their mother. She called it Providence. Because, oh yes, I forgot, even mindless suffering is a necessary part.”

Brigham opened his mouth to say something. After some thought, he opened it again. “I believe there’s something guiding us.”

“Ah. You believe you, your life, has some greater purpose?”

The boy paused, then opened his mouth again. “You were struck by lightning, the odds of which are… And after that, you became one of the most gifted inventors on the planet. How can you not believe?”

“Believe what? That it all happened so that someone else could steal everything I’ve ever dreamt up? Simply so I could create the machinery of death?”

The boy started to say more, but Corwin held up his hand.

“You know what, let’s not discuss it. Just pray that there is some reason to your life, to both of our lives, that the British will now lay waste to us with our own…abomination.”

They both brooded silently. Corwin drank. He offered the jug to Brigham, but the boy frowned and wouldn’t even look at it. So Corwin shoved it closer. Eventually the boy grabbed it, and they shared the drink but no words.

By the last drop in the bottle, Corwin could feel the earth spinning faster. He was in motion, and halfway to Concord despite sitting still.

The boy was rocking involuntarily and staring at the jug, afflicted, white wig sitting crooked on his head.

Brigham said something Corwin could barely understand.

“What was…?”

“I want to smash it,” Brigham said again, although not with such crisp enunciation; it took Corwin almost a minute to decipher what he’d said.

“Ah.” Slowly, a lopsided smile spread across the old man’s face. The jug. The boy was drunk. “Here,” he said.

He reached under his coat for the pistol, but it was pinched in the waistband of his breeches. So he stood up, wavering, yanking on the handle.

“Let’s have us some fun—” he began. But the hammer caught in a buttonhole on his coat as he drew, cocking back. His finger slipped off the trigger guard.


The shot echoed flatly around the workshop, and Brigham’s wig went flying. A plume of smoke, reeking of black powder, shrouded Corwin’s face before it dissipated, like an unveiling.

The boy sat there pointlessly, pissing himself as he sneezed out blood all down his cravat. And then he toppled over and leaked fluids into the random assortment of gears and pipes on the floor.

WAR
1777


The old man sat at his desk at home, drinking and staring down at the pocket watch that wasn’t really a watch. He ignored the sounds from outside, people shouting, horses galloping, wagons trundling by on the road as citizens evacuated Philadelphia.

Corwin turned the gold timepiece over in his old, leathered hands, the gears and springs of it scattered across the desktop. He had been tinkering with it for a year, trying to figure out how it worked, and why. But his brain didn’t function anymore. It was too clouded, too addled.

“Mr. Carroll, sir!” someone shouted, pounding on his door.

He didn’t get up, didn’t even look around as Thomas Paine let himself into the house.

“Sir, Congress may be taking leave to Lancaster. I’m certain I can secure you passage with them. Sir?”

Corwin closed his eyes, hands folded neatly on the desktop. Things were spinning so quickly now. “Are they taking the bell?”

“Pardon?”

“The bell. The one at the State House.”

“It will be sent for, yes.”

“The British will make a cannon of it.”

“It will be sent for.”

“Because that’s what men do. Make weapons out of liberty bells.”

Paine waited a respectful moment before he persevered. “Sir, you must leave. General Howe—”

“I know.”

“Respectfully, sir, there is information you don’t yet have.”

Corwin stood and turned on him, sneering as he saw the expression on Paine’s face change. “Enlighten me then, Mr. Paine.”


The writer looked down at the floorboards, and when he braved Corwin’s stare, there was nothing in the deep darkness at the center of his eyes—nothing. “They have it, sir.”

“Have what?”

Paine didn’t say.

But Corwin had already figured it out.

The floor disappeared beneath him, and he reached back for his seat. It wasn’t there. So he just fell back until he hit something solid: his desk.

He had known this was coming. The British had a far superior means of production. He had just expected it much sooner.

“Corwin!” Thomas Paine said, running over to help him up.

The old man shoved him off.

“Get out.”

“Sir—”

“Get out!” Corwin said, standing and shoving him again. “Out, OUT!”

Thomas Paine dug his feet in and pushed back. Corwin went stumbling, once again slumping against his desk.

The writer straightened his wig and huffed. “Unhand me, sir. I am no Brigham. You have no right.”

Brigham.

The single word destroyed the dams Corwin had been building inside himself since news of the invasion, perhaps longer. Perhaps years.

The boy.

The lie.

Corwin grabbed the bottle of alcohol from his desk and hurled it. The glass shattered against the wall, and this time when he screamed, it felt like the force bloodied his throat.

“Get OUT!”

Thomas Paine hesitated at the doorstep, then turned and hurried off down the road, glancing back only once.

With a growl, Corwin swept the watch and all its necessary parts off his desk, so that everything went crashing to the floor.

When the general and the entire Continental Congress had questioned him about the death and the theft, Corwin had felt as if he’d had no choice. No one would have believed his story, how it was an accident. The buttonhole, the truth. So of course the boy he’d shot had been a spy. And that was how he was remembered; a loyalist to the Crown was no longer a Tory but a Brigham.

The old man looked out his window, out over the junkyard behind his house. Blue skies. And the fields where lightning had once struck were now golden in the August sun.

Something in the piles caught the old man’s eye, some rusted dream. A wing.

Corwin grabbed his cape and hobbled out the door.

***

The steam engine coughed, and the flying machine dipped as the bat wings stopped beating air. Corwin grabbed the crank and manually operated the pine and silk appendages until the engine kicked in.

Through his goggles and long gray hair whipping about, he could see the ocean, and, closer in, Chesapeake Bay. Several columns of Continental soldiers, a total of eleven thousand men, spread out on one of the green peninsulas like shreds of the flag, red, white, and blue. Legions of British ships loomed on the horizon, sails upon sails, but yet no boats had been sent to shore, no soldiers.

And then Corwin saw it, a huge wake, miles long, as something cut the brine just below the surface of the sea. As he watched, the thing surfaced and climbed onto dry land, great rivers of water pouring off of it, like some sea monster, some leviathan, only metal, its articulated tentacles wriggling about, barnacles stuck to its underside. Big pillars of steam poured off of it wherever there was an exhaust, and its crab-like legs scrambled forward across the peninsula.

Corwin had designed it to resemble the thing in the lightning, that terrible thing, but somehow the machine’s utilitarianism was worse.

The Continental Army fell back, small as aphids before the beast. The thing stopped with metallic groaning, and the soldiers stopped as well.

Two massive tentacles rose above the impenetrable hull. From an insulated opening on each metal tip, bolts of electricity arced, striking in the center of the gap with a flash of light, blindingly bright. Even over his steam engine, Corwin could hear the blast.

At the center, where the two bolts clashed, an eye opened, crackling and looking about. It zeroed in on the closest band of Americans. And then the machine brought its hundreds of tentacles to bear.


Corwin couldn’t hear his countrymen over the sound of his flying machine, but he could see the soldiers kneeling and taking aim, could see the plumes of gun smoke billowing up from their rifles. He screamed at them to run—bloody hell, run!—but they couldn’t hear him either.

The giant eye closed, and the first stream of electricity poured out of one of the thicker tentacles, searing through men, leaving just smoking black parts in burning uniforms behind. All along the top of its hull, hatches opened and automatic steam guns came out, firing too, riddling whole companies of men, cutting them down at the legs, at the gut, at the neck.

More of the tentacles began to spray electricity, and the soldiers tried to run, scattering everywhere, only to be shot in the back, obliterated.

Tears streamed from Corwin’s eyes as he watched. None of it made sense; men with incinerated arms and legs lying on the ground, screaming nothing up at the sun; other things scorched and twitching in the wild bay grass. It was worse that he couldn’t hear any of it, as if he were simply looking in on the real world from some detached beyond.

A few cannons went off below him, and that sound snapped him back. The artillerymen had formed a defensive line. One of them fell away without much left of his skull, his face punched in by lead, leaving just flaps of skin and shattered bone dangling from a ragged, spurting stump.

Corwin slammed his fist against the side of the flying machine and roared. The thing could go no faster.

He glanced into the back seat, to where he had stored the skysail, a pyramid of wood and gummed linen; a heavy thing, but a man could float on it from any great height without getting hurt.

Looking forward again, Corwin blinked to clear his sight. He scanned the body of the war machine, searching for the hatch. In the schematics, he had placed an insulated shaft down the Y axis of the thing. From there the shaft branched off into a cockpit, manned, no doubt, by some Brit, and there were several maintenance tunnels, all insulated, with access to the boiler and tank, and at the center of it all, the Leyden jar, the source of the lightning.

There.


Squinting, Corwin could see the rungs of the ladder leading up to the hatch. There it was, right where he’d put it. Right where it was meant to be. Like Providence. And he let himself believe that, because he was there, too, like some god in a chariot machine.

Corwin climbed higher as he approached the monstrosity, trying to avoid its considerable reach. The enormousness of it was overwhelming close up, so big he could only see a single panel of it at a time. And he could feel the buzz of it, just under his skin, and in the hair on his arms standing upright. And he could hear it, too, over everything.

Corwin grabbed the straps anchoring the skysail to the craft, ready to cut them and fly loose, sail down to the hatch. Because he knew how this was supposed to end. He would infiltrate the core, smash the jar, the source. It would be beautiful, an explosion, a vivid blue, and an almost honorable death, dispersing from the jar the lightning god and the fragment of what Brigham might have called the old man’s soul.

Corwin’s hand trembled around the knife. His whole body shook, as if he might shit himself like some undignified corpse.

He cut the sail loose, then cut himself free from it and watched as the wood-and-linen pyramid shot up into the air all by itself. It would come down eventually, perhaps in the sea, bereft of its original point.

The old man turned back to pilot his flying machine out over the ocean, leaving everything behind, because without it, this meaningless death, there would be no purpose to anything he’d ever done in his life, just a bunch of unnecessary parts. So he let the engine drown out the sounds of lightning and the Brigham Guns as he heehawed crazily and flew far above it all like a kite.






Happy Birthday, Dear Cthulhu

By Robert Neilson

Emily’s father was, to quote The Times of London, ‘one of the pre-eminent scientists of his day’; he just wasn’t much of a father. Mostly he simply ignored his only child. If asked, she was certain he would get her eye color wrong. Nor could he tell you whether she was arty or sporty or bookish. And, when forced by the temporary illness of Emily’s mother to organize her thirteenth birthday party, any man with the slightest pretension to fatherhood would know not to engage a Punch and Judy show.

It was bad enough that because Mummy was ill Emily could only have four friends to her party, but the embarrassment of having her friends subjected to the childish entertainment of a puppet show was almost beyond bearing. Sandy, the Rt. Hon. Lady Sandra Bellingham to give her full name and title, was very understanding. She was the one Emily really was worried about. Sandy’s father was a Duke. Emily didn’t know her that well and was surprised when she accepted the invitation. She had been disappointed at first, only inviting Sandy because it was expected. When she said yes it meant one of Emily’s real friends had to be left off the guest list. Still, now that she was here, it was rather thrilling. And the girls from Paige House would want to hear all about her: what she wore, her witty conversation and, especially, what present she brought.

Of course the presents would have to wait until after the entertainment. She checked the clock over the mantelpiece; the Punch and Judy man was late. Daddy had been sweet enough to allow his man Watkins to serve refreshments. She had worried about him slightly – he was really Daddy’s driver though his title was butler – but despite what her mother always referred to as his rough edges, Watkins really was quite perfect in his tails and starched collar.

At last the doorbell sounded. Emily ran to get it herself, even though it was not quite proper; the only other servant was Stella, the downstairs maid, and she had enough on her plate catering to Mummy’s needs. It was the first day Mummy had come downstairs since she began feeling poorly. Emily was delighted she made the effort though concerned that her mother still seemed very pale. Normally Mummy was very much large and in charge. She sometimes thought that Daddy’s work might have kept him out of the house a little less if his ‘Darling Dorothy’ had pushed him about less when he ‘graced them with his presence’.

When Emily opened the front door three men stood on the granite steps. Each of them wore a dark suit and bowler hat. Two of them held between them a huge wooden box, shaped much like a coffin, though made from rough planks. The one at the front was obviously in charge. His hands were empty but for a silver-topped walking cane, and his maroon cravat was fixed with a pearl stick-pin. The man with the cane and the cravat doffed his bowler revealing a fine head of black hair, parted in the middle as was the fashion, held flat to his head by copious applications of hair-oil.

“Good afternoon, Miss,” he said. “Would you happen to be the birthday girl?” His mouth tugged into a grin and he slipped her a sly wink.

In spite of herself, Emily giggled. “And you must be the Punch and Judy man,” she replied, returning his wink as best she could.

The man with the cane and cravat stepped to one side and swept a hand towards the men with the box. On its side was stenciled in big letters Barrington & Millard, and below in smaller type Fine Entertainment for Fine Families. “J. Barrington Gull, at your service, little lady,” he said, bowing slightly at the waist, eyes locked on hers, smile still playing about his rather thick lips.

Still giggling Emily curtsied and said,” Do come in Mr…Gull is it?”

The man with the cane and cravat nodded. “Thought the Barrington sounded better for business purposes as we deal with the quality. Like yourself, little Miss.” His eyes sparkled with amusement. Emily wasn’t quite sure that she got the joke.

Mr Gull’s assistants carried the coffin-like box through to the sitting room where Watkins had cleared a space at one end of the room and arranged a crescent of chairs in two short rows. Emily’s father followed them in. Gull turned to him. “Sir Roger, I presume,” sticking out his hand.


“Roger Hant,” Emily’s dad said, shaking the hand somewhat distractedly.

“J. Barrington Gull.”

Sir Roger’s eyes flicked to his face momentarily. “Where’s Mr Millard? I was expecting Mr Millard.”

“Mr Millard is…indisposed,” Gull said, absently fiddling with the stick-pin in his silk cravat. He beamed a broad smile at Emily’s father. “You’ll have to make do with me, I’m afraid.”

“Of course. I didn’t mean to suggest…”

“Of course not,” Gull said, looming over Sir Roger. He was a tall man, broad in the shoulder and narrow at the waist. His hands were enormous; she wondered how he managed to manipulate the delicate wooden puppets. Beside him her father looked positively scrawny, the top of his balding head barely topping Gull’s shoulder. Like most children, she had never really considered her father purely as a man. But standing next to Gull it was difficult not to make a comparison. His stooped shoulders, pasty complexion and general air of mild bewilderment left her wondering what had attracted Mummy to him. Probably his massive brain, Emily decided, though she thought that she herself might prefer the broad shoulders and narrow waist of Mr Gull.

Outside his lab Emily’s father never seemed really sure of what he should be saying or doing. He was awkward in almost every situation, particularly those of a social nature. He rummaged through his pockets, eventually producing a sterling silver snuff box etched with a hunting scene.

“Emily,” Gull said, “it won’t take us but a moment to set up. Perhaps you might round up our audience?”

She smiled her assent, turning to leave. Her father made to follow, flipping open the snuff box. Gull placed a hand lightly on his forearm. “If I might have a moment, Sir Roger?”

Sir Roger Hant’s eyes widened. He flipped the snuff box closed one-handed and replaced it in his pocket. Emily could tell he was surprised that the Punch and Judy man had laid a hand on him. She wondered if Gull really was used to dealing with Fine Families as his box proclaimed. She proceeded to the Drawing Room to gather her friends and Mummy for the show. Daddy could look after himself. It was his house after all. For once he could exert his authority without Mummy at his elbow, pushing.


Emily went to Watkins and told him the show was ready. He stepped to the center of the room, cleared his throat and made the announcement. Violet and Susan smiled and ran over to join the birthday girl. They were her very best friends; there would have been no party without them. Helen Nicholson stayed close to Sandy. Helen was also Honorable, but her father was only a Viscount. She wasn’t quite as good a friend as Violet or Susan but they had been in school together for half a dozen years. Helen had decided this was too good an opportunity for sucking up to Sandy to miss. It was annoying and unnecessary. Treating Sandy like any of the other girls was the reason she had accepted the invitation.

The downstairs maid assisted Lady Dorothy to the sitting room, one hand firmly at her elbow. Emily watched as Mummy walked in a slow shuffle, her shoulders ever so slightly hunched. She noticed a strand of gray where a wisp of hair had escaped her tightly wound bun. Had there been gray before she took ill? Emily thought not. Momentarily she forgot about ill health as Susan linked one elbow and Violet the other, leading her into the show like minor, aged royalty.

They halted in the doorway. Mr Gull was holding a large handgun to her father’s head. One of his assistants held a similar weapon to Watkins’s temple and the other assistant held another on the foregathered females.

“Keep on coming, little lady,” Gull said. “And your friends.” He waved the gun vaguely in their direction. When Emily, Susan and Violet obeyed he nodded and smiled. “Sorry about this ladies, but I’m afraid I am going to have to inconvenience you all somewhat.” He paused. “A little more than somewhat, actually.”

Emily’s mother staggered and Stella struggled to hold her upright. Emily shook off the hands of her friends and ran to help. Sir Roger moved to join them but cold steel tight under his chin persuaded him to remain where he was. Emily and the maid eased Mummy into a straight-backed chair.

“We’re all going on a trip into the Cairngorms. A nice little drive up into the mountains. It’ll be fun.”

“Surely not my wife? Lady Dorothy is unwell.”

“Sorry Rog, we’re going to need all the ladies.” Gull shrugged then added, “Not all. We won’t be needing the maid. Emily and her friends can look after Lady Dorothy.” He ordered the servant to move away from Emily’s mother with a jerk of his pistol. Emily thought the poor girl looked both terrified and relieved in equal measure. “A little more,” Gull said, jerking the gun again. The maid took two further paces away from her mistress. Gull nodded. “Good.” Without changing expression he shot her in the chest. He nodded to the assistant covering the rest of the girls. The man stepped forward to the fallen maid and shot her in the head.

A chorus of screams was wrenched from the throats of Emily and three of her friends. The fourth, the Hon. Helen Nicholson, fainted dead away. Emily stood frozen with surprise and horror. It felt as though her brain had simply stopped functioning – her head felt as though it was filled entirely with space. After a moment she closed her mouth and eased her grip on the arms of her friends.

Gull smiled pleasantly. “Just to make a point,” he said in a conversational voice. “If any of you should become too troublesome or surplus to requirements for any reason, you have my word that I will not hesitate to execute you. Is that clear?” He looked about the room. “You may answer.” When no-one spoke he shouted at the top of his voice, “Is…that…clear?”

Everyone except Mummy and Daddy mumbled their understanding.

Gull pushed the gun barrel hard into Daddy’s throat. “We clear, Sir Roger?”

Through clenched teeth Emily’s father answered, “Yes.”

Emily and Susan knelt at Helen’s side. Susan patted her wrist. Gull knelt beside them. He brushed Susan aside and slapped Helen sharply on the cheek. Her eyelids fluttered and she emitted a low moan. “Pick her up,” he said climbing to his feet.

In a kindly, concerned tone Gull said, “Lady Dorothy? Did you hear and comprehend what I just said?”

Mummy nodded.

“I didn’t catch that. Could you speak up?”

Slowly Mummy’s head lifted until she looked him dead in the eyes. “I heard.” Her gaze contained a glint of steel, even though it took much of her strength just to hold her head still. “Why should I do what you say? What reason is there? You will kill us all. That is your nature.”

Gull sucked in his cheeks thoughtfully, pouting his lips. “I suppose,” he admitted. “But your safety and that of your daughter and her friends is the only coin I have to trade with your husband for his compliance.” He turned to Daddy. “Will you do as I ask, Sir Roger, to keep your lovely wife and daughter alive? Hmmm?”

Gull smiled without humor, his eyes as empty as a dead fish’s. He pressed the barrel of the revolver against Sir Roger’s neck, pushing hard so that it sank into the flesh. He nodded. “I think you will. And I’m prepared to bet their lives on it. And yours, of course.” A sharp nod of his head in the direction of the front door signaled his men. They bunched everyone together. “Emily and…” Gull looked over the group of girls. He pointed to Violet. “…and you. Help Lady Dorothy outside. We’re going to the coach house.” He smiled at Sir Roger. “Our journey would be arduous were it not for your ingenuity and invention.”

“How did you know…?”

“I’m in the information business, you could say. It pays me to know things. It amuses me that you thought you could keep your capture engine a secret for long. Does it have a name, by the way?”

“Name?” Sir Roger echoed the word emptily.

“The being. The daemon. The thing you have imprisoned.”

“If it has I don’t know it,” Sir Roger said, adding an uncharacteristic show of resistance, “We weren’t introduced.”

“Well then I’ll be sure to formally introduce you to Cthulhu, when we get there.”

Sir Roger stopped dead as though jolted rigid by a bolt of electricity. His breath exhaled fully. On the final gasp he whispered the name, “Cthulhu.”

Emily could not be sure whether it was a question or a form of curse. She had heard her father talk about the Old Ones many times. She had not thought that he really believed in them until he began his latest project. It had something to do with the Old Ones, she knew, but precisely what she had no idea. She saw the blood drain from her father’s face at the mention of the ancient god. His eyes took on a wild, trapped, frightened look. He glanced from his wife to his daughter. His face contained utter despair. Emily thought about what she saw there. It was as though something terrible had caused the edges of his very soul to curl, attempting to hide from the baleful light that now shone upon it.

Gull giggled, fiddling with the silver head of his cane. “After all, when we bring him to life it will be his birthday. It would be rude not to introduce you all.”


Emily disliked the way he put a slight emphasis on introduce.

Gull turned to his assistants. “Norman, Arthur, get the coach house open.” Without glancing in his direction he said to the butler, “Watkins, start her up. And don’t even think about giving me trouble. I’m sure you’re real brave but these little ladies are less so and will scream quite nicely if I need to…chastise them in your place.”

Watkins’s chest puffed out, his fists balled and he stood to his full height. To Emily he had the look of a man prepared to fight. And he had the look of a man who knew how to look after himself. Though half a head shorter than Gull, his stocky build meant he probably bulked a couple of stones heavier. His biceps and thighs strained against the fabric of his suit. His hands were large enough to encompass Gull’s head and looked strong enough to crush it. But he was no fool, respecting his captors’ superior armaments. After a moment he exhaled slowly and relaxed, stepped to the coach house doors, and pushed Norman, the taller assistant, out of the way before dragging one of the doors wide. He moved toward the other brusquely but Arthur had swung it all the way open. The butler took a hurricane lamp down from a hook set into the brickwork inside the door and struck a Lucifer to it. The wick flickered in the breeze as he wound it up. Closing its hatch he held the lamp above his head. The coach house was a narrow rectangle the length of a cricket pitch. At the back, in the fitful shadows, stood a large coach. Emily stared at it with intense curiosity. The coach house was off limits and only her father and Wilkins ever went into it. As far as she could see the vehicle possessed neither smoke-stack nor tender and no shafts for horses.

A rectangular box two feet high was affixed to the front of the carriage, running its full width. The top of the box was inset with a square of thick brass mesh studded with domed rivets. Two huge iron padlocks held it tightly closed. The driver’s cab was set above, its floor on a level with the top of the box. Four levers which she assumed were used for steering the device stood proud from the floor of the cab. The seat looked small and was set precariously high. Only a small wooden rail at the front provided any protection for the driver should he be thrown forward when the vehicle struck one of the many potholes that lined Scotland’s roads.

“Bring it out,” Gull ordered.

Watkins mumbled something about, “the little ones.”


“They’ll see worse ere the sun rises tomorrow morning,” Gull replied.

The butler went reluctantly into the coach house and hung his lamp from a mounting at the side of the cab. Emily could hear him talking to himself. No, she realized, he was chanting, low guttural sounds nothing like English. As he chanted the butler took off his tailcoat and slung it onto the driver’s seat. He rolled up his shirtsleeves. Emily gasped, hands darting to cover her mouth. She glanced quickly to the side. Only Violet was watching with her. The others were too caught up in their misery and fear.

Emily stared back into the gloomy coach house, her mind telling her she was mistaken. But she could see clearly that both the butler’s forearms were covered in a series of dark lines, crusted with scabs. He reached into his pocket and produced a penknife. Its steel blade glinted wickedly in the lamplight. Carefully and precisely Watkins drew the blade across his arm and held it downwards over the box, above the square of mesh, so that drops of blood from his cut fell through into the darkness of the box. A low gurgling wail swelled from within. Watkins kicked the side of the box and grunted a curse. Grasping the rail he swung himself into the cab and sat. He pushed forward on the two center levers and the carriage rolled smoothly forward into the smoggy, Edinburgh evening air.

Gull chivvied them along. Norman opened a door in the side of the carriage revealing two compartments separated by a wooden wall with a small sliding glass panel in its center. The front compartment boasted two bench seats upholstered in leather with an interior coach lamp. The rearmost and smaller compartment had plain wooden benches set only a couple of feet apart. The only light back there would come from the window between the compartments. The girls, Sir Roger and Lady Dorothy were urged inside the cramped space. It would not be a comfortable journey, though thoughts of their destination precluded all comfort or ease.

Sir Roger sat in the middle of the back seat, his wife on one side and his daughter the other. Facing them, Emily’s party guests sat silently, all sense driven from their minds by fear.

“Where are they taking us?” Lady Dorothy hissed as the carriage rolled down their gravel driveway and out onto the highway beyond.

“Well?” she demanded when her husband remained mute.


“The government have built an experimental facility at the base of Carn nan Gabhar, north east of Pithlochry.”

“Why would anyone build in that god-forsaken place?”

“They required utmost secrecy.”

“What did they build?”

“A vast flying machine.”

“Like a Zeppelin?”

“No. It is like an enormous ocean liner. It will carry thousands of troops into battle and rain death on our enemies from the sky.”

“An ocean liner that can fly? How is that possible?”

“The motile force for the carriage we’re in is… I don’t know how to describe it…an ancient being from the cold depths of outer space. Some believe it to be one of the Old Ones. But a very minor one, not very powerful. But strong enough to propel this vehicle at speeds of almost thirty miles per hour on good roads. This mode of transport could be a boon to all mankind.” An edge of excitement came into Sir Roger’s voice. “This could render steam obsolete. Think what a flying ship harnessing an Old One’s power would mean to our armies. The Kaiser would be pleased to do our bidding with that resource at our generals’ command. We would be the most powerful country in the world.”

“Cthulhu.”

“He calls it Cthulhu. I am not certain that that is its true name. It is one of the reasons they have not been able to control it fully. It is ancient and powerful and dangerous. The machine has not been commissioned. It was my intention to ensure it never will be.”

“Gull intends to commission the machine?”

“No doubt.”

“Can he?”

“This is why he has kidnapped us.”

“For your expertise?”

“The designs for the capture engine are mine. I could, in theory, bring it on-line.

“Why have you not done so for our own government before now?”

“Our control of the Old One is unsatisfactory. It is held, but it is not tamed. And it demands…”

“Blood?” Lady Dorothy whispered.

“More than that. Too much I think. As do the engineers who brought the project to this juncture.” Sir Roger produced a handkerchief and mopped his brow even though the carriage was cold. “Work on it has been suspended. The politicians have lost their taste for it. The Old One demands too much.”

“If not blood, then what?”

“Souls,” Sir Roger said, the horror palpable in his voice.

Emily stared at her friends sitting opposite, their knees brushing hers. They had huddled together towards the center of the seat, hugging one another tightly. Violet whispered constant reassurance into Helen’s ear. One of her hands reached beyond Helen to Sandy, stroking her hair, offering what tactile comfort she could. Emily thought that this should be her place. She was the one who should be taking responsibility. But she was glad that Violet was trying to cope.

“We must escape before we reach the Cairngorms,” Mummy said. “Before we leave Edinburgh would be best.”

She wielded the following silence like a weapon. Sir Roger squirmed in his seat, shifting his bony buttocks searching vainly for a comfortable way of sitting.

Eventually Mummy said, “Well?” in that tone that Emily knew so well. It was a tone that normally made Daddy sit straighter and begin his assigned task at once. His head swiveled around so that he could meet his wife’s frigid gaze. Emily wondered if Mummy was making a miracle recovery. A faint glow had returned to her cheeks despite the stress of their position. She took a long deep breath then exhaled slowly. It was an action that expressed a mounting lack of patience. It was usually an unspoken threat. Emily had never found out what the threat entailed as her father had always responded by doing exactly what Mummy required.

He seemed to fold within himself, his clothes looking like those of an entirely bigger man. “I need to think,” he said, his voice taking that edge that normally made Mummy say, ‘Don’t whine, Roger.’

Instead she said, “Yes, you do that, Roger. Use that massive brain of yours for your family, for once.”

It was never good when Mummy mentioned Daddy’s intellect. Somehow, she always made it sound like a bad thing. Emily had caught herself doing it once or twice recently, but never aloud. She wondered if this was the sort of problem onto which his intelligence could be set successfully. She wished she was bigger and stronger and a male. Mummy had always told her that, despite what society might say, she was the equal of anyone. Being a girl did not make her second class. Her friend Susan always giggled at Mummy’s insistence. Susan’s mother regularly made a point of remarking on Lady Hant’s progressive views. Right now, she was inclined to agree with Susan’s mum. Right this minute it would be a huge help to be a boy, sitting opposite four of his brawny friends. But, as Mummy often said, if wishes were horses…

Through the night, the passengers sat in uncomfortable silence as the coach bumped and swayed along the pitted road to the mountains. They stopped once. Emily strained to hear the exchange between Gull and Watkins. She stopped listening when the butler said,” …needs blood or we won’t get another yard out of it.” She stared unhappily at her friends. They leaned untidily against one another, eyes closed in some poor semblance of sleep. She imagined the sound of their blood coursing through their veins. It was this blood that would entice Cthulhu into life, drive the government’s vast machine through the skies. Her own blood sounded in her ears. She did not doubt that this would be added to the sacrifice. She glanced furtively at her father. Sir Roger sat hunched over, staring at the floor with eyes that seemed focused on a different reality. She wondered what he saw. His mouth puckered like an old wound, the lines on his forehead like ploughed furrows. She felt a desire to place an arm about his shoulders but it was one she must resist. To Mummy it would be a betrayal, to Daddy a mere distraction.

Some time later Gull and his men began to speak in excited tones. Daddy said: “We must be drawing near to the facility.” He leaned across and shook Violet and Susan by the shoulders, then Helen and Sandy. Emily and Mummy sat to attention. “Listen carefully,” Sir Roger said, “your lives depend on this.” Emily’s friends blinked at him like a family of owls. “Girls, I need you to do exactly as I say when I say it. It is the only chance you have. These men plan on murdering you in a most…”

“Roger,” Mummy interrupted. “There is no need…”

“Yes, Letitia, there is.”

The interruption came as a complete surprise. Mummy sat back as though slapped. She was unused to her husband speaking harshly to her. She was unused to anyone arguing. In the Hant household her word was law and for immediate obedience.

“Do you understand girls? Your lives depend upon doing as I say no matter how odd or dangerous the instructions may sound.”


All four party guests nodded their assent. Sir Roger turned to his daughter. “Emily?”

“Yes, Daddy,” she said, and she meant it. There was a shaft of steel at her father’s core she had not previously seen. She dared to believe that he could bring them to safety.

The door to their compartment swung open. Norman, the taller of the assistants held it in one hand. In the other nestled a gun. He used it like a conductor’s baton to offload them. They stepped out onto bare earth hardened to iron by the early winter freeze. A foot of snow lay over it like the softest carpet. The snow came over Emily’s shoes, melting against her ankles. Her feet would soon be soaked. She ignored the discomfort and examined the building before them. She estimated it was close to the size of the British Museum on Great Russell Street in London where she had seen the Rosetta Stone and the great winged bull of Nimrud last summer. But there were no columns or decorations here, merely an enormous rectangle of granite blocks, topped with a flat roof. Looking closely she could see sliding gear beneath the roof so that it could open, allowing egress to whatever might be within.

Behind the vast edifice even the mountains looked small. The bare rocky slopes topped with ice added to an air of desolation pervading the place. In the dawn light every angle and shadow was leeched of any vestige of warmth. Emily wrapped her arms about herself but the cold was more than physical, creeping into her resolve also.

Arthur pushed her in the back. “Get moving,” he ordered.

“Keep your hands off her, you filthy oaf,” Sir Roger said.

Gull laughed. “Now gents, don’t get excited. And you, Arthur, keep your mitts to yourself.” He turned to Sir Roger. “No need to hurt them less it’s entirely necessary, eh?” He laughed, hugely amused by his own wit.

Sir Roger placed himself between the assistants and the children. Mummy held tight to his arm. Emily could tell that she was nearing the end of her reserves of strength. But until the moment she collapsed she would never give their captors the satisfaction of seeing a weakness. Emily went to Mummy’s far side and snuggled under her arm, seemingly for her own comfort. She held her arm tight about her mother’s waist letting her feel the support. Mummy acknowledged the assistance with a brief squeeze.


Inside the building it felt even colder than without. Emily wondered how this was possible. Each of their captors carried an oil lamp. The immediate gloom retreated. Although Emily could not see windows, somewhere the early morning light was being admitted, though it was feeble at floor level. They moved through a tiny entrance hall and thence into the single space that occupied the rest of the structure. It was almost entirely occupied by an immense tank of iron and brass. The rivets holding its seams together were the size of her face. It would take, she estimated, at least fifteen minutes to walk around at a normal pace. Along the entire visible side all Emily could make out were two narrow wrought iron stairways. No consideration had been given to decoration on the entire machine – straight lines everywhere, not even a curve or a curlicue could be found. This was a place that nobody loved, Emily thought. But even so, it was astonishing that it stood abandoned. Although she could not put her finger on it, something in its atmosphere made her skin crawl. Her stomach was tight with dread. She looked from Mummy to the other girls. They still pressed close together, eyes wide, hands clutching at one another for reassurance. They seemed to be attempting to make themselves small so that whatever inhabited this place would fail to notice them.

The edifice seemed hushed but there was an underlying sound that Emily could not quite place. She gave her attention entirely to the noise for a moment. It sounded as though it was very loud but very far away.

“They’ll never get this thing off the ground.”

The plain statement was made by Arthur as he stared in awe at the Brobdingnagian structure looming over him.

“Then we’ve wasted our time,” Gull said, “and we’ll have to kill ‘em all for nothing.”

Emily noticed his speech rhythms slipping. Not so much of the proper gentleman as before.

“But have no fear, Dear Ladies, I have faith in good Sir Roger.” He prodded Emily’s father with his revolver. “Where is the capture engine?”

“Up the first stairway,” he answered pointing.

“Then lead on, Macduff.”

Emily thought better of correcting the misquote. She was beginning to notice signs of nervousness beneath Gull’s formerly calm faàçade. He rubbed at the palm of one hand with the thumb of the other. His left eye had half-winked randomly, twice in ten minutes. It came to her suddenly that their captor was as fearful of this terrible place as any of the children. She wondered if her father had noticed. It might give them an edge later on.

Gull marched them up the stairway. Arthur led. He stopped at the top and turned to face back down, his left hand holding tight to the guard rail that ran along the top of the looming structure. It was obvious to Emily that he disliked the height. His gun jerked dangerously in their faces as they reached the top, pointing them to the left of the stair. To the right, behind Arthur, three corpses dressed in army uniforms lay on the deck. Her instinct was to turn from the horror but she felt information would be vital to their survival. Daddy had always said that knowledge was power. It might be all she had to fight with. She gave the bodies as thorough a visual examination as was possible in the poor light. These men had not died in a fight; each of them had a single bullet wound to the back of the head. They had been executed. If confirmation were needed that Gull intended to murder them all, this was it. She wondered how many unfortunate soldiers had died here at the hands of Gull or his accomplices.

Sir Roger was pushed forward into the lead. It was difficult to tell which way the flying machine had been oriented as it was blunt at both ends and bore no obvious command structure. The entire upper deck of the ship had been covered with a network of handrails. Emily imagined it was a safety precaution that might be very useful during flight. Despite her precarious situation, she wondered what it might be like to take to the air in this terrible machine. All she could think was that the aerialists would need to wrap up warm if the sky was as cold as the Cairngorms.

As he approached the nearest end Sir Roger stopped, spreading his arms wide to hold the rest of the party back. A yard away lay a square hatch in the deck five feet on a side covered in similar brass mesh to that on the front of the carriage that had carried them from Edinburgh. It was locked down by two of the largest padlocks Emily had ever seen. She wondered how big the keys would be.

Emily noticed that the background noise was louder now. It was nothing she could identify but it made the hairs at the base of her neck prickle. Mummy gave her a brave smile. She had the look of someone close to collapse. Emily thought a lesser woman would have given in to her infirmities by now.


“Gull,” Sir Roger said, “how long have those men back there been dead?”

Gull shrugged. “The place was…cleaned out…two days ago.”

“They may be fresh enough for our purposes. Have your men fetch them.”

Gull rubbed at his palm, considering the request. “What for?”

“I need to get its attention.”

Gull’s face screwed up in puzzlement. “Don’t the sacrifices need to be alive?”

“These beings like blood. It’s not fresh but I don’t think it will mind. Once it knows we are here we can proceed but we can’t afford to waste a live one on this part of the process.”

“You’re the expert.” He nodded back in the direction of the corpses. “Go get ‘em, boys.”

“All three?” Norman asked.

“Yeah, all of ‘em?” Arthur said.

“One at a time.” Sir Roger almost smiled at their discomfort.

“Watkins can go,” Gull said.

“I need Watkins. He knows how these things operate. All I know is theory.”

Gull brusquely ordered his men to the task.

Emily wondered at their reluctance. They had killed without hesitation, at least Gull had. Could it be that they were reluctant to be separated from the main group? Maybe the captives were not the only ones to be frightened by this strange place or the machine beneath their feet.

When the assistants brought the first body, Watkins set to the grisly task of extracting blood from it. Stripping off its tunic and shirt, he made several small incisions in the torso. Without a beating heart no blood flowed. Sir Roger nodded, rubbing contemplatively at his chin. “We’ll have to open the capture chamber hatch.”

“Chuck the whole body down?”

“Can’t see any other way.” He stepped to the hatch and tugged at one of the padlocks. To Gull he said, “I don’t suppose you have the keys?”

Gull waved Sir Roger aside. Crouching down he sighted his revolver carefully on the first lock and pulled the trigger. The sound of the discharge was swallowed by the vastness of the chamber, rendering the noise insignificant. It was the first thing, Emily thought, that had been less frightening than expected. The result however, was as desired; the lock hung loose and broken. Gull shot the second one with more confidence. Sir Roger stepped forward and flipped the hatch back. Inside was perfect blackness. “Stay back,” he ordered, stepping away himself. “We don’t want to be too close in case it is already awake.”

Gull backed up a yard. He winked involuntarily at Emily.

Sir Roger stepped close to his daughter. “Remember,” he hissed into her ear. “Do what I say without question and immediately. Tell the others.” He went to his wife and repeated the instruction.

“What are you doing, Sir Roger?” Gull demanded.

“Giving some comfort to my wife and daughter.”

“Well, don’t. I’ll do the comforting if it’s needed.” He grinned, but it was half-hearted. When first he had kidnapped them, Emily thought, he had been suave and almost cultured in his evil, taking pleasure in their distress. Now he seemed more like a little boy caught up in his parents’ affairs and thoroughly out of his depth.

Norman and Arthur returned with a body each in a fireman’s carry, dropping them unceremoniously by the first one. Sir Roger went to where Gull had retreated. Stepping in close he whispered, “It’s going to take all of them. All the girls. And my wife.”

Gull stared at the shorter man, reassessing him.

Sir Roger continued: “You never had any intention of letting them go. But you’re going to need me. Maybe Watkins too. He knows how to operate the machine once the Old One is awake. You need me to keep that…thing…where it can’t get to you. But it will take all of them to bring it on line. You understand?”

“You’d sacrifice your wife and daughter…?”

“That’s a decision I made a long time ago. Who would you pick, yourself or your gray-haired old mum?”

Gull smiled. “When you put it that way, it’s hard to argue. But don’t think I trust you. I’ll be keeping my gun pointed right at the middle of your back the whole time. If I think you’re tryin’ to pull the wool I’ll let you have it and take my chances with old Cthulhu.”

“I would expect nothing less.” Sir Roger glanced furtively at the girls. “What I need you to do is get them all bunched up together. Or better still, let me do it. I’ll tell them… I’ll tell them it’s an escape plan.”

Gull shook his head and held his hands wide in a gesture of disbelief. “Do it.”


Sir Roger explained to the girls and his wife that he needed them to huddle together and link arms tightly. He whispered that it was their only chance, glancing nervously back to Gull to check that his actions still met with approval. Emily looked into her father’s face and saw deceit and betrayal there, mixed with absolute terror. He was truly and deathly afraid of what lay beyond the hatch. He was the only one who truly understood what awaited them. A treacherous fleeting thought skipped across her mind as she wondered who he was betraying.

“Watkins, grab the first one by the legs, I’ll get him under the arms.”

They lifted the dead soldier and swung him out over the hatch, letting go so that he plummeted into the dark to the almost immediate echo of a splash.

“We need the bodies to fall in a triangular pattern,” he said, lifting the next one. “Trust me,” he said, in a whisper.

The second body fell with another splash. “Don’t think, just follow my instructions.” He pretended to struggle with the last body. “We pretend to throw the girls in, but we go in too.” Watkins dropped his end of the body. He glanced into a darkness that hid some nameless monster from the dawn of time, an evil that avidly desired their souls.

“I don’t want to die either,” Sir Roger said in a low voice. Then louder, “Come on man, get it up. We haven’t all day.”

Watkins lifted the body and threw it down the hatch, hoping they had achieved the required pattern. Every fiber of his body cried to him to run. The last place on this or any other world he wished to be was closer to the thing he could hear stirring below.

“I think we got its attention,” Sir Roger said out loud. “Come on, Watkins, let’s get the girls in place.”

The scientist and the butler moved their charges to the edge of the hatchway. Sir Roger thrust his hands into the midst of the clutch of bodies and grabbed on tight. Watkins, followed his lead. “Now, jump,” he said and pushed forward. Watkins squeezed his eyes tight shut and pushed from his end.

Gull watched aghast as their captives tumbled into the noisome darkness below deck. Too late he attempted to bring his revolver to bear on his disappearing captives. He heard a huge splash as they hit the water then momentary silence. A harrowing ululation leapt from the watery pit beneath his feet. It rose in volume, persuading him that it could not be coming from human throats. He ran to close the hatch. As he reached the edge a tentacle the thickness of a man’s trunk wound out from the darkness at his feet. Mud and slime and ichor dripped from it as it snaked about Gull’s waist. He added his own voice to the cacophony that accompanied the oncoming Old One. His cracked voice was unable to encompass the totality of his terror and pain. More tentacles emerged, waving like snake tongues tasting the air. The Old One tore Gull limb from limb, bathing itself in his rich crimson blood.

Tentacles spread across the floor beyond the hatch. They tensed, gripping the surface with suckers the size of dinner plates, levering its body upwards to freedom. Norman and Arthur as one, emptied their revolvers into the horror facing them, then turned heel and ran. The floor bulged and buckled as a body far bigger than the small hatchway forced itself upward. With a terrible rending sound the iron deck split, curling backward like pencil shavings. The ancient creature pushed itself entirely into the growing light of a northern dawn seeping through a series of skylights above. Gull’s fleeing assistants looked back seeing their fate gathering itself to begin pursuit. The floor sagged under its incredible weight. Momentarily they thought they might be saved as the horror slid backwards, the floor sagging back into the depths.

Shaking itself, the being they thought of as Cthulhu, but which bore another name entirely, hauled itself along the bowed deck and slid free from its watery dungeon, moving inexorably toward them. Norman stood to face his doom, reciting aloud the twenty-third psalm. Arthur legged it toward the stairway. Neither man completed his self-assigned task as the tentacled monster gathered them into its red-lined maw, their screams failing to rise above the beast’s howls.



For the longest time Emily, her parents and her birthday guests huddled in waist deep water, listening to the nightmare sounds overhead. They huddled together shivering from the iciness of the water and the fear that had infused their very bones, at every moment expecting the return of the ancient one. Sir Roger whispered a stream of reassurances, though no-one really believed him.

They listened to its progress across the decking, the reducing volume of its hysterical wailing signaling its passage. A tremendous shudder passed through the entire structure causing waves to splash to shoulder height. A horrendous rending noise followed hard behind the shock. Then nothing. They stood shivering, all staring towards the light above. Nothing moved, no sounds reached their ears. Eventually Sir Roger said, “I think we are safe to make our way out of here. Everyone hold hands and follow me.”

A curl of deck dipped into the water ten yards distant. The jagged edge served as a rude staircase though its sharpness rendered progress slow. With the assistance of Watkins and Sir Roger the ladies made their way to freedom. Apart from a gash to Lady Sandra’s calf they emerged safely from the capture chamber. Overhead a large portion of the roof had been torn away to provide an escape route for the Old One.

“I have never been so frightened in my life,” Lady Hant said and began to laugh as relief flowed through her with every beat of her heart.

All eyes turned to her. Smiles crept onto the faces of the girls, infected by her laughter. To her father Emily said: “How did you know it wouldn’t eat us?”

Sir Roger’s cheeks reddened. He cleared his throat, stared fixedly at the floor then raised his gaze to meet that of his only child. “I didn’t.”

Lady Hant’s laughter ceased abruptly.

“When Gull claimed it was Cthulhu in the capture chamber I must admit I despaired. Were it he, there was no hope for any of us.”

“You didn’t know whether it was Cthulhu or not?” his wife asked.

“No.”

“What if it had been?”

“It was a calculated risk.”

“Calculated?” she asked.

“I calculated that if I did nothing we were dead anyway. I hoped that the Old One would consider the chance to escape more attractive than feeding.”

“I thought the beast needed souls to bring it to life,” Emily said. “Was that not the whole reason for our kidnap?”

“The beast, as you call it, was always alive and awake. It needed souls to give it the strength to lift the ship it was to power – like throwing a faggot onto the fire.”

Emily gasped, covering her mouth with her palm. “How could you…?”

Lady Hant continued: “How could you even consider such an abomination?”

Sir Roger said: “With a war against the Kaiser looming there were men in Government that began to panic.”


Watkins added: “Sir Roger stood against them from the beginning, Mum. Even though it was his invention, he was four square against the capture engine being used for this purpose. In the end they didn’t have the stomach for it.”

“This place has been mothballed for the past three months. All that was left was the safe disposition of the beast.”

“Thank goodness it has gone,” Emily said.

“But it’s free somewhere out there in the world. I shudder to think of the destruction it may cause should it wish vengeance.”

“And will it?” Lady Hant asked her husband.

Sir Roger slowly shook his head. “Who can know how such a mind works. It is unknowable. But I dread to think what it is capable of should it wish us harm.”

“I pray it will not,” Emily said.

“We may need to pray for all of mankind,” Sir Roger said, taking his daughter’s hand into his own and squeezing gently.






The Strange Company

Pete Rawlik

Danielle Thornton stood in the observation blister of the strato-sphere as the bleak landscape sped below. The setting sun cast long ominous shadows across the wild lands. Behind her, Sir Arthur was strategizing with her husband Philip St. John, while Captain Edward Norrys and Doctor Eric Clapham-Lee coaxed more speed out of the drive. This was the calm before the storm, and they all knew it. The last few months had been a whirlwind of globe-spanning terror. She and William and those they had called friends had been forced to give up their exploration of the more remote regions of the world, and instead focus on doing what Philip had suggested was their true calling. Gone were the days of standing triumphantly over raided tombs and unearthed artifacts, no longer were their days filled with long dead bones, gleaming gold, or carved idols. No, these days the strato-sphere and her crew were in constant battle against those who had found a way to harness the inhuman and eldritch forces of the universe, the enigmatic Lords of the Dragon!

To Danielle, Philadelphia seemed a lifetime ago, but it had only been eight months since their mysterious benefactor, who they knew only as N, had set them on the trail of the Dragons, fettering out their agents, foiling their plans, and when they could, destroying their strongholds. Philadelphia had been the beginning, but that had led to Providence and the devastating conflict with the necromancer Joseph Curwen and his legions of undead servitors. They had gained a friend in that battle, the resurrected medieval alchemist who would only identify himself as Number 118, but still a valiant ally. Providence had led to Arkham, and then to Dunwich where the Dragons had enslaved the population and sought to breach the veil of reality itself. Wilbur Whateley, who had been something less than entirely human, had himself been the key to opening the gate that would span both time and space. The gate had been Whateley’s sister, a thing even more monstrous, less human than Wilbur had been; she had been an invisible thing that walked on myriad elephantine polyps and strode across the land like a demigod, devouring all that stood. Number 118 had thwarted the monsters by activating a resonator inside the opening dimensional gateway. The resulting explosion had obliterated the conjoined siblings, the thousands of gathered cultists, and the fleet of enemy aerostats. Only the armored strato-sphere had been blown clear, her crew essentially unharmed, but the Round Mountains and the communities of Dunwich and Aylesbury had been wiped clean, vaporized into a glassy flat plain by what the radiomen had dubbed the Dunwich Horror.

They had searched for 118 for days, but in the end, the Strange Company, for that is what the more sensational periodicals had long ago dubbed them, had to accept the inevitable, 118 was lost, he had sacrificed himself to save his friends, and the world in the process. They had sworn vengeance, and N had not only sent word expressing his condolences, but of a new clue as well. Documents had revealed a link to a warehouse in Prague. The Strange Company took a day in Arkham, which allowed Captain Norrys to meet with researchers at the Miska-tonic Institute of Technology and discuss their upcoming expedition to the Antarctic. As the sole survivor of the Shackleton-Scott Expedition, his experience in that icy, wind-swept wasteland would be invaluable. Such knowledge would be useful, not only to the men of learning, but to the captains and crews of the aerodynes Arkham and Miskatonic, former leviathan hunters, now retrofitted for exploration.

Crossing the Atlantic had not gone well. The strato-sphere had caught the attention of a bull leviathan that had wandered down out of the upper atmosphere. Whether the thing had seen the tiny airship as food or a potential mate wasn’t that important, either way the thing had latched its ropy tendrils around the globe of speeding metal, and wasn’t interested in letting go. Danielle had tried to reach into its mind with her own, but the thing’s brain was simply too rudimentary to respond to any of her subtle commands. Jermyn had grabbed his rapier and taken to the decks themselves, swinging and leaping like a full-blooded Ophiri, but to no avail, his single blade was no match for the thousands of drifting tendrils that entangled the ship. In the end, Clapham-Lee had no choice but to route power from the engines to the shell of the ship itself producing an electrical charge that finally forced the leviathan to recoil in agony and retreat back into the sky.


The strategy had left the strato-sphere free, but crippled, and they had limped across the sky and sea like a skipping stone before coming to rest on the desolate island that was Bermuda. It took two days for a ship of Ophiri to speed from their base in Anchester to bring supplies and parts for repairs. Magnificent aerialists, The Ophiris prehensile feet were made for the weightlessness generated amongst the negating plates, though their large fingers made tool manipulation difficult. Still under Clapham-Lee’s direction and with the assistance of Norrys, the ship was back in operation after just three more days. It was good to leave Bermuda behind, it was a sad little place, and it reminded her of all the other trans-oceanic station islands whose trees had been sacrificed to the steam engines that had come to dominate the last century.

Prague was a trap; a contingent of the resurrected had been waiting for them, commanded by Gregor Samsa, a horrid little man who had made a deal with alien forces to himself become something alien. He wasn’t as nearly incomprehensible as the Whateleys, but had voluntarily become something akin to a giant coleopteran, and that had made Danielle’s skin crawl, and it had been her that had crushed the man’s head underneath a machining press. Her only regret was that their target, Joseph Nadek, one of the few remaining Dragon Lords had escaped, and fled into the wilds of Transylvania.

That had been two days ago, and now they were speeding through the Carpathians towards what was presumably the endgame. N’s array of telescopes at the lunar colony had spotted Nadek’s ornithopter at Castle Ferenczy. Count Ferenczy, one of the world’s leading industrialists, had finally revealed himself, or been revealed by Nadek, as the leader of the Dragon Lords. The lunar observers, Mi-Go friendly to the cause, reported a fleet of airships, enough to threaten any nation, in various stages of construction around the castle. Such a show of force would not go unnoticed for long. The British fleet would soon be heading east, and after that the Germans would mobilize their subterranean forces. To the south the Turks would deploy their own air fleet, under the command of their brilliant but maniacal Admiral. The Russians, not to be outdone, would follow the orders of Czarina Anastasia and their armored mammoth cavalries would march west. Even neutral Switzerland, had its battalions of flesh golems. The armies of five nations would rush headlong into conflict with an enemy they did not know or understand.


The more Danielle thought about it, the more she believed that the world stood on a precipice. The combined armies might be able to stop the forces of the Dragon Lords, but what then? With so many soldiers, so many machines, so many national heroes, could a conflict between the great powers be avoided? If it started in Europe, could it be contained, or would it spread to the colonies, engulf the globe and lay waste to everything in its path? Would the Moon and Mars be spared? Was there anything that the Strange Company could do to stop it? Would the whole world end up like the gray, cold landscape that was passing below?

Thornton turned away from the window and joined St. John and Sir Arthur around their maps. She didn’t need to be psychic to know that they were both frustrated and uneasy. “Do you have a plan?” she inquired reluctantly, fingering the strange canine amulet around her neck.

St. John took her hand in his and held it tight. “I think we do. God help us I think we do.”

Twenty minutes later St. John, Sir Arthur, and Captain Norrys were standing on the rear service deck, the wind whipping around them. Norrys had an arm around a steel strut and was staring down at Castle Ferenczy below. He had to scream to be heard over the howling sky. “Are you sure this is a good plan?”

Sir Arthur placed a hand on the man’s shoulder and laughed. “Edward Norrys was one of the world’s greatest pilots. That’s why Scott and Shackleton took him to Antarctica. It’s why he survived when all the others didn’t. You have to remember that all that is there inside you. All that knowledge about gravity, aerodynamics, wind shear, and wing design, you have access to all of it, and you just have to put it together.”

Norrys nodded. “Just give me a minute to dredge it all up.”

St. John placed his hand on Norrys’ other shoulder, “Sorry Ed, it’s now or never.” With a quick nod to St. John the two lifted the plump little man over the rail and tossed him over.

Jermyn gave St. John a wicked smile. “What’s the matter Phillip, did you expect to live forever?” Then he tossed back that dark black mane of hair and followed Norrys.

St. John glanced back at the cockpit and waved at whoever was behind the thick glass. He stared at the land below and shook his head, “Forever wasn’t such a bad idea,” he said to no one in particular, and then dove after his compatriots. Jermyn and Norrys were hurtling towards the earth. St. John waited till he had matched Jermyn’s altitude and then spread his arms and legs and hooked his feet into the lining of his coat, allowing it to catch the air and slow his descent. Jermyn had done the same, but somehow when the simian lord did it, he seemed infinitely more graceful than St. John.

Below them Captain Edward Norrys was struggling with his coat, but not to open it, but to take it off. His watch was caught in the lining and he was ripping it out, but the process was too slow. He needed to get the damn coat off, needed to concentrate, focus on flying, the idea of flying, flight dynamics, the way air moves over a surface, a wing, a pair of wings. Wings, not arms, wings. His hand elongated, the bones shifted back and slit through the fabric of the sleeve. His back arched, his body convulsed, and what remained of his uniform shredded into pieces that were suddenly lost to the night.

Edward Norrys was gone as well, in his place was a draconian thing, neither a bat, nor a bird, nor one of the pterosaurs, but rather it bore a semblance to all of those beasts, and others as well. The head was lean, skeletal, with a hint of the equine. His arms had become two massive, articulated wings that were both leathery and scaled. Each wing was paired with a fleshy tendril that hung from the shoulder like a thick root. His legs and feet had become powerful talons flanking a triple-split tail. Norrys spread his new wings and angled his fall into an arc that took him speeding back up into the sky, through the clouds, and above his friends.

The Norrys-thing braked behind St. John and Jermyn; the fleshy shoulder tentacles wrapped around the two men and then tucked them in beneath his beating wings. St. John smiled at Jermyn and then looked up towards the beast’s head. “How does it feel Norrys?”

A mouth formed in the beast’s chest, lips and a tongue, the semblance of teeth, and it spoke with Norrys’ voice, “It feels good Philip. I’ve been living as Norrys for so long, sixteen years; I’ve forgotten what it was like to be free, to be something else. I thought for sure that there would be some reversion. That Norrys, his memories and personality, would somehow be suppressed, but there’s been no loss at all. I’ve shifted form, physically I’m a shantak, and on an unconscious level I have all the knowledge and drives that a shantak possesses, but consciously, I’m still Edward Norrys. Well, at least a shoggoth with all the memories and feelings of Edward Norrys.”


St. John patted the beast’s chest. “Good man. Now let’s just hope you can keep it that way.”

The dragonet plunged swiftly toward the Castle Ferenczy, trying its best to keep its two compatriots safe. Norrys circled around, making sure that the towers were safe to approach. The towers were clear of men, but were covered with Tesla arrays, radio wave emitters and receivers designed to detect approaching vessels, like the Strato-sphere, but Norrys, St. John, and Jermyn were too small and too soft to show up as anything more than a flock of birds. Gently they settled onto the terrace amidst a thicket of metal emitters and receivers. St. John and Jermyn slipped below the parapet while the Norrys-Shantak melted into a thick viscous jelly that pooled up and then flowed fluidly to their side. It bubbled up; building layer upon layer of tissue until finally Edward Norrys was completely rebuilt.

Jermyn was suddenly giggling. “How do you feel Eddie?”

Norrys smiled, “I feel good, it’s liberating really. I had forgotten what it was like to feel my flesh flow, to be something else, to feel the flesh mold under my mind, the wind…I’m naked aren’t I?” St. John joined Jermyn in a chuckle as Norrys reformed his outer flesh into the semblance of his old uniform.

Far above Danielle Thornton was chuckling as well. “What’s funny?” asked Doctor Clapham-Lee as he tried to hold their position well above the range of the Tesla array.

“They’ve made it onto the tower.”

“How do you know?” He diverted more power to the gravity shield on the lower hemisphere.

Thornton turned to the pilot-inventor and smiled, “Because St. James isn’t dead yet.”

Clapham-Lee nodded and stroked the control panel. “I’m going to miss the old girl.”

Thornton put a comforting hand on the inventor’s shoulder. “If we get through this I’m sure Arthur will help you build another ship. It’ll give you an opportunity to make all those changes you’ve been talking about.” Clapham-Lee’s face turned sour, and Danielle caught the subtle mood swing. “That’s a good thing Eric, isn’t it?”

The pilot and inventor of the strato-sphere closed his eyes solemnly. “Danielle, I don’t have preternatural powers like you and St. John. I’m not a hybrid simian like Arthur, or an alien monster with an inferiority complex like Eddie. I’m just a man; I turned fifty-three last week. I’ve seen so much in my days, fought in too many wars; against the Tcho-Tcho when they tried to overthrow the French, against the Tsatthoqquans when they came up out of N’Kai; and against the Aihas when they came from Mars. We’ve spent the better part of two decades together, traveling the world, exploring, fighting monsters, and I wouldn’t trade any of those days…I have seen things, done things that most men wouldn’t believe, and only a few dream of. But after this, after we do this last thing, no matter what happens, it’s time for me to settle down. Maybe open a repair shop, tinker around on velocipedes and ornithopters. I could work on that analytical engine I’ve been talking about.”

Thornton nodded. “I understand Eric, but right now we’ve got to get through this one day, and put an end to the plots of these megalomaniacs. If we don’t, there won’t be much point in you opening that shop now will there?” Clapham-Lee nodded and then with a simple flick of his wrist sent the strato-sphere hurtling toward Castle Ferenczy like the hammer of an avenging god.

St. John looked up and saw the tiny point of light that was the strato-sphere as it started its descent. Even in the few seconds he was watching, the speck was growing, resolving itself into the ship that had been his home for so many years. He motioned toward the sky and Jermyn and Norrys joined him in watching the brilliant light plummet toward them. “You ready for this Arthur?”

Sir Arthur Jermyn, the Thirteenth Baron Jermyn, Knight of the Realm, and Lord Protector of Ophir took off his coat and climbed up on the ramparts. “St. John, Philip, I was born to do this!” And standing there watching Jermyn on the ledge, the wind whipping through his hair, Philip St. John, bastard son of Lord Philip Croft believed, or at least hoped, that Jermyn was telling the truth.

The sphere of quasi-metallic alloys fell from the sky faster than normal. Clapham-Lee had reversed the polarity of the gravity plating on the upper hemisphere and was now accelerating toward the earth at a rate greater than that of gravity. The forces were tremendous, greater than those he had designed for. Sensors and manipulators sheared off. An actuator buckled, the hydraulic lines twisted and then exploded. The interior compartment flooded with thick pink fluid that reeked of acid. In the control room an indicator light flashed angrily. Clapham-Lee slammed the panel and then set the auto-pilot to ignore the collision safeties and hold the downward trajectory. “You understand what’s going to happen?”


Danielle Thornton nodded. “As we pass the terrace you’ll blow the observation window and that will carry us up and out of the strato-sphere. The negators on the upper hemisphere will neutralize our downward momentum and propel us upward. If everything goes well, Arthur will swing out from the tower and pluck us out of the sky like two waiting pigeons.” Clapham-Lee nodded. “Eric, what happens if something goes wrong?”

“When the ship hits the castle, it will do so with tremendous force. It is unlikely that the sphere or anything in it will survive the impact. The explosive force will radiate out, carrying with it shards and dust of the gravity plating. If we were to come in contact with any unregulated material, we could find ourselves unbound by gravity. If that were to happen, well it might be better to have perished in the impact.”

Clapham-Lee tuned back and peered into the visual monitor. The tower was approaching and the aging pilot had to make some minor adjustments to make sure they were close enough to be rescued, but far enough away as to avoid doing any damage to the tower itself. A slight touch of the controls and he motioned for Danielle to move to the observation window, and then followed her down the short corridor. There were several metal rings set into the frame that they could use for handholds. Danielle wrapped her hands with her scarf to pad her hands against the rough metal. Clapham-Lee slid in next to her and took hold of another ring with his left leather gloved hand. With his right he reached out and opened a small metal panel revealing a large pin with a ceramic red cap. Clapham-Lee took a deep breath and with a quick jerk pulled the pin straight out.

The lights in the strato-sphere dimmed and then turned yellow. He fumbled for another ring. The yellow lighting flashed off and then on, and then off again. On the third beat the light changed to red. Clapham-Lee and Thornton each took a deep breath. The lights flashed off, faster this time, then back on. There was a sudden electric hiss; the lights flicked off and in the darkness the exploding bolts created a halo of light and smoke around the pair of adventurers. The great observation port blew out, carrying the two up and clear of the falling ship. It traveled about two yards before it suddenly jerked to a stop and kicked to the side. An electrical line had failed to disconnect and as a consequence the window was still tethered to the strato-sphere, the two hadn’t been thrown clear at all!


The night air rushed past their flailing bodies. The pilot, knowing he had only moments to do something, brought his right hand down, made a fist and punched his female compatriot in the back between her rib cage and hip. The sucker punch forced Danielle Thornton to reflexively let go of the hand rings. Clapham-Lee kicked her away, and the pulse of null-gravity streaming from the ship caught Thornton and whisked her away into the sky. Doctor Eric Clapham-Lee swung his battered form up and put his feet on the window. He crouched and then leapt up as he let go of his hand hold. The effect was minimized by the null-gravity and instead of kicking up and away from the window, the window moved almost equally in the opposite direction. He spun away from the ship, and trailed weakly after Thornton.

From below, Clapham-Lee watched as Jermyn’s simian form wrapped around Thornton’s lithe body. The two traveled toward him and then physics took over and the rope that ran from the tower to Jermyn’s hand began to arc them back up into the sky. In Jermyn’s clutches, Thornton reached out for her friend, Clapham-Lee stretched out as well, their hands grew closer, her fingertips brushed his gloves. The pendulum continued on its way and the arc which had brought them so close, now moved them apart. Danielle gasped, loosened her grip around Jermyn and slid down his body, hooking her hands around his belt. Her feet were suddenly kicking into Clapham-Lee’s face; he grabbed her boots and dug his fingers into the laces. One hundred and sixty pounds of man were now hanging from the thin ankles of Danielle Thornton. She screamed in agony, and Jermyn grunted as the weight shifted. The arc continued and as the trio swung over the parapet St. John and Norrys were waiting to catch them.

The tangle of bodies tumbled across the flagstones. St. John guided them the best he could, and made sure that they ended up in the cover supplied by the wall. He put his hand on Thornton’s head. “Stay down,” he muttered, “wait till the impact and aftershock passes.” They cowered there, waiting, their heartbeats pounding in their heads, their lungs straining, their bodies bruised, waiting for their ship to crash into the castle of their arch-enemy. They waited, but the impact never came.

St. John cautiously crawled up the parapet and peered over it. Far below, the strato-sphere hung in the air like a soap bubble surrounded by a strange field of black light. Off to the side, on the top of another tower, a team of men were manipulating a massive array of emitters, while steam billowed out around their feet. St. John cursed the fusion of cheap energy and alien technology.

A sudden pain pierced St. John’s forehead, and a strange vibratory whine filled the air. Clapham-Lee grabbed St. John by the belt and jerked him down from the wall, and yelled “Get down!” as he rose up with the pommel of his weapon in his hand. The micro-engine inside the pommel coughed to life and the air was suddenly filled with a second vibration as an all but invisible blade of sound sprang to life. It cut through the air and parried a similar weapon coming down on where St. John had been crouching. The two weapons of condensed sound slid against each other and let loose a horrific screech. The sound reached a crescendo and then both weapons and owners were suddenly thrown back across the deck.

Clapham-Lee stumbled to his feet and watched as the fabric of space itself slowly frayed and the wielder of the rival sound-blade stepped out of the in-between space where nightmares roamed free. The thin, wiry form was clad in a black form fitting mesh with gloves, boots and a helmet of ornate metallic gold armor. “Doctor Tillinghast, I thought for sure you were dead?”

A second form stumbled out from behind the first. Where Tilling-hast had been lithe and agile, this new form was larger than any man Clapham-Lee had ever seen. The thing was easily eight feet tall and four feet wide. As it walked into our world the joints of the massive armored suit hissed violently. A crackle of static filled the air and a deep voice spoke through labored breaths. “Senor Clapham-Lee, haff you not come to understand that there ess nothing that you can keel that I, Doctor Rafael Carlos Garcia Munoz, el Reanimatador, cannot bring back to life?”

Clapham-Lee scoffed, “Perhaps this time I shall leave you nothing to sew back together?” The pilot rushed forward, sonic sword held high and engaged the still silent Doctor Tillinghast in armed combat.

The lumbering form of Munoz’s steam powered battle armor took a step toward the swordsmen, but then turned in response to the retort of a single gunshot ricocheting off his helmet. Edward Norrys had entered the fray. “Aha, suddenly the plump little pilot finds his cajones!” The armored giant took a step toward the ersatz officer.

Norrys handed the gun back to St. John. Thornton protested as Norrys stepped forward, but St. John put a hand on her shoulder and asked his comrade “Ed do you want any help?”


The thing pretending to be Edward Norrys rolled his head around on his neck, stretching it, turning it farther than humanly possible. Munoz paused in his approach and his helmet cocked at an odd quizzical angle. Electric blue light pooled up around Munoz’s gauntlets and then arced through the air strafing the stones and leaving them coated in a thick glaze of ice. As he dodged left Norrys was almost laughing, “Eric and I will take care of these two errand boys. You three go after Ferenczy and Nadek.”

Sir Arthur Jermyn loped across the stones and down the stone stairs chased by St. John and Thornton at breakneck speed. The stairwell was dark, ancient, the stones worn thin and smooth in places. The walls were close, made in a time when people were smaller, and comfort and convenience less important. The masters of this place had done horrible things, and the stones had over the eons soaked in the psychic residues that had been exuded. Thornton could feel the traces, the screams, the fear, they clawed at her mind and soul and she felt the sickness crawl into her belly and settle in her womb. Her throat clenched and her vision blurred. As the echoes of past atrocities seeped inside her, Danielle Thornton felt her legs grow weak and then suddenly buckle.

St. John caught his wife as she tumbled down the stones. He called out her name, and then guided her to the floor. His whispering voice echoed down the tunnel, but from the inky darkness the lord of the apes did not respond. He raised his voice and called again, “Damn it Arthur, Danielle has suffered one of her spells. Get back here!”

A faint glow came out of the pitch, so faint that St. John thought he was imagining it, but then it grew and moved, and cast shadows of its own. It flickered, Jermyn must have found a torch thought St. John, but then the shadow was joined by another, and then a third. He fumbled for his pistol, but he knew it was already too late. A tall gaunt form came round the curve, the pipes and tubes of a vapor gun gleaming viciously in his hands. St. John looked down at his wife and then back to the trio of identical men, “Please don’t.” The lead man shook his head and pulled the trigger. Gas exploded from the gun, enveloped St. John and he joined his wife in oblivion.

It was Danielle that woke first and saw the terrible situation they now found themselves in. The couple and Jermyn were each bound by strong chains to a series of five metal pylons that were arranged around the perimeter of a large courtyard. Two of the five pylons were still bare, and several men were still securing the chains around Jermyn. Dozens of the resurrected stood guard behind them while a few others operated a series of machines and arrays pointed at the sky. Well not at the sky exactly, but at the strato-sphere that hung above the courtyard still bathed in strange black light. She caught a subtle movement, a hand signal that told her that Philip was awake. She reached out with her mind and touched his, he was oddly calm and he stroked her thoughts with a secret sense of reassurance.

Her sudden comfort was short lived, “Joseph, some of our guests are awake.” The voice was thick, heavily accented but cultured. It emanated from a statuesque man wearing a finely cut suit of white silk. The cravat around his neck was held in place by a large green gem, his left hand was adorned with four rings, two with inlayed jewels, one a simple silver band, and the third in an image of a snake looped in three coils. His right hand had been replaced with a mechanical artifice, an amalgam of alloys, coils and wires all adorned with the eldritch script of the ancients. Count Ferenczy was as statuesque in person as he appeared in photos.

Following in his footsteps was another slightly smaller man with thick glasses and a shaggy head of white hair that transitioned into a similarly colored beard. He wore a simple banded flying suit, a pair of leather gloves and a matching pair of boots. Over his left shoulder he carried a large leather satchel. He mumbled an acknowledgement “Mmhmm. We couldn’t expect them to sleep through the entire ceremony could we?” He walked over to the pillar to which Jermyn was chained. “Even this one mmhmm, though he would like us to not know, he too is awake.” Jermyn roared at the man and strained against the chains in vain. The funny old man ignored him, and casually turned away. “Where are the other two, mmhmm?”

“Here,” came a mechanical voice full of static and pops. The armored form of Munoz stalked into the courtyard. In his massive mechanical arms he carried a cloudy block of gray ice. There was something organic inside, something that was twisted, broken that could have once been a man, or something like a man. The mechanical giant limped along, dragging its left leg, fluid and vapor trailing behind it. The visor on the suit’s helmet was shattered in a web of cracks and fogged up on the inside. He slid the frozen mass against a pillar and took up a position behind his vanquished foe.

In Munoz’s large shadow came the black garbed form of the dimensional swordsman Tillinghast with his own victim, being drug by his left foot, the coat of Doctor Clapham-Lee draped over the fallen man’s body like a shroud. Tillinghast left the body at the base of the last column, contemptuously kicking it in the chest before wandering behind the next pillar where Jermyn was bound. Munoz’s armor hissed, a puff of steam released, and the cold ray suddenly discharged. A large chunk of ice suddenly coalesced on one of the flagstones. Munoz fumbled with the controls clumsily.

Ferenczy ignored the problems of his servant, smiled, spread his arms and then spun around in the center of the great yard. “At last,” he cheered, “the Strange Company and their magnificent strato-sphere are mine!” He strutted over to Philip St. John and pointed at the bound man “Tomb raider!” He leapt over to Danielle Thornton and declared her “Psychic detective.” Three large steps and he stood in front of Arthur Jermyn, “The Jungle Lord!” He skipped past the hidden body of Eric Clapham-Lee and pronounced him “The aging techno-pirate.” He twirled past the block of gray ice and with a flourish opened his arms “The solemn man-monster! They are all here, and they are mine!”

Ferenczy nearly danced back to the center. “Do you know why you are here? Do you know why I have spent millions, manipulated people and events for decades, all just to bring you here? Not you as individuals, but you the Strange Company? I needed you five, as a team.” He dashed over to Danielle. “Can you feel it Miss Thornton? Can you feel what this place is?” She turned away from him, but he grabbed her by the cheeks and forced her to look at him. “This place is a thin spot, from here, from this castle we can see through to other realities, alternate realities. Places where history has turned out different, sometimes just slightly, sometimes wildly different, but the five archetypes, there are versions of the five in every reality.”

He spun back to St. John. “Sometimes the five are you, a little different, but still you. In other worlds, it is just one or two of you, and others that act as surrogates. In some versions the five archetypes aren’t even you, but entirely other people, fantastic, amazing people. There’s one version, a dark monstrous world, where you St. John have been killed by the Hound of Leng. Thornton is in a madhouse. Jermyn has committed suicide. Norrys has been…well, cannibalised, and Clapham-Lee is…”

Ferenczy took an overlong pause. He was staring at the crumpled form of Clapham-Lee. St. John spoke up and called his attention back to himself, “Dead?”


The Count smiled morbidly, “Well, deadish.” He chuckled at some private joke. “But none of that matters. You five are key. You, in this place with the strato-sphere as a power source…”

“You shall conquer the world!” Jermyn sneered. “You are insane!”

“No you small-minded fool,” replied Count Ferenczy. “I shall do more than just rule the world. Once we install Tillinghast’s resonator into your strato-sphere we shall use it to travel between universes, to conquer not just this Earth, but all of them. And from there, we shall move through space, perhaps even time itself!”

“You think us mad,” lectured the funny old man, “but I know things that you do not. I have used a Tillinghast resonator before. It moved me through time, sent me back hundreds of years. I’ve seen things, done things that you people wouldn’t believe, but all of it was done for the sole purpose of bringing you here, now.”

Danielle Thornton stared at the ancient wizard, “I know you. You’re Number 118 aren’t you?”

The man ran a hand through his hair. “It has been a long time since anyone has called me that. I have been so many other people, William Gold, Simon Orne, Joseph Nadek, and even your mysterious benefactor, the enigmatic N! But yes, I was once known to you by those numbers.”

Count Ferenczy had grown impatient, “Enough! We have the sphere, the resonator is being installed. The five archetypes have been secured. All we have left to do is perform the ritual and sacrifice the five in the proscribed manner. The gate between worlds will open and our forces shall move through and we shall begin the conquest of worlds!”

Ferenczy threw his arms up in a dramatic gesture, but instead of a dramatic clap of thunder, or an ominous bar of music, there was only the laughter of Number 118, Joseph Nadek. “I’m sorry my friend.”

Ferenczy spun round. “I beg your pardon?”

Nadek shielded his eyes in shame, or perhaps amusement. “I said I’m sorry. There isn’t going to be any sacrifice. There is no ritual of archetypes, and while I am sure that the resonator will allow the strato-sphere to move through dimensions, you won’t be going with us.” A flabbergasted look overtook the Count’s face as Nadek continued. “I really need to thank you, for helping me guide this world, mold its technology, create the science behind anti-gravity and dimensional shifting. I could have done it without you, but you made it so much easier.”

The enraged Baron Ferenczy screamed “TRAITOR!”, and pulled out a large brass pistol and without a pause fired. A great bolt of electricity leapt across the space but it never reached its target. Instead, Munoz’s suit of armor rushed forward and intervened, filling the space in between and conducting the voltage into the stonework. The suit shorted out, and it collapsed in a smoking heap scattering valves, fittings, and joints in all directions. Out of the wreckage a pale pink gelatinous mass bubbled out and spread across the floor, arcs of electricity raced along the shoggoth flesh that had been hidden within the armor.

The black suited form of Tillinghast sprang into action. The sound blade unsheathed and sliced through the air behind Arthur Jermyn. His bonds fell away, and the jungle lord flew through the air toward Danielle. The swordsman tore off his mask, and revealed the aged face of Doctor Eric Clapham-Lee. He swung the blade before him, cutting through the space between him and the still stunned minions along the periphery. A black tear in the very fabric of space-time opened where the blade cut, and from it a storm of black, one dimensional crystals poured out, like malicious paper snowflakes. They swarmed around the techno-pirate, spiraling around the blade that had drawn them into this world, and then slowly fell into place, like puzzle pieces building a hideous wall of blackness that seethed with evil and hunger.

Ferenczy roared. “You aren’t the only one with secrets!” His hands moved oddly, in ways they shouldn’t be able to, at least not for a human. There was a noise, Ferenczy was chanting something unintelligible, something that caused the metallic pylons of the courtyard to vibrate and the clouds to churn and seethe. Behind the wall of darkness the resurrected moaned and then seemed to liquefy. They flowed into each other, increasing in mass and size, like some strange form of reverse mitosis, a massive gestalt creature formed. The individuals that made the thing up could still be seen, laced together in a monstrous fashion, held together by undead muscle and necromancy, but where one body ended and another began, such divisions were impossible to make. “Behold the Podujevo Construct!”

With a single motion the monstrous amalgamation of the undead smashed through Clapham-Lee’s barrier with ease and sent the man flying across the courtyard until he impacted hard against one of the metal pylons. In a superhuman leap Arthur Jermyn bounded over the thing’s dusty head and buried his fists into the monstrosity’s back. The traitorous Nadek dove behind the pile of armor, taking cover as Ferenczy continued to fire off bolt after electric bolt, torturing the injured shoggoth that lay trapped inside the armor with each charge.


Danielle was struggling to free St. John from the column. St. John was lost to the danger around them for he had started chanting his own incantation. “Philip,” there was desperation in her voice; “I don’t think you should do this!” His only response was a look of madness as the chant reached a fever pitch and he fell to the ground. There came a sound out of the man’s throat, a howling call that echoed across the rooftops and into the sky. Something answered back, something that spoke with a hundred voices that came swarming out of the night. They came in numbers, such numbers that they blotted out the moon, bats flocked into the courtyard and settled en masse onto St. John’s body. He was lost, obliterated by the black bodies that covered him, and then he rose! St. John was gone and in his place was a bestial thing part man, part wolf, with wings like those of a bat. It towered over Danielle, red eyes glowering, and then it leapt screaming into the sky, throwing itself against the undead conglomerate. Claws met essential salts and gouged out great piles of the stuff. Danielle Thornton watched her husband descend into animal madness, and all she could do was weep for the monster that he had become.

Count Ferenczy closed the gap between himself and his former colleague, his gun releasing charge after whining charge keeping the other man pinned down. In mere moments he would be on top of the damaged armor and it would no longer serve to provide any effective cover. “You were a fool to betray me Joseph. I am more powerful now than I have ever been. Have you forgotten that it was I that found your dead and broken body all those centuries ago? Did you forget that it was I who concentrated your salts and then resurrected you? Did you forget the lessons that I taught you all those years ago?”

Ferenczy’s gun fired and missed. Nadek sprang over the armor and grabbed the left gauntlet, shoving his fingers into the manual controls. A blue energy surrounded the malfunctioning armor and Ferenczy had a brief moment of realization before the weapon discharged and a mass of frozen water vapor suddenly began to coalesce. The enraged Count pulled the trigger but it was too late. An ice block had formed around the gun which sent the discharge feeding back. The gun was suddenly glowing electrically and then exploded, sending the charge up into Ferenczy’s arm and then his chest. The energy release blew the man from his feet and knocked the energy weapon from his hand.

Joseph Nadek stood up triumphantly. “No, my Count, it was I who let you believe that you had resurrected me. Reassembling my own essential salts, by sheer force of will, was one of the first lessons I ever learned. You however, have apparently forgotten one of your own lessons.” He turned and faced the monstrous undead giant. An incantation formed in his throat and then leaked out into the world. The giant stumbled and then began to claw at itself. It twisted and turned wildly. Nadek smiled maliciously, “Never call up what you cannot readily put down!”

The enraged creature swung at Jermyn and the transformed St. John, batting them away like annoying insects. The face of the thing went blank, any trace of features vanished. Its roar of agony was stifled as the creature’s mouth ceased to exist. It reared up and seemed to double and then triple in size, eclipsing the sky. Nadek reached into the armor and took hold of the gelatinous mass he found within and dragged it out and away. The towering golem of ash and dust doubled in size again. It reached some tipping point and suddenly ceased to move. It wavered there, looming above the prone form of Count Ferenczy who had but a second to scream out before the thing he had brought forth collapsed on top of him. The ash of dozens of men collapsed over the cowering Count like a morbid wave. He clawed up into the air once, twice but then was lost amongst the gray mound of dust that swallowed him whole.

Philip St. John’s bestial form, the Hound of Leng, raged in frustration, and even Arthur Jermyn shuddered and made ready to flee, the still stunned Eric Clapham-Lee held in his left arm. As the ghoul-thing turned to find someone to vent his anger on, Danielle Thornton stepped to his side and shoved the small effigy she wore around her neck against his chest. It had an instant calming effect and the beast whimpered as its components separated and flew off into the night, leaving only its core, a near catatonic St. John to crumple to the ground like a rag doll.

The shoggoth matter bubbled up and resumed the form of Captain Edward Norrys. As he did so, the Strange Company limped over to the man who claimed to be 118. There was no doubt amongst the five that the man was who he claimed to be, and as the team gathered around him each member had their own reaction to his existence, but none dared to speak. As the silence grew unbearable, it was Nadek who broke it. “My friends, mmhmm, for you it has only been a few weeks since you saw me vanish into the gate, but for me it has been centuries. In those centuries I have secretly guided the development of the world, mmhhmm, both socially and technologically, all to bring you here, to this moment, to this place. Only you could have defeated Baron Ferenczy, and mmhmm, dismantled his organization. Only you could have created the strato-sphere and become the force that I needed to…”

Whatever Nadek was going to say was lost as Clapham-Lee screamed out “NO!” and brought his sonic blade down across the man’s chest. Jermyn grabbed the man’s arm and twisted the blade away but it was already too late. Clapham-Lee pulled away from Jermyn and stared at what he had done. Dusty gray fluid was bubbling out of the wound in Nadek’s chest. “That man,” he said pointing, “that man has been manipulating all of us! Not just the five of us, but the entire world! No one should have that kind of power, and no one has the right to treat us like puppets. If he hadn’t intervened, who knows what we could have become.” He turned away. “I could have been something else, a medical doctor perhaps. I think I would have liked that. I think I would have been good at it.”

Danielle reached out, but the aging inventor pulled away. “I’m taking the strato-sphere back to Anchester as soon as she’s fully operational. You are welcome to come back with me, but once we get back to England, I’m done. I’m finished with the Strange Company!” With these final words he stalked off into the darkness of Castle Ferenczy.

The dying Nadek fumbled with his bag. Norrys bent down and found what the man had been reaching for. Nadek had left instructions and the needed tools. They used what they found for the purpose it had been created for. The ritual took only a few minutes.

It took a few hours for the four of them to dispose of the ashes scattered about the courtyard in a proper manner. While washing the stone floor down with various chemicals and then scattering the accumulated muck to various areas of the surrounding mountainside might have seemed excessive, they had no desire to see the Count or his undead minions return. They never did find Ferenczy’s body, and assumed that it too had returned to its essential salts.

The task complete, Baron Arthur Jermyn admitted that he had grown weary of the madness of the civilized world. The wilds of Africa and of his people seemed more appealing at this moment. He radioed for one of his Ophirian airships to fetch him. He wished his friends well, promised to be there if needed and then left the castle. He made his way to a distant peak and contemplated the way of the world, and the silence of the forest as he waited for his retainers to retrieve him.

Philip St. John and his wife Danielle Thornton bid Norrys farewell. There were some tears, particularly on Thornton’s part, and then the couple went to help Clapham-Lee in repairing the strato-sphere for the voyage home. It took an hour to seal the observation port, seal the breaches in hydraulics, and jury rig new sensors. It was after dawn when the great ship shuddered into the sky and limped away into the west.

The Norrys-thing stayed in the castle, but not as Norrys. He changed his features and took the name and face of Count Jakob Ferenczy. By the next spring Ferenczy International had become a humanitarian organization, bringing medicine and science to the far corners of the world. In 1930 Epoch Magazine named Baron Jakob Ferenczy Man of the Year. It is the last known photograph of the man, who disappeared in early 1931 while on an expedition into the wastelands of Antarctica. Control of the organization passed to a previously unknown cousin, a smart young man, classically educated, though somewhat eccentric, and inflicted with a strange lisping speech impediment.



In the famous last photograph, the humanitarian Jakob Ferenczy is seated at his desk. There is a touch of sadness in his face, almost mournful. Behind him, on the shelf above his right shoulder is the funeral urn that was pulled from Nadek’s bag. The photograph is of excellent quality, the background only slightly out of focus, but if one bothers to look, the engraving on the urn can be discerned, it is only three characters, cut neatly in medieval gothic script. And while the photographer and reporter did not comment, the wax seal around the urn, the urn marked with the number 118, was no longer present; indeed the lid of the ancient vessel seemed to have vanished almost as completely as Count Jakob Ferenczy himself.
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