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Introduction
 
I recently attended the 2011 Inaugural AnomalyCon steampunk convention held in Denver, Colorado. I participated in a handful of author panels as well as quite a few impromptu discussions regarding the exploding sub-genre of steampunk—and yes, it is exploding. A question I’ve been asked many times, and one that came up repeatedly from all quarters during the Con was, “What is steampunk?” Some ask it with a, “What the hell is steampunk?” twist on their faces, while others ask it as “What is steampunk” raising discerning eyebrows like wine connoisseurs. 
I was somewhere in the middle when I first asked it, despite the fact that I’ve been exposed to steampunk in one form or another since I was a child. The truth is that I hadn’t actually heard the term until October of last year at a Cherie Priest book signing for Dreadnaught. As a result of that encounter, I’ve become keenly interested in the growth of steampunk, enjoying debates over what does and does not constitute examples of the sub-genre, even amongst the mainstays who write it.
Breaking that debate down into its two most basic camps, I found purists on one side and what I call liberalists on the other. For the record, I place myself in the latter camp. No one disagrees that the setting of a steampunk story should be either in or significantly influenced by the Victorian era. However, some purists maintain that Victorian England should be the de facto location or at least jump-off point for all steampunk. I’ve even heard it suggested in some circles that “American” steampunk—where the wild west is usually the setting—is not really steampunk at all, or at best a bastardized sub-version of the sub-genre (that’s a lot of subs, even if you’re standing on the docks at Vilnius).
There’s also a litany of fundamental images and plot-devices which everyone agrees make up steampunk. This includes gears, goggles, brass and copper accoutrements, zeppelins, steam-powered-anything, Tesla coils, aether, time-travel and any device which didn’t or couldn’t exist between about the year 1800 (yes, I’m stretching that a bit) and 1901. For the purists, however, there seems to be a strict adherence to the science fiction roots of the genre where science is the fundamental mechanism by which everything ticks, hisses and zaps in a steampunk story. However, there are those who allow for the influences of magic and other non-scientific means as the driving mechanism, and this shifts steampunk squarely into the open, no-man’s land between sci-fi, fantasy and even horror—right where I like it. I’m a no-boundaries kind of writer, and the only good genre is a crossed one if you ask me. As Lazarus Long once said, “Specialization is for insects.”
Everyone agrees that the roots of steampunk draw deeply from stories like H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine, Jules Verne’s 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea and certain works by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, among others. There are those who also consider Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein as one of the original steampunk stories, because it’s a zombie-created-through-science tale. Purists, however, generally refute this supposition; they argue that the story takes place before the Victorian age, there’s no steam anything, there are no gadgets and it has a strong presence of horror rather than sci-fi. What I find interesting about this position is that much of the steampunk I’ve read has incidences of vampires, zombies and other monsters, so I must admit that I find the exclusion a bit confusing.
Ultimately, I believe that the strength of this on-going debate is precisely what makes steampunk so exciting for both readers and writers. Despite its long history and regardless of where you set its historical starting point, it’s a relatively fresh—dare I say rich—soil in which to grow new stories; there’s a genuine sense of discovery taking place within the sub-genre. There is also a natural incidence of alternate histories within steampunk that I find most appealing. One cannot have time machines or computers in 1860 without altering history in some fashion, and in the creation of such marvels what I think we are seeing is an exploration of what people believe history should have been like—through rose-tinted goggles. Looking to the future is always a healthy exercise, but examining and playing with the past is an excellent way to understand who we are or at least who we could have been. And the notion of more readers looking back is, to me at least, an encouraging thought.
Having said all that, I must admit that this anthology will not be considered steampunk from beginning to end by purists, and that was always my intention. I think that some of the stories in this anthology including The Bond and Living, among others, will certainly make muster for the purists. But stories like Sky Demon and Iron Angel may not quite meet the strictest definition of steampunk. What I hope you find is that these stories do more than just brush up against steampunk when they don’t hit the mark squarely, but in each and every case that they provide a good read. 
This, my first anthology, is an attempt to bring together stories that cover the spectrum: from emotive to technical to pulpy, and in every case to leave you better off than when you started. There’s fun, warm, inspirational, goofy, sad and even scary writing to be had herein, and I can only hope that you enjoy reading these stories as much as I did. So sit back (don’t forget to put the seat down when you’re done) and enjoy the first volume of Penny Dread Tales. This book was made for you, and if there are stories you love or hate, or if you want to chime in on the steampunk purist/liberalist debate, jump on over to my blog at www.Diascribe.com and let’s talk about it. 
 



The Zumundo Cog
 
by Patrick Scalisi (Connecticut, USA)
 
Shane watched the pressure gauge drop to zero and felt his scooter shudder to a stop. The engine composed a symphony of troublesome sounds: Clang! Thunk! Hiss! Steam hit Shane’s leg from between the overtaxed junctions. Then his feet were resting on the cobblestones, and he was immobile.
He lifted his goggles, extended the kickstand and executed an aggravated dismount. From beneath the seat he produced a rolled leather packet. He laid this on the ground and unfurled it, revealing an assortment of well-oiled wrenches and screwdrivers, all resting in individual pockets. Without looking, he extracted the necessary tool and expertly removed the engine cover. More steam escaped. Shane coughed, waved the air around the brass fittings and examined the scooter’s ailing powerhouse.
When this was done, he wiped his brow and caught his reflection in the scooter’s chrome exhaust tube. Unruly hair framed soft features and hazel eyes, which were now ringed with an impression from his goggles. Broad shoulders spoke of hours spent laboring in the brassworks, a job he had held since his eleventh birthday. Hauling pipes to and from the smelter had already set a template for Shane’s muscles, something that came in handy since he was shorter than most of the other youth in New Victoria. Besides, it would take some arm work to push his scooter back to the factory.
Shane began down Abbot Road, passing familiar houses to which he sometimes made deliveries. Smoke curled from most of the brick chimneys, and laundry hung between the windows. A man passed in a horseless carriage, glanced at Shane’s disabled scooter and continued on his way.
Suretight Brassworks was housed in a hulking factory that appeared almost black with soot and age. Smoke poured from twin stacks above the rectangular building. At the entrance, a horse-drawn truck was being loaded with a delivery of new pipes. The copper cylinders gleamed in the sun, awaiting their fate of becoming the essential veins of the city.
“All right there, Shane?” asked Keith, the truck driver. He tipped his cap to the boy.
“Scooter broke on a delivery.”
“Can’t say I can help,” said Keith with a frown. “But watch out for Moon. He’s in a foul temper.”
Seamus “Moon” Fitzgerald was responsible for running Suretight. Covered in red hair and sporting a bushy red moustache, Moon exerted his will over the factory with a glare and a harsh word. Still, he paid his workers a fair wage and never refused a loan (though Moon would never let you forget it).
Shane had asked about the unusual nickname once. The story went as follows: Seamus had weighed a solid fourteen pounds at birth. He was so large that his parents doubted he was a human child; instead they felt sure that Seamus must certainly have come from the moon.
Now the factory owner was hunched over a welding arc, cutting a precise edge for a pipe one meter in diameter. He finished the job, removed his mask and wiped both hands on an apron so stained that it was now completely black.
“Shane!” Moon bellowed. “I expected you back at half past. Where the hell’ve you been?”
“Scooter broke, Moon. I had to push it back from Abbot Road.”
Moon waved his welding mask at the boy. “That contraption… more trouble ‘n it’s worth.”
Shane ignored the factory owner and knelt again to examine the scooter’s engine. “It makes my deliveries faster,” he said without looking up. “Besides, it’s one of the first things I built that actually works.”
“Work-ed,” Moon admonished. “Past tense.” He scowled and knelt next to Shane. “Let me take a look.”
Moon’s large hands belied the delicacy of which they were capable. His fingers, like stuffed sausages, wiggled between the gears and joints, testing junctions and examining springs. Finally, the factory owner uttered a triumphant “Ah-ha!” and withdrew his right hand.
“Hand me a one-eighth wrench,” Moon said. 
Shane did so and watched as the big man removed certain components. Finally, Moon withdrew a cog with several broken teeth.
“Might as well give it up,” Moon said, examining the cog. “Can’t replace this part.”
“It’s just a cog,” Shane protested, sure that Moon was joking. “We got a warehouse full of them.”
“Not like this.” Moon flipped the cog over and pointed to a word that was engraved in the metal: zumundo. 
Upon closer examination, Shane realized that the cog was indeed different from others he had seen. The teeth were slightly hooked, and there were strange cutouts in the metal.
“If I had known,” Moon continued, “I would-a told you to forget that engine when you salvaged it. Can’t no one get a Zumundo cog no more.”
“But….”
“Listen, go back to the vault. Third shelf from the bottom on the left. There should be a small package there. Get it and bring it back.”
Shane stood and made his way back through the brassworks. He hated the vault but wasn’t about to argue if Moon had a component that would fix the scooter. Shane ran past the smelters and into Moon’s office, a room that was barely used and crowded with devices in various states of disassembly. Gauges, bolts, pipes, valves, wrenches and rags littered nearly every surface. Buried beneath these on Moon’s workbench were the blueprints for a new generator that could power a whole row of houses.
Shane craned his head around the end of the office and gazed into the vault. This was where Moon kept his supply of rare parts: components manufactured in the Far East, springs imported from America and an engine reputedly built by the industrious people of Japan Island. The vault—which was secured by a banker’s door with a hand valve—was nonetheless frightening despite the wonders it held.
Shane checked the doorjamb and ventured inside. Without a lamp, light from the office reached only a few inches into the vault. Shane waited for his eyes to adjust before taking one cautious step after another.
“Third shelf from the bottom on the left,” Shane repeated as the darkness closed in around him. “Third shelf from the bottom on the left.”
He located it faster than expected. There, between a broken vacuum tube and a box of imported knobs, he found a small bundle wrapped in oilcloth. Shane grinned and grabbed the parcel.
His triumph was short lived. There was a grating behind him as he turned back to Moon’s office. For an instant Shane saw the jamb moving under the weight of the door. Then the darkness swallowed him.
Falling. Darkness. A splash. I’m sitting in a puddle. I’m all wet. Can’t see the opening. Is anyone up there?
Moon opened the vault door with a grunt and saw Shane huddled in the corner. The boy’s knees were tucked nearly to his chin, and there were streaks on his cheek where the tears had washed away dirt and oil.
“All right, it’s all right now,” Moon said, lifting the boy to his feet. He led Shane back to his office and sat him on the workbench. “Got worried when you didn’t come back.” It was the kindest voice Shane had ever heard the factory owner use. “Reckon I put too much oil on those hinges.”
“Please don’t tell the others,” Shane said, suddenly filled with embarrassment.
“Claustrosyndrome.” Moon pulled the ends of his red moustache. “Strange ailment for a burgeoning engineer. Still, it’s between us, boy. You got that thing I asked for?”
Shane held out the package. Moon nodded and began to work his fingers between the oilcloth. In a moment, the factory owner held a nearly identical cog to the one in Shane’s scooter. However, it too was missing several teeth and was cracked from one cutout to another.
“This here’s a Zumundo cog,” Moon explained, “only other one I ever laid eyes on. Mark that, Shane: thirty years and I but seen one other.”
“I don’t understand,” Shane said. “We can’t fix the scooter with that.”
“It’s a demonstration. Can’t get parts like this no more. Zumundo don’t make ‘em.”
“But we’ll never find another engine that fits the space,” Shane said. “We’ll have to scrap the whole scooter.”
“It’s for the best. You won’t get one. Maybe you wanna go ask ‘im about it yourself.”
Shane was on the verge of arguing further. He stopped with his mouth open like a fish. “Huh?”
“Sure,” Moon said. “Emilio Zumundo. Still lives in New Victoria if memory serves. Big house in the Old District. Factory burned down in the Inferno of ’22. Never recovered after that, financially speaking. Still got his house though.”
Shane was momentarily filled with hope. “I will go ask him, then.”
Moon laughed, his big chest shaking with each bellow. “It were a joke, boy! Nobody’s seen Zumundo in seven years. You think he’s just gonna answer the door?”
Shane leaped down from the workbench. “I’ve got to try,” he said, and ran from the office before Moon could protest.
Shane made immediately for his locker, where he grabbed his many-pocketed vest and satchel. Next, he stopped at the broken scooter and retrieved his tools. The wrenches clanged wildly as he rolled the leather packet together and jammed the implements into his bag. By this time Moon was lumbering back from his office.
“I suppose you’ll be taking the rest of the day off, boy?”
Shane only waved in response.
* * *
 
Zumundo’s estate was shaped like a “V” with a round tower at the crux. Bay windows overlooked the substantial grounds, all with heavy curtains drawn against intrusion. Shane approached the wraparound porch where two lampposts stood at the base of the stairs like sentries. The lampposts flickered as Shane walked past, went out and then blazed to life again. 
For the first time, Shane paused to consider his endeavor. The house was more imposing in person than he ever could have imagined. The drawn curtains added to an atmosphere that screamed, “You’re not welcome!”
Then Shane thought of his scooter, of the exposed engine that he had so lovingly coaxed to life. It was his first major job, one that would always hold a special place in his heart.
Shane squared his shoulders and stomped toward the front door, his feet echoing on the wooden porch. He grabbed the brass knocker shaped like a lion and struck two powerful blows.
He had to knock five times before he heard footsteps and a voice call, “Sí, hola. Quién está llamando?”
The door opened, and Shane was greeted by a man in a spotless tuxedo. The butler—Shane didn’t expect Zumundo to answer his own door—stared at Shane from beneath a helmet of oiled black hair and dark brows.
Shane gulped, his reservations returned. “Is Mister Emilio Zumundo at home?”
“Mister Zumundo does not take visitors,” the butler returned in heavily accented English.
“But I need a replacement for one of his parts. If I can only….”
“The brilliant Mister Zumundo no longer manufactures any materials.” The butler said this as if he had repeated it many times before to many other callers.
“But I….”
“There is nothing you can say to convince myself or Mister Zumundo to receive you. Now if that is all, I bid you good day.”
The butler slammed the door before Shane could argue further. The boy made his way down the porch stairs, already formulating another plan. He looked back at the house—it was massive. Surely Zumundo and his one butler couldn’t keep track of the whole thing; there had to be an unlocked window or door somewhere.
Shane peered at the curtained windows to make sure no one was watching and began to follow the porch down one side of the V. The grass here was completely overgrown and nearly waist high. He thought back to a carriage he had seen at an exposition once with an assortment of blades on the front for grooming one’s lawn. Zumundo could certainly benefit from such a contraption.
Shane tried all the windows on the lower floor of the house, found they were locked and continued to the other side of the V. The tower, which was one story higher than the rest of the house, had no windows at all.
When the windows came up empty, Shane began looking for a back door. There was none. If Zumundo left his house—something that seemed a rare occurrence—he did so by the front door.
Then another thought echoed in Shane’s young mind: secret passages. An eccentric inventor was bound to have one! So Shane began searching the walls between the windows, looking for hidden cracks or seams that might indicate a hidden passage. But this turned up empty as well.
Shane plunked down in the tall grass, his head completely hidden by the overgrowth. Without the sound of his footfalls, another noise reached his ears: the arrhythmic hum of machinery. Shane began to crawl toward the sound, which came from behind the porch latticing. He found a loose board and retracted it, retreating when he saw how dark and small the space beneath the porch was. It was almost enough to stop his quest—but not quite. Shane took a deep breath and reached into his satchel.
The device he withdrew was one of Moon’s inventions. Wary that his mechanics would have to crouch under machinery with an open flame, the factory owner had endeavored to create a contained torch that was less cumbersome than a conventional lamp. The result was what Moon called a “flash-flame.”
Shane extracted his own flash-flame now, a cylindrical reservoir of fuel with a wick protruding from the top. He lifted the glass bulb that shielded the fire, lit the wick with a piece of flint and set the bulb back in place. Smokeless and self contained, the flash-flame wouldn’t risk igniting spilled oil or, in Shane’s case, the unchecked brush that surrounded the porch. He retracted the board again and peered behind the latticing.
The space wasn’t as small as Shane expected—merely low. This assuaged some of his fear. He shined the flash-flame around and examined the dirt floor beneath the porch, then he began crawling toward the machine noise.
When the sound was just above him, Shane rolled onto his back and began examining the underside of the porch—though he suspected that he was no longer under the porch, but indeed beneath Zumundo’s house. The light fell across a seam in the flooring. Shane began pushing upward and opened a square hatch into the house.
Once through the opening, the machine noise was deafening. Shane noticed its source at once. He was in a square room occupied entirely by a generator from which pipes ran into the walls and ceiling. Dozens of gauges gleamed on the generator’s main housing, each matched with a valve. Some of the pipe joints had been patched clumsily using strips of cloth or gobs of caulking that resembled white caterpillars.
Shane made his way to the room’s only door, cracked it a bit and peered out. The room beyond was the kitchen, which was vacant except for a pot of stew boiling lazily on the stove. By tracing its source from the wall, Shane realized that one of the generator pipes ran directly to the oven.
“Amazing,” he said to himself.
Shane tiptoed through the kitchen that led to a small hallway lined with doors. He was about to begin exploring them when a voice, dulled by the walls, reached his ears. Fearful that he would be discovered, Shane raced towards the end of the hall and vaulted through the doorway there.
Usually possessed of an excellent sense of direction, Shane was not surprised to find that he had entered the building’s central tower. What struck him with awe—more so even than the generator room—were the contents of the room. Books lined the rounded walls, three stories high to the top of the tower. Shelves had been built into every wall, even above the door itself, and there was a smell, an odor of old paper and tanned leather, the very fragrance of knowledge.
Shane ventured to the center of the room where a single desk and chair occupied the floor. An electric lamp burned on the table, casting its glow on an open book of blueprints. Compared to the dim hallway and the darkness beneath the porch, the electric light forced Shane to squint his eyes. There was also an impossibly tall and spindly ladder set against the walls that reached all the way to the ceiling. Shane saw that the ladder was set on wheels, and that a circular track had been installed at the ladder’s highest point.
He was so consumed by these details that he failed to register the person who had since entered the library. Only when the man screamed “Intruder!” did the boy whirl and get his first glimpse of Emilio Zumundo.
The man’s appearance alone might have been enough to fuel rumors of eccentricity. The inventor wore a silk ascot embedded within an impeccable suit with a high collar that accentuated his long neck. Indeed, everything about Zumundo seemed as if the man had been made of putty and stretched vertically. Long legs made up most of his two meters, coupled with arms that reached almost to his knees. The face, too, was long and narrow, with two tufts of white hair on either side that resembled ice cream cones.
“Intruder!” Zumundo repeated, pointing at Shane with a finger that was nearly as long as the boy’s whole hand.
Shane reached into his satchel and produced the broken cog. “Wait! Mister Zumundo, I’ve come to see you about this!”
The inventor opened his mouth again to raise the alarm, but no sound escaped. Instead, he stared at the cog whose broken teeth made it inoperable.
“Where did you get that?” Zumundo demanded.
“My scooter, sir. It came from the engine. It was the first thing I ever fixed.”
Zumundo bridged the gulf between them with the span of his arm and snatched the cog. He began examining it under the electric light.
“It shouldn’t have done that,” Zumundo muttered, suddenly unaware of Shane’s presence. “Teeth broken… centrifugal… exceeds specification… steam must have….”
Seeing that he had been forgotten, Shane cleared his throat and said, “I need another one to fix the engine. I can… I can purchase one if you have the part available.”
Zumundo looked over his shoulder. That was when the lights went out.
Without the desk lamp, the tower-library was suddenly plunged into darkness. Shane stood his ground, but heard something collide heavily with the desk. Zumundo cursed. “Damn lights! The cavemen were better off without generators and bulbs and steam and….”
The lamp flickered to life mid-tirade. Zumundo looked down at his unwanted guest and said, “I don’t manufacture parts any more. Surely whoever told you about me told you that.”
“Yes, I know, sir. But you don’t have any left for sale?”
Zumundo stretched his body to its full height and looked down at Shane indignantly. “Of course I have some left!”
“Well won’t you sell me one, sir? I promise never to bother you again.”
“Sell you one? I’d as soon sell you one of my cogs as I would this library! This house! But I’d give half of what’s left of my fortune” —Zumundo kicked the desk— “for someone who could fix these damn lights.”
Shane’s face brightened. “I can fix them, sir! I can fix anything!”
Zumundo appraised the boy, seemingly from miles away. “A scooter you say? Fixed it yourself?”
Shane nodded.
“You might be the man I’m looking for,” the inventor continued. “Follow me.”
They traipsed out of the library and down the hall toward the kitchen. Here they passed the butler, who raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Once inside the kitchen, they proceeded into the generator room where Shane had first entered the house.
Zumundo waved at the giant contraption that had now begun to whine at certain junctions between the pipes. “The house generator,” the inventor said. “I designed it myself when I still owned my factory. It is a work of brilliance, if I do say so. My partner, Muggins, helped. Quite a gifted man, Muggins was, despite his disability.”
Shane wasn’t sure what Zumundo’s narrative had to do with fixing the lights. “Disability, sir?”
Zumundo tapped the generator’s brass hull, his mind suddenly immersed in nostalgia. “Muggins was a midget—a dwarf—a halfling—a small person. He was an engineer with the circus—not a performer mind you!—who helped design the acts and the trapeze and what have you. He died in the fire that took my factory.”
“I’m sorry to hear it, sir,” Shane said, more confused than ever. “But what does Mr. Muggins have to do with the lights?”
“I’m getting there,” Zumundo admonished. “Don’t they teach manners to young boys anymore? Never mind that. I remember how the boys in my own factory behaved.” The inventor cleared his throat. “Muggins was the only one who could service the pipes, the conduits, the junctions.”
And with that, Zumundo lifted one of his licorice-stick arms and pulled down another hidden panel from the ceiling. A ladder on pneumatic pumps unfolded like a butterfly emerging from its cocoon. In seconds there was a vertical set of rungs ascending into the ceiling.
“Have a look,” the inventor said.
Shane searched his satchel for the flash-flame. Hesitantly he began to climb the ladder. An odor wafted down from the ceiling, an alkaline smell that spoke of water slowly eroding metal. When Shane’s head was poised at the opening, he expertly lit the flash-flame and peered inside.
The view was frightening enough to send him back down the ladder at speed.
“The, uh, the problem’s in there, sir?”
Zumundo nodded, a smug look written on his face.
“I don’t think I can go up there, sir.”
“You will if you want that cog,” Zumundo rejoined. “Or shall I have José escort you out?”
Shane swallowed hard. “I can have the cog if I fix it?”
“Free of charge.”
The memory of Shane’s scooter came rushing back: the excitement of finding the parts in a scrap heap; the satisfaction when the engine sputtered once, flared to life and idled for the first time; the looks of amazement as he rode through New Victoria. Apart from scrapping the entire machine, there were no alternatives.
Shane steeled his nerve, withdrew his tools and began to ascend.
Light from the flash-flame fell first on the pipes closest to the hatch; everything else was veiled in darkness. At the foot of the ladder, confidence had come in unlimited supply. As Shane brought his knees up into the ceiling, however, he felt as if the walls were collapsing, ready to bury him alive. Somewhere in the distance came a steady whine and the sound of dripping water. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath and opened them again. Now the entire crawlspace seemed to tilt in a perverse kind of vertigo. Fear threatened to collapse his lungs, and breathing became nearly impossible.
Then came an image of his scooter, sun reflected off the brass fittings that Shane so lovingly polished in his free time. He was riding down Wooster Square, a strong wind compressing the goggles against his face and mussing his unmanageable hair. Lavender from the city park filled his nostrils. He was free.
The crawlspace stopped spinning when Shane reopened his eyes. Even without the claustrosyndrome’s screen of fear, the task still seemed impossible. So many pipes, so many conduits—it was a wonder the ceiling didn’t collapse from the forest of utilities held suspended over the building’s first story. There was barely room to crawl, let alone stand. Even squishing between the closest pipes meant that Shane had to hold his breath.
Where to begin?
He concentrated on the whine: a loose bolt or junction perhaps? Shane decided to begin there. The ceiling was surprisingly soundproof, and tracing the noise proved easier than expected. Getting there, though, was difficult. Twice Shane was forced to detour away from the sound and trace it again. Finally, the pipe in question came into view.
Light from the flash-flame fell on a copper pipe that once might have been brown but had since turned green. Splotches of decay extended out from the broken junction like cancer, where healthy copper fought in vain to fend off spots of corrosion. As Shane watched, the whine increased in pitch, and one-half of the pipe sprang away from the junction. Steam escaped in vertical jets. When the pressure was relieved, the pipe fell back into place, and the whine began anew.
Shane turned back to the hatch and yelled, “Did the lights go out?”
As if answering from two rooms away, Zumundo replied, “Just now.”
Shane unfurled his wrench set and stared at the broken pipe. It was just out of reach. He aimed the flash-flame all around and found himself surrounded by an unyielding network of junctions and conduits. Seeing the space for what it was, Shane nearly succumbed again to claustro-syndrome. Then he took a deep breath, fought back the rising bile of panic and leaned forward, knees aching, on another pipe.
He was testing the wrenches for size when the junction below him gave way, dropping his body with a jarring crash. Steam and water rushed around him, along with unseen forces of despair that utterly conquered the last shred of his nerve.
Falling. Darkness. A splash. I’m sitting in a puddle. I’m all wet. Can’t see the opening. Is anyone up there?
Shane shook his head to clear the vision, willing an image of the scooter before his inner eye. But even that was not enough. There was a sound as if the walls were crumbling, and Shane felt buried under tons of masonry and wood.
I see him!
The voice was familiar, but not his own.
Fell down a well, he did. I can make it. Let’s get a rope here!
A face swam out of the darkness, red hair framing it like the burning halo of an angel: an angel with a red moustache.
“Moon?” Shane said aloud.
It’s all right now. Old Moon’s gottcha.
Memory came rushing forward, as if it had been locked behind a door for years. Moon saved me, Shane thought. It was the first time we met.
The opening’s here, boy. Help me out. Put your back into it.
Shane noticed a square of light, miles away across the floor of the crawlspace. He began moving toward it. 
The square of light grew closer, the journey endless. Finally, Shane gripped the edge of the ceiling and peeked out, expecting to see the owner of the brassworks on the floor below him. Instead, there was a tall Spaniard, nervously thumbing the polished buttons on his burgundy jacket.
Zumundo started when he saw Shane’s face framed in the ceiling. “Boy, what’s going on up there? There were noises….”
Shane smiled. “I need more tools. I have to go back into the well.”
* * *
 
The boy emerged hours later, hair limp from the water and steam, clothes soiled beyond recognition. The afternoon had passed, so said the darkness that pressed against the windows when Shane and Zumundo left the generator room for the kitchen. There, the butler wrapped Shane in the most luxurious towel the boy had ever felt and placed before him a steaming bowl of stew. The electric lights cast a steady glow.
“Amazing,” Zumundo said, half to himself. “José, we have not lost the lights since the boy came down.”
Shane felt the energy coursing through him with each sip of delicious stew. His body was sore and cramped, but his mind was calm and happy. All the pipes were fixed.
“You won’t have any more problems,” Shane said between spoonfuls.
“I’d say we shan’t!” said Zumundo, and the tall man leapt from his chair. “You’ve done it! Done it as well as Muggins! Better even!” 
Zumundo lifted the boy from his seat and stood him on the chair. Even so, Shane was still shorter than the towering inventor.
Zumundo bent to within inches of Shane’s face. “You shall have your cog, boy. Oh yes, you shall have it and more.” 
José stood by with more stew at the ready. Zumundo turned to his butler with a smile, as if some unspoken thought passed between them.
The inventor continued, “I was wondering, boy, where your other mechanical skills might aid me.” He paused and stroked his pencil-thin moustache. “Perhaps next you’d like to take a look at my airship....”
THE END
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The Bond
 
by Gerry Huntman (Melbourne, Australia)
 
Charles Maxwell could hardly contain his rage as he excused himself from the group of gentlemen he was talking to at the intermission of Meyerbeer’s Les Huguenots. While opera was not his favorite form of live performance, Charles had looked forward to the Grand Opening of The Royal Opera House at Covent Garden after the disastrous fire of 1856. It took over two years to rebuild, with little remaining of the original building. Sir Randolph Stotson’s glib piece of gossip about his nephew, Algernon Freyer, put a ruin to the performance, the opening of the opera house, and perhaps, as Maxwell was thinking at that moment, his life.
He picked up his top hat and coat from the cloakroom without a thought of what he was doing and, red-faced and fuming, briskly exited the building. Many faces turned to study him, speculating what might be so urgent as to distract this young, dashing gentleman, but not long enough to break their various conversations or to appear uncouth.
Maxwell realized he was starting to sweat, so he pulled his silk handkerchief out of his jacket pocket and dabbed his forehead, readjusting his fashionable locks of dark brown hair. This allowed him a moment to catch his breath and calm his nerves. He was still furious—and desperate—and his eyes scanned Floral Street to find a cab. 
“Pardon me, sir,” came a mature gentleman’s voice from behind.
Charles turned on his heel, and to his surprise Sir Francis Pattison was standing before him. “Err, Sir Francis, it is a surprise to see you here.”
“It shouldn’t be, my boy. I am on the board of the Royal Opera House, and this is a momentous night.”
“But… I thought you would be at Gildon Hall…. Madeleine is there, is she not?”
Sir Francis chuckled. “Certainly she is! Keeping Lady Pattison good company!”
“Then… why….”
Sir Francis raised his hand, still clutching his silver and mahogany cane. “Let me explain. Like yourself, I was enjoying Les Huguenots when I could not help but witness you storming out of the theatre. While I am not as fit as I used to be, I had to catch up with you, for I suspected I knew what this was going to be about—given that your company included Sir Randolph Stotson.”
Charles’ face turned more scarlet than when he was angry. “You know about… my affections for Madeleine?”
“A deaf and blind man could not miss it, nor of Algernon’s similar interest. The whole of London gossiped about you two and your competition for my Madeleine’s affection.”
Maxwell was stunned by the revelation. “I see.” He contemplated his uncomfortable position for a few moments and chose not to ask the question that had plagued his thoughts for most of the previous year: why, inexplicably, had Madeleine ceased communicating with him and Algernon soon after she returned to her country home. He soberly said, “Sir, I heard that Algernon headed for Gildon Hall yesterday on a coach. I would guess that he would get there tomorrow. It was my intention to hire a horse, ride day and night and get to your home as soon as possible… before it is too late.”
“I see. Not far from my guess, may I add. And what claim do you have that is superior to Algernon’s?”
Charles fidgeted with his handkerchief. “Sir, I love her! If there is any hope that Madeleine will return my affection, I would unhesitatingly ask for her hand from you.”
“I see.” The middle-aged inventor-magnate scratched his chin under his long ginger and grey beard. “I have not had occasion to discuss with Madeleine matters of the heart. I know she is a pure-hearted young woman and would not deliberately cause consternation among her suitors. I know little of Algernon Freyer, except that he is a fine scholar. On the other hand, I had the pleasure of your company with Madeleine at High Tea last year, as well as hearing good reports of you through literary circles.” He paused and glanced briefly to his left along Floral Street. “My good man, Madeleine has a mind of her own, and I would have it no other way. It is up to her to make the choice between you and Master Freyer, if she chooses at all.” He held up his hand again, politely gesturing for Charles to remain quiet while he finished his monologue. “On the other hand, it would be criminal if she made some hasty decision without seeing you once again—to even the playing field, so to speak.”
“Thank you, sir, but how am to get to the Hall in time? It is a ninety mile journey, and I suspect Algernon has already traversed half the distance.”
Sir Francis peered over his left shoulder for a second time. He had a sly look about him. “My boy, I can give you an excellent chance to get to Gildon Hall before Algernon, but it requires you to step into my innermost circle of confidants. If you agree to my help, you must swear never to divulge the means by which I will assist you. I warn you, son, being a member of my inner-circle has responsibility attached to it—in effect, you have a form of bond with me.”
Charles’ head was spinning, and he felt that for every second he was speaking with Sir Francis his love was further out of reach. “I swear, Sir Francis, I swear by my life and everything that I hold dear to me as a Christian!”
Sir Francis offered his hand, and they shook on the bond. “Well said, boy, and you will not regret it. I have a good feeling about this project!” He waved his hand to his left, and a small but lavishly decorated gig with a single chestnut horse trotted to the curbside.
The driver, a grey-haired man in his fifties, tipped his hat. “A bit early, sir?”
“No, Frederick, just a change of itinerary. I will stay on in London for a day or so, and I want you to take Master Maxwell here to Gildon Hall as fast as possible. It is urgent business.”
The driver smiled with gappy teeth. “Right you are, Sir Francis. My pleasure.” He then winked.
Charles scratched the back of his neck. “Sir, this is a gig. It is not suited to the midlands highway.”
“Au contraire, Master Maxwell. You will find it perfectly suitable.” Sir Francis patted the young man on the back. “Now up you get, and if all goes well, I will see you at Gildon Hall in several days.”
Still perplexed by the mode of transport available to him, Charles climbed into the gig, discovering that it was amazingly comfortable. The carriage was constructed of red painted woodwork, gilded with trimmings and adornments and sporting a prominent Pattison family crest on all four faces. Two half-hooded lights were located on each side of the carriage near the driver’s seat, and a small light was located high above and behind Maxwell’s head. Like most gigs it was open on three sides—excepting the rear—but there were gold-threaded curtains strapped to the support corners, ready to be unfurled and offer privacy. It had four large wheels, and the rider was perched high at the front. The horse that pulled the gig was a large, muscular gelding secured with fine leather and gilded metal harness. Charles still found it difficult to believe that Sir Francis had journeyed the cobble and gravel lined highway from nearly all the way to Leicester through the undulating hills of the English midlands.
As the driver was settling himself for the journey, Sir Francis tapped his carriage with his cane to attract Charles’ attention. “Remember, we have a bond Master Maxwell. A bond. Safe passage, boy!”
As if on cue, Frederick the driver lightly cracked his whip, and the chestnut gelding started to trot down the street, demonstrating poise more like a show pony than a carriage horse. Charles was already impressed with the suspension of the gig—it was as if he was gliding along the cobbled streets of London. He tapped the open frame to his right in acknowledgment of Sir Francis’ impressive (and expensive taste) in carriages, noticing that there wasn’t a telltale wooden sound. 
He tapped the frame again, this time with his knuckles. Metal, he pondered. A metal gig! He rapidly tapped the flooring, other frames and the canopy. Almost every square inch of the carriage was made of metal. He didn’t dare scratch the paint to see what type of substance it was made of, but he guessed it had to be something lightweight and perhaps even hollow. He wondered if it was aluminum, the recently developed metal, but shook his head at the thought as he remembered reading in The Times that it was more expensive than gold.
Before long he was on the outskirts of London, trotting past clumps of dwellings, shops and inns. Street lighting became sporadic, if not scarce. The pace of the trotting—impressive, but not necessarily spectacular in Maxwell’s mind—did not abate. This made him nervous, as he knew the highway would get bumpier soon, and at the speed they were travelling an accident was waiting to happen.
Frederick suddenly bent down briefly and shouted, “Sir, now don’t you panic! The road is quiet ’n dark, and that means ‘Ol’ Bess’, ‘ere, can stretch her legs!” He chortled and quickly returned to his normal seated position.
Charles wondered what the driver meant when Frederick carried out some un-driver-like tasks. The first action was a quick flipping open of the hoods of the two carriage lights, which suddenly lit up the road ahead like lighthouse beacons, emitting a “woompf” sound in the process. Frederick took out of his pocket a pair of spectacles, except that the round lenses were encased in a rubber band that neatly stretched around his head, causing the glasses to fit neatly over his eyes. 
Curious, Charles thought.
The driver then reached down and pulled on some lever, which startled Charles, as the rear of the carriage suddenly throbbed in a pulsing fashion, and he could distinctly hear gears and other mechanisms at work. It almost sounded like a locomotive engine, although considerably less noisy. When Maxwell returned his gaze to the front of the carriage, he noticed that the reins, which he thought were made of leather, had expanded into the shape of hoses, which also pulsated to the rhythm of the engine that was so craftily built into the narrow confines of the rear of the gig.
While all these changes surprised and delighted Charles, the next event flabbergasted him. Steam, much like coming out of a locomotive’s stack, chuffed out of the ears and nostrils of the gelding, and then, with a phantasmagorical flourish, parts of the horse expanded, separating in plates of metal, as if the creature was some sort of three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle. Clockwork and pistons moved rapidly in brass-colored splendor, causing the metal-boned legs of the automaton to pick up their pace until the contraption was travelling at a speed unheard of except on rail, making a high-pitched whining sound in syncopation with the steam engine at the rear.
The driver was no longer holding the hose-reins, nor his whip—he was controlling the automaton-horse with a small set of levers at his side, built into the seat.
Charles was stunned and grasped his seat for dear life. His legs were outstretched to brace his lower half in the carriage, and all he could do was watch the world flit by at mortal speed. He was guessing that they were travelling at least thirty miles per hour.
As time progressed Charles grew accustomed to the speed of the carriage as well as the amazing turning capability of the steam-driven, clockwork horse. The suspension of the gig dampened most of the uneven surface of the road he was travelling, which helped him calm down and eventually allowed him to enjoy the ride.
* * *
 
Frederick’s head appeared again from the front open frame. “Sir! By my watch I’d reckon we’re half an hour off our destination!” He smiled with his tombstone teeth and returned to his seated position.
Charles thought about the coach to Leicester that Algernon had taken and could only guess that the poor fellow was asleep some thirty miles behind in one of the hundreds of inns along the highway. He smiled, having outwitted his nemesis. He didn’t hate the chap—they had in fact shared classes at Oxford; the problem was that they both had eyes for Madeleine who had temporarily lived in London last summer. His intense longing for the young, blond-haired beauty eradicated any feelings of guilt over the advantage he had gained by meeting Sir Francis Pattison.
As the clockwork horse continued its whirring, untiring gallop, Charles recognized village and hamlet signposts that signified that he was nearing his destination. His heart started to race, faster than his ride in the inventive carriage. Madeleine.
The horse suddenly swerved off the main highway and onto a narrow, gravel road. Ahead, Maxwell saw some lights belonging to Sir Francis’ mansion. The carriage did not slow down and effortlessly traversed the moderate curves around sloping hillocks. They entered a slim lane heavily lined with cottonwood trees.
Ahead, Charles saw the gates to Gildon Hall when, from out of a shadow of a stunted tree, came a rider on a lathering horse. Frederick saw them too late and furiously pulled on two levers. The horse slowed, aided by breaking motions, causing the clockwork to squeal much like a rearing equine. The effort was not good enough. The brass horse crashed into the rider who had turned his head in terror.
It was Algernon Freyer, with a face of absolute fear and doom etched forever into Charles’ mind like a daguerreotype.
The horse and rider were instantly churned underneath the mechanical horse and carriage. The bronze hooves cut through flesh and bone like a meat grinder, causing the carriage to explosively kick up. The gig slammed into the rearing clockwork horse, flinging Charles through the frame and into the open air.
Charles felt like he was flying for a few seconds, and then there was a sickening cracking sound followed by darkness.
* * *
 
Madeleine smiled when Charles finally came out of his long journey through shadows.
“Charles, how do you feel?”
“I… I have no pain. The accident….”
“Yes, it was terrible. You may find it hard to believe, but it occurred twenty-five days ago. It is the ninth of June.”
“My God!” Maxwell groaned. “What happened to me?”
Sir Francis appeared in view. “My boy, you need to stay calm. It was a horrific accident. Algernon had grown impatient to visit Gildon Hall and chose to ride hard through the day and night, swapping to fresh horses. No one knew that he was so close; it was a tragic coincidence that he was hidden in the shadows when the carriage travelled up the lane.”
“Frederick… did he make it?”
Sir Francis shook his head slowly, soberly. “No, I am afraid not. Like you, he was flung a great distance when the collision rapidly braked the gig. He collided with a tree and died instantly, and you landed twenty yards along the lane, just short of the gates.”
“You could so easily have died, Charles,” Madeleine said. “We feared for your life for many days.”
“What….” Maxwell began.
Sir Francis placed his hand on Charles’ shoulder. “You had a nasty scrape, lad, and it was only the luck of having a top-notch surgeon at hand in his neighboring summer cottage, and my laboratory, that enabled you to survive.”
“Th…thank you.” Charles absorbed what was said and realized that the word ‘laboratory’ seemed out of place. 
Sir Francis knew what was going on in his head. “My boy, you had a terrible accident. Terrible. You landed head-first into the compacted gravel on our lane.”
Charles started to breathe hard and fast, terror creeping over his body like a swarm of predatory ants. “A mirror.”
“Pardon?” Madeleine asked.
“A mirror. I want a mirror.”
“Brace yourself,” Sir Francis said as he wandered to a nearby tallboy. He returned to the bed with a small, round mirror and slowly turned it to face Charles. “There was a lot of damage and no means to repair all of it with surgery alone….”
As Maxwell’s eyes focused on his image in the mirror, he saw his face—unmistakably his—but there was a radical change. The back and top of his head was a polished bronze, and a seam lay above his brow. Another plate of bronze lay below the seam, perfectly forming the shape of his left brow, all his nose and left cheek. An eye moved naturally from its bronze socket, and he was clearly seeing through it, despite its artificial construct. A fine seam separated the faceplate with his bruised flesh, including some missing teeth in his otherwise unhurt mouth.
“My God,” he whispered, barely able to find his breath. 
“I will eventually be able to make your face—your entire head, look perfectly normal, lad,” Sir Francis said. “I am working on it now. My horse fooled all of London these past three years; I don’t see why I cannot do it with you.”
Charles began to cry, quietly, morosely.
Madeleine crept closer and clasped his hand. “Charles, do not weep. You came here to see me, hoping to win my heart. Let me tell you, you captured it last year.”
Maxwell blinked his tears away. “What about A…Algernon? And why did you remain silent for so long?”
“It was you who I always loved, Charles, that is what my heart decreed.” Madeleine paused, trying to control her emotion. “I am ashamed to say that I spent some time wallowing in my own, insignificant misery. On returning to Gildon Hall I had a horse riding accident—I collided with a low-hanging branch. It took some time for me to recover, and then I fell into a long, self-absorbed depression. Until you returned. You made me realize that there are more important things in this world than the superficiality of flesh and bone.” 
She lifted her porcelain white arm and caressed his forehead with her pale hand, the fingers lightly tracing his seams, while it emanated faint whirring sounds of clockwork gears and spinning wheels.
THE END
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The Fall of Zeus
 
by Gary Buettner (Indiana, USA)
 
The steam-driven Airship Zeus rocked hard to port, knocking Devan off his feet and sending him crashing into the iron bars of the ship's brig.
“Bloody hell! Damnable shark hit us again,” the guard gruffed, pulling himself to his feet. Devan knew the man. His name was Grote, and he was a bearded brute of a Ship's Constable. “We won't take another hit like that and stay in the air.”
“You have to let me out. I can help,” Devan pleaded.
“You're not going anywhere, sonny,” Grote said, rapping his truncheon on the bars. “I don't doubt the Captain has everything under control.”
* * *
 
The night before, the Captain had actually visited Devan in the brig. The night outside the porthole was cool, and Devan had hunkered down on the uncomfortable bunk with a wool blanket. He was surprised to see the Captain appear and snapped to attention.
“How are you holding up, lad?” the Captain asked.
“Permission to speak freely?”
Captain Riley sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “Against my better judgment lad, but go ahead.”
“I'm in the bloody brig... sir.”
“I know full well where you are. I put you in there, remember?”
“Well, thanks....”
“Hold your tongue. Speaking freely only goes so far.”
“Sorry, sir,” Devan offered quietly.
“If it means anything to you, and I hope that it does, I don't think you killed Doctor Sheppard.”
Devan's head popped up. “You don't?”
The Captain shook his head. “But someone did, and I wonder if they know that your innocence will be proven in short time, and the eye of guilt may fall on them.”
“Guess that makes me a bit of a target, then?”
“Aye. So, you're in here for your own safety. That and, well between the two of us, makes me wonder what they're planning between now and when the truth comes to light. This isn't a long-term solution for the real murderer. Something bad is coming and coming soon.” The Captain looked more tired than Devan had ever seen a man look.
“I'd be safe on the bridge, behind the wheel....”
“Commander Endsley....”
“Wanker,” Devan mumbled.
“I won't take you insulting an officer.”
“Sorry, sir, but I feel Endsley, err…. I mean Commander Endsley has got it in for me.”
“May be,” the Captain said. “I just don't know why.” 
* * *
 
The Zeus rocked to port again, and then the bow dipped, knocking both men off their feet.
“See,” Grote said. “We're landing.”
“You idiot! The Zeus never lands. We must be going down.” One of the first things Devan learned in flight school was that, considering the massive size of the Zeus and the difficulty involved in getting the thing airborne again, the airship never landed on the ground; it spent its downtime hovering next to mountains and enormous iron towers.
The airship rocked, tossing the horizon, and Devan could see that they were still over the English Channel—going down in the ocean no less.
“Grote,” Devan pleaded, “you know me. I'm no killer.”
“Now, I don't know nothing of the sort. I know you're an honest card player, but that don't mean you ain't a killer. In fact, I'm not even sure how honest a card player you are.”
“It was a lucky hand, Grote. I swear.”
“Well, I ain’t never taken a swim, not when I was in His Majesty's Navy and not while I'm in the Air Battalion.”
Taking a swim was sailor talk for being thrown overboard for insubordination. On the sea it meant a wet uniform and major humiliation. In the air, well, it was a long way down to the water.
Somewhere a cannon fired over and over. Devan could hear the sky-scraping scream of the rockets as they buzzed past the Zeus. What he didn't hear, and what concerned him the most, was the sound of Zeus's bombs dropping. At this height, even if they only hit water, they should be detonating.
“We're not shooting back,” Devan said. He looked around the small brig. The cell's keys hung on Grote's belt around his gut. Easier to wrestle the tusks off an elephant, Devan thought.
The next explosion sounded so close that Devan looked to make sure the bulkhead was still there. The Zeus rocked on its side and then rolled.
Devan grabbed the bars of the cell door and hung on.
Grote tumbled forward until he was lying on top of the cell door, with Devan hanging underneath.
“Sorry,” Devan said.
“For what?” Grote looked perplexed. “Don't you dare!”
Devan reached up through the bars, grabbed the keys and unlocked the door. “Really sorry.”
The cell door swung open like a trapdoor, dropping Grote into the cell and swinging Devan like a yardarm. He managed to kick off the bulkhead and swing himself back to the opening. He pulled the cell door locked. Grote barked something obscene at him.
Devan climbed up the floor to the wall and out onto the Zeus' deck. The ship was about to roll over by the time Devan got there, and it would have if not for a rocket exploding at the last minute. The force pushed the ship upright and nearly knocked Devan off the deck entirely.
He ran on the unsteady deck toward the conning tower.
For a minute the Zeus was nearly upside down, and Devan could see the shark beneath them, all silver-gray deck and twenty-inch guns aimed upward, firing steady like the pistons of an internal combustion engine. The rockets that didn't hit them on the way up still had the chance to land on top on the way down. Gravity was on their side. Of course, those wayward rockets never seemed to land on the shark itself. Maybe, gravity really was on their side.
Sharks sailed under no nation's flag and seemed to not need dry land in the slightest. The Captain suspected that they were launching from the shores of Northern Germany or Belgium, planning to swim up the Thames and flatten London with their rockets. The Captain had confided in him some of this. Some of it he had overheard around the ship. The mission was essentially a fox hunt, but Devan, as the rockets lit up the sky, began to wonder who exactly the fox in this hunt was.
Devan skidded to a stop at a gunnery hatch. “Where are the bombs?”
A gunnery-man looked up with a dirty face. “Standin' order from the Conn: Hold your fire.”
Devan glared toward the helm. Something was wrong. The Captain would never leave a standing order to hold fire. If the Captain had been incapacitated, it would be a mess to resolve it. Devan's mind raced. “He, uh, sent me back to say ready all arms.”
The gunnery-man grinned. “Knew the Capt'n had a plan!”
Devan ran. What was going on? Endsley, he thought, the helmsman that replaced him after the ship's doctor went missing. Endsley. 
The evidence had seemed to point at Devan when the Doctor, who'd grounded him, went missing. The Captain had no choice but to throw Devan in the brig until this could be sorted out. 
Devan reached the bridge, but the massive hatch was locked from the inside. Standard procedure, even during combat, was that the door was to remain unlocked. He pounded on it with his fist. “Blast!” he hissed. Devan ran back to the gunnery hatch. “Need a pineapple,” he shouted down into the gunpowder reek of the gun tower.
“Get yer own,” the gunnery-man said.
“Captain's orders!”
The dull metal pineapple bomb sprung up out of the gunnery hatch. For a second, Devan hesitate catching it. He didn't know if just touching it would set it off, but he grabbed it and ran.
Halfway to the bridge, Devan wound up his arm and tossed the pineapple like he was bowling a cricket ball.
The explosion tore the back off the bridge tower. Fire and sparks and twisted bits of steel and iron rained down on the deck, forcing Devan down while he covered his head and face with his hands. 
Never bombed the Zeus before, Devan thought, diving through the smoke. He nearly stumbled over the Captain who lay on the ground, a bullet wound in his head.
The sight paralyzed Devan with fear and grief. Captain Riley had been like a father to him, long before his own father was taken in combat. The Captain deserved better than to die at the hands of a spy. Devan shook with anger. He lifted himself up from the deck.
Endsley worked the helm, keeping the broadside of the Zeus in firing range of the shark below. When he saw Devan he must have realized that it wasn't fire from the shark that ruptured the bridge.
Endsley kept one hand on the helm and drew his service pistol with the other. 
Devan wished he had another pineapple. “Permission to enter the bridge.”
“Permission denied.”
Devan stepped toward him.
“I've already killed your Captain, and I'm getting ready to kill the rest of the crew, what makes you think I won't put a round in your face for good measure.”
“What could you possibly gain from this?”
“Honestly?”
“If you're able.”
“I want what every man wants. I want war, boy. I want a war that will set fire to the world.”
“You're a shark commander, aren't you?”
Endsley grinned. “My ship beneath us as we speak.”
Devan smiled. “Just making sure.” Another explosion rocked the ship knocking them both around. Devan grabbed the communications horn and in his best gruff voice shouted, “This is the Captain, drop all arms!”
The bombs whistled as they fell.
Endsley screamed. “No!” He turned around, dropping his pistol to get both hands on the helm. If he could turn the ship fast enough, maybe....
Devan charged Endsley, trying to knock him off his feet. For a big man, Endsley was fast and brought a savage elbow down on the back of Devan’s head. Devan crashed face first down on the deck, tasting blood in his mouth. He fought to get up only to find himself face-to-face with Endsley's pistol.
“Do it,” Devan said, gritting his teeth.
An explosion rocked the ship again, tossing Endsley.
A brass telescope rolled across the floor and found Devan's hand. He sprung up and smashed Endsley's head with it. The man went down hard on the deck. Devan wanted to beat him until he was little more than a bloody pulp on the deck, but there were more important tasks to attend to.
Devan seized the controls and brought the ship around. Bombs were going off, but not enough had hit the target. Devan had only seconds. If the shark made it out of the Channel it would be right up the Thames, and there would be no stopping it on a dead run to London. He aimed the sinking bow at the shark and commanded “All ahead full!” into the horn. The arms were in the drop bays, so at least they had to hit it first.
“All hands, abandon ship!” Devan shouted.
Devan took a deep breath, gripped the big brass wheel and kept it steady on target. He prayed that Captain Riley would forgive him for doing this to his fine ship. He looked out the view port. From this angle he could see the shark. At this speed they would hit the shark square. What the hell was he thinking? Devan shook his head, tears running from his eyes. He had always wanted to be a pilot. Here he was. What finer thing to be than a man with a mission? Devan wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and stared out the porthole. The sky was blue and the sea bluer; it was a good day to fly.
THE END
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Chin Song Ping and the Fists of Steel
 
by Laura Givens (Colorado, USA)
 
Ping had never dreamed of such a monster as the terrifying creature that now towered over him, offering a hand, so that the fourteen year old might regain his feet. 
“Dreadfully sorry, my lad, I should have been watching where I was walking.” The monster spoke Chinese in a very refined but odd accent. Standing at least six and a half feet tall, this strange man-like being was easily the tallest, most terrifying individual Ping had ever seen. In his mouth was a smoldering stick, and from his nostrils smoke emerged. He was a being with deathly, pale skin, flame red hair, and was as wide as he was tall—surely he must be a demon of some sort. 
“Oh no, great demon,” Ping managed to sputter out. “It is I who must apologize for my lowly clumsiness, causing consternation to one such as yourself!”
The demon laughed heartily and pulled Ping to his feet. “I’ve been called many things in my time lad, but never a demon! Allow me to introduce myself: Daniel O’Flay, gentleman promoter of pugilistic pageantry on three continents, at your service!” He swept off his top hat, bowing to the boy in a most courtly manner.
Ah! Ping thought to himself, an American demon. He had heard of such creatures. He had also heard that such creatures were usually eccentric and rich. “Forgive my ignorance, sir. I am called Chin Song Ping, a humble wanderer in search of gainful employment. Perhaps I may act as your guide if you are a stranger in this city. My rates are quite reasonable.” Ping was an industrious fellow and felt strongly that every man should know a trade—he had spent the last two weeks, since leaving home, endeavoring to learn the pick-pocket trade. In fact, he had been trying to lift the demon’s purse when he tripped over the creature’s large, booted foot. Somehow, becoming a guide to foreigners promised to be a less dangerous career path than pickpocket, especially since he seemed to possess little talent as a criminal mastermind.
The American scratched his whiskers a moment. “Well, perhaps an enterprising young man such as yourself could come in handy. I’m seeking the workshop of one Ho Lai, master craftsman of clockwork wonders.”
Luckily, Ping had heard of Ho Lai and knew where to find him—his knowledge of the city was not quite as extensive as he had let on. A bargain was quickly struck which included Ping dragging a steamer trunk previously hidden by the man’s girth. Struggling and huffing, Ping led the way through crowded, twisting streets. 
“Please pardon my unworthy curiosity, sir, but why has one such as yourself traveled so far from his native shores merely to have a clock made?” Ping puffed.
O’Flay let out another loud laugh. “Clock? I should say not! Word is that this Ho Lai has contrived a mechanical, clockwork warrior that fights better than any living man and could make your emperor’s army obsolete.”
“How wonderful.” Ping replied flatly as he wiped his brow.
“Ain’t it though!” The American exclaimed. “And, by god, I mean to see this wonder of the East and have him square off in the ring with Goliath, a steam powered titan of a mechanical man of my own devising! Sweet St. Patrick, but I can smell the money flowing in already.”
* * *
 
“Just how much money are we talking about?” Ho Lai had been skeptical of the scheme until the American began pulling stacks of cash, both local currency and greenback dollars, from his inner pockets. “My Iron Tiger is not some toy to be displayed at a yen a head.”
“My good man, I don’t think the beads on your abacus can count high enough to describe the riches we stand to make.” Ping could see a gleam in O’Flay’s eyes that reminded him of his uncle Pao when he was winning at mahjong—the American was on a roll. “We’ll start with a tour of your homeland, billing the match as the ultimate showdown of East and West. I’ll promote the whole affair, no expense spared. I’ll have every man-jack on this continent, yellow and white, convinced that his very life depends on being there to see the outcome.”
Ho Lai stroked his beard so hard that Ping thought he might dislodge it. “And you say that we can do this all over the world as well?”
“Sir, in America we will tout it as the fight of 1876, the centennial slaughter! We’ll wrap my Goliath in the flag and bill your boy as the Iron Menace. After that we’ll tour Europe and have tea with every blessed crowned head they’ve got. We, sir, will become the stuff of legends.” O’Flay leaned back, smiling, and put his feet up on his steamer trunk. “That is, of course, if this mechanical man of yours is as good as you say. I look around me at all these marvels you’ve created and I’ve got to say, they all look a mite… fragile.” 
“Toys!” The inventor swept his hands dismissively at the mechanical birds, cats, clocks and fanciful contraptions that littered the room. “These are mere toys meant for the jaded palates of those too wealthy for their own good.” He leapt to his feet, beckoning Ping and the American to follow. They wound their way through rooms of obscure purpose, stocked with tools unheard of by the common man and half-built wonders that defied the imagination. Finally they came to an enormous courtyard filled with trees that might once have been lovely but were now smashed and splintered beyond all recognition.
In a corner, half buried under shattered tree limbs, stood a statue twelve feet tall, glittering and terrible in martial aspect. The old man reached into his voluminous pockets, rummaging for something, getting more frustrated by the moment until he screeched at the top of his lungs. “MIN!!!!” 
In less time than it took for Ping to look around, a young woman emerged from another door, running and hopping over debris with a large brass key held high. She was dressed in a simple tunic and pants, but a colorful robe unfurled behind her, and her raven hair was unfastened and wild. She came close and bowed, offering the key to her master.
As the old man scurried to the statue, he made a brief, dismissive introduction. “That is Lee Min. She assists me in my great work. She is a woman, but that cannot be helped, I suppose, and she does possess the cleverest and tiniest of hands.”
Min smiled a roguish smile, and Ping’s heart skipped several beats. She was not as pretty as the street girls he saw every night, but she had a fire in her eyes and a stance that set his young libido ablaze.
He bowed deeply, “I am Chin Song Ping, pugilistic promoter in training, at your service.” O’Flay gave him a gentle wrap with his cane to remind him of his station.
Ho Lai inserted the key into the great statue and turned it with all his might. “Iron Tiger possesses not only the ability to move and fight but also the ability to think.”
“Think? Damnation man, but that is a bold claim!” O’Flay laughed.
“Yes, bold but quite true. I have given him the capacity of thought by virtue of the millions of infinitesimal gears that fill his head. He also possesses hundreds of variably chaotic spring drives, allowing him to cope with any situation. Iron Tiger can plan and reason and even learn new skills.” The inventor stopped turning the key for a moment to stroke the polished metal. “When wound up he is a veritable philosopher-warrior, able to speak his thoughts as well as any man. But, he is no fragile plaything—his internal works are wrapped in several layers of raw silk and further protected by a layer of shaped bamboo and an outer shell of brass and steel. I just call him Iron Tiger because I like the way it sounds.” The key would turn no further, so he removed it and tossed it to a waiting Min. Pressing a small lever, the old man jumped nimbly to the floor. “I present for your most worthy consideration, Iron Tiger, the first great wonder the modern world!”
The statue came to life in flowing motions that moved aside the surrounding fallen branches and trunks as though they were made of rice paper. Moving like a giant metal dancer, Iron Tiger went through a series of movements that emulated a flesh and blood tiger’s speed and aggressiveness. With the last of his foot movements, the metal man flicked a section of tree trunk into the air where it was met by an enormous gleaming fist, causing a great thunderous sound as the wooden obstacle exploded into splinters and sawdust. Turning gracefully, the mechanical man bowed slightly to his audience and spoke in a voice like music box. “I am composing a poem on the nature of rust. Would you like to hear it?”
O’Flay let out a whoop and tossed his hat into the air. He shook the old man’s hand so hard that Ping felt sure the Chinese inventor might rattle to pieces. “Sir, Let’s talk turkey!”
Why they should speak of birds at this time, Ping had no idea—but he didn’t really care either—as Min took him by the hands and danced around joyfully. Ping was in love.
* * *
 
“I think I found an arm,” Ping called out as he dug through straw and paper. The warehouse was enormous and echoed with the sounds of his voice. A half-hour before, twenty heavy wooden crates had been delivered to this place O’Flay had rented for the upcoming event. Goliath had been shipped in pieces from America, and Ping had been enlisted to assist in assembling the behemoth.
“Good lad!” the American barked, “Use that winch, and let’s see how Goliath looks with both his arms.”
This new career was proving to be more physical labor than Ping cared for, but the task was an interesting one and held the promise of more dancing with the lovely Min. “Mr. Daniel, sir, might this humble one inquire how exactly the great and wonderful Goliath will move around once he is whole? Though I have seen gears and pulleys as we have assembled him, I’ve seen nothing of the sheer complexity we were told went into Ho Lai’s Iron Tiger.”
O’Flay maneuvered the arm deftly into place. “Well, I’ll tell you. Goliath is a lot like me, simple but powerful. What powers him is steam.”
Ping grunted as he held the arm while it was bolted into place. “Full of steam—yes I can see the similarity.”
Daniel eyed his assistant for a moment then let out a laugh. “Just so, lad, just so!”
It took the afternoon, but the mechanical man was almost finished when Ping was ordered to bring a large bucket of water, which he dumped into the boiler built into the metal back. The American then went to his steamer trunk and unlocked it. 
“And here we have Goliath’s very heart.” He held up what looked to be a small log. “These are what fuel the fire. They are my own invention and comprised of wood chips, coal, beeswax, bourbon, oil and a few secret ingredients. This will make Goliath’s furnace burn like the sun itself and pressurize his steam to an unheard of capacity. I tell you lad, springs and fancy gadgets will be no match for the pure power of steam.” 
As the fire heated the water, Ping was given a large, empty metal kettle with slits cut into it to attach at the top of Goliath’s frame. He scuttled up the hand and footholds embedded into the side of the body. “Sir, again I am confused. If this is our champion’s head, where is his brain?” The Kettle attached upside down to a hinge set on the shoulders near two rows of buttons, which would be under the pot when it was locked closed.
After ping had descended, O’Flay climbed up, punching the buttons at random. Then a marvelous thing happened—the right arm and then the left shot out at lightning speed, powered by pistons releasing a faint hissing screech of steam. Next Goliath stepped forward as the punches continued at uneven intervals. At the press of more buttons, the giant turned toward one of the taller packing crates and punched it full of holes. When the box was almost demolished, Goliath took a step back and raised one mechanical leg behind him. With a high-pitched sound of metal scraping metal, the foot came down and delivered a mighty kick to the crate, which flew away the length of the warehouse.
Twisting a small, recessed valve, O’Flay released the trapped steam into a great plume and clambered down. “Ain’t he a dandy?” 
Ping stood stunned for a moment—he had never witnessed such a display. “So, you act as the brain for Goliath. Forgive me for saying so, but are you insane? You could never fit in that kettle and would be exposed to Iron Tige… wait one moment, you don’t mean to have me be in the kettle, do you?” His eyes got wide, and his skin became ashen. This career path was looking less appealing every minute.
“Hmmm, you would just about fit….” The American grabbed the boy’s shirt as he turned to flee. “I’m only joking!” He roared with laughter. Ping breathed a sigh of relief as the man went to the steamer trunk and produced a large cage. In the cage was a black rooster with a fiery comb and wicked spurs. Now Ping was truly confused.
Meet Goliath’s brain, the most vicious fighting gamecock in all Vinegaroon County, Texas. I got the idea at an Indiana carnival where a fellow had taught a chicken to add up totals on a cash register. This is the same principal. This noble fowl has incredible fighting skills bred right into him, so all I had to do was teach him to express his talent for mayhem by pecking at the buttons, which control our ferrous gladiator. I wouldn’t put him in right now, without an opponent to strike out at Lord only knows what he’d do, but I assure you he’s hell and hotspurs when the time is right.” Gingerly he replaced the rooster into the trunk. “Don’t just stand there, my boy, we have leaks to be sealed and lots of oiling ahead of us if we’re to be ready to take on that giant, celestial wind-up toy next weekend.”
As Ping hauled away empty packing crates, he thought of something he had once heard. An old man had yelled it at him when he had been caught in the act of stealing pears—many years ago. Something about Ping living in interesting times, but he had shouted it as though it was a curse. This was a time much more interesting than anything that had ever happened back at home, and it was most enjoyable! Crazy old man—and his pears were bitter anyway. 
* * *
 
Six days had transformed the warehouse into something fabulous. Rows and rows of long steps had been erected for people to sit on, and everything was draped in brightly colored paper. Everywhere there were torches and lanterns casting the cavernous edifice to noontime brilliance. It was a large space, but the excited crowds threatened to fill it to bursting. For two weeks urchins on every street corner had been given rice in return for constantly shouting about the match-up of the millennium. Colorful posters covered every square inch of every public wall, and prostitutes were paid to whisper in their client’s ears about how they must see this once-in-a-lifetime battle. No betting parlor was without long odds one way or the other on the fight’s outcome, and people were wagering their life’s savings on which metal monster would emerge triumphant. This was the crowning jewel in Daniel O’Flay’s promotional career.
* * *
 
“What the hell do you mean, ‘The rooster doesn’t feel like fighting?’” O’Flay yelled up at Ping as he coaxed the gamecock into the steel head.
“I think, perhaps, the crowd has dampened his enthusiasm.” Ping replied as he poked at the bird. 
“Well, do something! This crowd didn’t pay to see a tea dance! They will burn us alive if we don’t give them their clash of titans!
Ping made a despairing face and bowed slightly to the rooster. “Oh fierce and mighty brain of the great Goliath, please forgive this worthless one for what he must now do.” He grabbed a handful of tail feathers and yanked as hard as he could. The rooster went insane, and Ping almost lost an eye and half his face before managing to slam the kettle shut tight and leaping to the ground. “I believe I have managed to sufficiently motivate the bird brain.” He reported to O’Flay.
“Excellent! Prepare the boiler.” The American grabbed a huge megaphone and sprinted to the center of the marked-off arena.
Ping jammed in the log and watched as the gauges swiftly climbed. Across the room he saw Min as she labored at the final key turns. She wore rich robes of bright colors, and her hair was elegantly styled. Ping sighed. This was a wonderful career he had stumbled into.
Ho Lai met O’Flay in the center, and each delivered a prepared speech simultaneously with the other in his native tongue through oversized megaphones.
“Gentlemen! Countrymen!” the crowd quieted to a buzz, “You are here today to witness a battle unlike any other in the history of the world.” The crowd exploded in cheers. “You have the privilege tonight to see the dawning of a new age, an age where machines clash in a way that, before tonight, only men were thought capable of. These two mighty gladiators will vie for the privilege of destroying the other for your amusement and gratification. LET THE BATTLE BEGIN!!!” 
The entrepreneur and the inventor each ran for cover as their assistants hit the respective mechanisms that would unleash the stored energy embodied in their engines of destruction.
Goliath barreled forward like a runaway locomotive, while Iron Tiger swept ahead like a god of death dancing to meet his victim. Each stopped short of contact, choosing instead to circle, watching for a weakness or chance opening. Iron Tiger struck first, going low to sweep an enormous leg into his opponent, hopefully unbalancing him and even knocking him over. Surprisingly, despite his enormous bulk, Goliath’s own legs bent in a piston-fast motion and propelled him upward several feet when he straightened them. This allowed Iron Tiger’s leg to pass harmlessly under Goliath’s bulk. The entire structure shook when Goliath landed. Onlookers fell off their seats, and people rushed to save the tinder-dry building from overturned torches—and the audience went wild! This was the grand spectacle they had been promised. 
Iron Tiger recovered quickly, sending a punch into Goliath’s side that spun him twice around. When finally faced in the right direction once more, Goliath closed in and began delivering a thunderstorm of piston-powered blows to Iron Tiger’s midsection. The echoes from the blows managed to drown out even the hysterics of the crowd. An openhanded downward chop to Goliath’s head left a huge dent in the kettle but served only to infuriate the chicken within. Finally, Iron Tiger rolled over backwards in a smooth motion that allowed him to escape Goliath’s jackhammer blows. Goliath chugged forward to continue his assault, but Iron Tiger had already cartwheeled his way around the other’s flank, allowing access to the boiler in the back. 
Hard as he tried, Iron Tiger could not penetrate his rival’s rolled sheet metal body, so he kicked behind the other’s knee. Somehow the wily gamecock had anticipated the move and bent Goliath’s knee just in time to trap the other’s foot. Iron Tiger hopped around on one foot as Goliath sought to crush the captured foot in his knee joint. This death dance lasted for another minute till Iron Tiger dislodged himself by falling down and using his free foot to dislodge its mate. Goliath turned in place but found his opponent had rolled away and regained his footing. 
Again they circled each other warily, offering feints and half-hearted kicks. Suddenly, Goliath let his left arm drop down in a pendulum motion, continue the arc behind his back and up over his head, extending an extra foot as it did so, to finally come down squarely on Iron Tiger’s head. A hush fell over the crowd as the head of the Chinese champion cracked open on one side, sending several small gears flying and leaving an exposed spring-wire vibrating from the blow. Tattered silk hung off shards of shattered bamboo. Tiger twitched in jerky spasms. 
Sensing victory, Goliath closed but was met by a spinning kick to the head that sent his kettle head and fowl brain tumbling to the ground. Goliath froze in mid stride as his twitching counterpart danced an epileptic jig toward the scrambling gamecock. With one last squawk and a crunch of brass boot, the fight ended in a puddle of blood and feathers.
The audience was beside itself with emotion. The clapping, whistling and cheering bounced off the distant walls. Some cried, some danced and others exchanged large sums of money.
Then, above it all, came a harsh yet musical voice. It was the sound of an insane calliope, and it issued from Iron Tiger’s battered face. “I need my key, I must be free!” 
A hush came over the arena as the mechanical man gyrated wildly toward Lee Min and its aged creator. Ho Lai ran to meet his creation with consoling words and promises that he would never use his poor Iron Tiger thusly again. Tiger picked up the old man in both hands and ripped him in two, sending the halves flying into the audience, trailing scarlet streamers. His gaze returned to the girl and resumed his quest. “I NEED MY KEY! I MUST BE FREE!!!” 
Panic reigned in the hall as several thousand patrons tried to flee the carnage. 
Ping and O’Flay ran at the insane metal man, but too late. Iron Tiger took the outstretched key from Min’s trembling hand before casually backhanding her, sending her broken form flying several feet to land on the dirt floor. 
As they approached, Tiger turned and plucked a loose gear from his head. With one swift, graceful motion he flung the gear, sending it deep into O’Flay’s neck. Gurgling blood, the American staggered for another step or two before collapsing into a well-dressed heap. Ping barely managed to dodge a killing blow by diving between the monster’s legs. The boy threw himself atop Min’s still form and waited for a final strike.
Iron Tiger, however, had already lost interest them as he stalked toward the fleeing hordes. Once again the mad calliope voice cut through the din. “WHERE ARE YOU ALL GOING? YOU HAVEN”T HEARD MY POEM ABOUT RUST YET!”
Min’s eyes fluttered, and Ping bent close to hear. “Please,” She whispered “Do not let this slaughter be my master’s only legacy.” Then she breathed out one last time, and Ping smelled rose petals and honey. How could a death this ugly smell so sweet? A tear fell onto her rigid cheek, and Ping felt more helpless than he ever had. He looked around and saw Iron Tiger crushing hapless audience members as he recited his poem. He also saw the unmoving form of Goliath, still poised for battle. An idea formed in the back of his mind. He could see that it was a stupid idea almost immediately, but, as no other presented itself, he decided it would have to do. 
“RED AND GRITTY THOU ART, AND THE DESTROYER OF ALL THAT GLEAMS. THE VERY AIR CONSPIRES WITH YOU TO….”
A voice from a large megaphone broke Tiger’s concentration, causing it to turn and see who might dare interrupt its masterpiece of verse.
It was Goliath, with a small, four-limbed pimple on his shoulders instead of a head.
“Come back and face me, mighty warrior.” Ping hollered through the open-ended cone. “We still have matters between us, and besides, your poetry is quite terrible!” He threw aside the megaphone and began pressing buttons until Goliath lumbered forward.
Iron Tiger ripped the head off the man he held before jumping back into the arena. Ping responded by hitting the punching buttons as fast as he could and barreling straight ahead. Ping had never considered himself much of a fighter and with good reason, but this attack seemed his best bet at the moment, while the steam in goliath’s body built to critical. Tiger came bounding across the floor, arms flailing in savage lunges meant to rip his foe to pieces. They met in a great clash and clanging of metal that almost dislodged Ping from his perch. For several moments they rained punches into each other’s bodies, neither able to topple the other. 
Ping’s legs were wrapped around what was left of the kettle latch so that his hands were free to hit buttons. Finally he heard it, above the screams of terror, above the sound of metal hammering metal, he heard the slight squeal of escaping steam and knew it was time. He shifted Goliath’s stance to straight up and let loose a haymaker to Iron Tiger’s head. Enraged, Tiger took a wild swing at Ping himself but missed when Goliath ducked into an extreme crouching position. With one move, Ping rolled off Goliath’s shoulders and hit a lever releasing all the pent up steam power into the leg pistons. In an instant Goliath shot up through the roof in a cloud of expended water vapor. Seconds later the steam dissipated, leaving the fourteen-year-old boy sprawled on his backside and facing an unstoppable, clockwork monster. He scuttled back a couple of feet, making Tiger step closer. The metal man raised his foot above Ping and held up the key to show his triumph. “I HAVE MY KEY AND I AM FR….” He was cut off by a high-pitched whistling sound. 
Ping rolled madly away as Goliath’s metal body plunged back through the hole it had just made seconds before. In that instant before the wonder of the East was crushed by the hurtling Goliath, Ping thought that he saw a puzzled look come over the rigid metal face of the mighty Iron Tiger… but perhaps it was only a trick of the light. The collision sent off a shockwave that knocked over anyone unlucky enough to still be in the building, and then, literally, it brought the house down.
The authorities searched through the rubble all the next day, rescuing survivors and salvaging huge chunks of twisted brass and steel. Those responsible were all thought to be dead, victims of their own greed and hubris, but Ping had managed to somehow evade the falling debris and angry officials. 
He watched as the city faded into the distance, a stowaway on a hog wagon bound for parts unknown. His heart was heavy as he turned to a porcine companion who seemed to be an especially good listener. “I am an utter failure as a pugilistic promoter—no, it’s true. Surely there is some career suited to one such as myself, but I can’t see it at the moment.” The swine grunted and rutted around in the muddy wagon. “Yes, perhaps you’re right; maybe tomorrow will be less interesting.” Ping snuggled in next to the hog for warmth and watched the sun as it slowly set.
THE END
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A Second Chance
 
by Michael Grey (Victoria, Australia)
 
Dawn had broken the horizon hours before, and weak light doused the landscape. Destruction spread out in every direction on a scale that unsettled him. The earth had been pounded and churned by the passage of hundreds of thousands of boots, hooves and wheels until it was hard to say if it retained its original contours at all. Any buildings remaining upright after the initial fighting had been torn down as the British retreated, denying the French even three bricks on top of each other.
Puerile, Wrathchild thought.
 Amidst the destruction all vegetation seemed to have fled. Not a single tree stood within sight, and it had been weeks since he saw a blade of grass fight its way through the devastated earth.
Through the centre of this ruin snaked a ribbon of dirt firmer than the rest, lighter brown and drier than the quagmire surrounding it: the only road, such as it was, following the British army north.
He had positioned the men evenly on either side of that road, selecting an area particularly torn apart. Massive shells, either long shots from the admiral’s warships miles behind or bombs dropped from airships—while the army still had them—had collapsed a long stretch of road into a sink hole, tearing up immense chunks of the earth around it. The hole measured hundreds of yards long, and the steep rise at the north end and its many shelves of hard-baked earth gave a perfect spot to ambush the advancing arm of the French army.
All preparations had been made the day before, and now they lay in wait, out of sight with orders not to stray from their hiding holes, not even to piss, less an advancing scout see them.
Wrathchild lay with his back pressed against hard earth, staring at a sky painted a clear eggshell blue and letting his eyes follow the path of a few pure-white clouds. They were the only thing moving in the desolate landscape, and he welcomed anything that would occupy his mind. 
The men spoke intermittently, but most topics of conversation were exhausted in the first few hours. Some lay down like Wrathchild, their eyes closed and possibly sleeping. Others sat in half a dozen positions, eyes wandering, but God only knew what they saw. 
Wrathchild knew what they were going through; the inevitability of the upcoming fight wrapped them all wire-tight with tension. But over hours of inactivity, the stress melded itself into a kind of intense boredom, to the point where they would welcome the chance to risk death. He had to be careful not to allow them to dwell too much on what was to come, but like everything else, he just could not summon the will.
Every so often a quick peal of laughter would reach them from the second group over the road, ending with an intense order from Sergeant Swanston. At the sound the men would look over to where their comrades hid, then to each other, to their Captain, and then to the empty spaces they stared into earlier.
Other than those interruptions, the silence was total. No wildlife remained in the desolation, or they were intelligent enough to keep hidden. No trees remained for birds to perch on, and no wind whistled between the spires of up-thrust earthen towers. It seemed even the flies had abandoned this place. Only the British soldiers were stupid enough to stand in France’s way.
Wrathchild felt one of the men become restless. He didn’t look to see who it was, but he heard impatient movement from one of them, then, “Jesus Christ alive, how long do we have to wait?”
He kept his eyes in the air, not particularly wanting to answer, though he could feel seven pairs of eyes questioningly upon him.
Someone else said, “However long it takes. God knows what the Frogs’re doing, but I’m glad they ain’t doing it here.”
“Yeah, Hob, what’s the matter? You keen for Bonaparte to shoot you in the bulls?” said a third voice. 
“I’m just saying I’m tired of waiting,” said the first voice.
“Did you get a look at that Earthmover, Hob? You really want that thing bearing down on you?”
A short silence. “I dunno. I never saw one.”
“You never bloody saw one?” asked the second voice with a snort. “What about last week in the swamp, you didn’t see that one?”
“Of course I bloody didn’t, it were too dark.”
There was a shifting sound, material on dirt, as someone sat up. “Strange that, Hob, eh? It being a full moon, an’ all.”
“Yeah, well, I thought that were a bit odd,” said Hob, uncertainty entering his voice.
Laughter broke out among the other men, with only Hob and Wrathchild not joining in. It went on a little longer than the humour warranted, but the soldiers seized it for all its worth.
“Hob,” said the second voice, “the Earthmover was in front of the moon.”
Wrathchild shifted his eyes to Hob and saw the realisation dawn across his face. First it showed puzzled incomprehension, then his mouth rounded into an O of understanding, and then he could almost see the blood drain from the boy’s face as comprehension struck.
The rest of the squad found this equally hilarious. The closest slapped Hob on the back. The heavy blow from the bigger soldier hardly registered to the shocked youngster.
“They’re not called Earthmovers for fun, lad,” he said.
Hob stared forward, and Wrathchild could imagine what filled his vision: a clear night sky, stars sprinkled across the heavens, except a patch of perfect blackness rising above, blotting out the moon.
Hob’s mouth caught up with his face. “But… it must be….”
“As tall as a cathedral spire,” said Wrathchild, pushing himself up, “and as wide and deep as St Paul’s itself.”
At his movement the rest of the men fell quiet, watching him, all their mirth forgotten. His black mood seeped from him and infected each one of them. He knew that. He knew to continue talking would risk demoralizing them, but he continued anyway. 
“We didn’t call them Earthmovers. The Prussians did that when they built them. Erdewegung, which is earthmover in their language, and it fits them perfectly.” He shifted so his back rested against a wall of hardened mud. “They’re called that for one of two reasons. I’m not sure which, but either is good enough. One is because of the great cannon on its face. It’ll be the second thing you see, the first will be its topmost turrets as it comes over the horizon, like an advancing city wall. As it gets closer and more of it comes into view, you’ll see its mouth. It’s like a castle’s portcullis, only without the grand entrance. Instead there’s a barrel, wide enough for you and me to walk into with our arms outstretched. The cannon is bigger than anything they could fit on a warship. Too much kick back, but on land it’s got the whole world to push against. When that thing fires you’ll know about it, and when it lands... well, you might not know about it. I’ve seen one of those shells land, and when it does the earth is picked up and thrown in cart-sized chunks. But don’t think that’s its only weapon. There’s enough room inside for a company of soldiers, and some of those will be manning the repeater rifles on its upper walls. And whatever powers it may not make it move faster than you or me, but there’s nothing I’ve ever seen that would stop it. That’s the other reason for its name; these little hidey holes we’re in, it’ll mow straight over them like we’re not here, lad.” He stopped. The act of talking was enough to exhaust him, and tiredness washed over in a cool balm as he closed his eyes. It was quiet for a few moments between the shafts of earth.
“Then why are we here, Captain, if we can’t do anything?” said one soldier.
“I don’t know. Punishment, probably, for not stopping it when we were told the first time,” said Wrathchild.
“But they knew we were ambushed,” said Hob, unable to hide the desperation in his voice. “They knew it wasn’t our fault!”
“Something you should know about the higher-ups in the army if you’re going to have any career, Hob, is that they don’t care for excuses. As far as they’re concerned, they’re giving us an opportunity to make up for not doing it the first time… one way or another.”
“What do you mean….” started Hob, but another older soldier cut in harshly.
“The Captain means we either stop ‘em or die trying.”
The other men knew that of course, but they’d done their best to ignore it. Now, with it spelled out, they all went quiet again, and silence once more filled the hollow. 
Wrathchild thought he heard a bird tweet somewhere out in the desolation, but when it was not answered or repeated, he doubted his ears and lapsed back into thought.
Eventually Hob broke the silence. “Can it be stopped, Captain?”
Wrathchild shook his head. Hob let his own drop. 
“But it can be slowed,” Wrathchild said.
In turn, each man shifted his gaze to his Captain. He knew it was cruel, to tempt them with a sliver of hope after spending hours coming to terms with their probable deaths, but he shocked himself with how much he did not care. It helped him, and that was all he was concerned with.
The silence around the group intensified: no longer simply the absence of sound made by men hoping against hope, but the silence caused by men listening intently. Wrathchild felt it too. Not a sound, more a sensation felt through his boots and backside pressed against the ground… there, once again, something just at the edge of his senses. His eyes were drawn to a section of earth held diagonal; across its surface tiny stones danced in a miniature avalanche, dislodged by ever-so-slight vibrations through the ground.
Wrathchild looked at the men. “Something wicked this way comes.”
As if beckoned, thunder spoke through the ground. A deep boom of physical force shook the earth, enough that they grabbed at the ground, seeking solidity.
Wrathchild stood and peered around the earthen wall’s edge.
Nothing moved in his field of vision. The landscape remained as flat and churned as the last time he looked. Care had gone into choosing their position, and his view was as wide as it was uniform. Everyone else had also moved to get a better look, and across the road he could also see the bobbing heads of Swanston’s squad doing the same. Wrathchild’s eyes were keen, and he was sure the men saw nothing more than he did. 
Then, gradually, an ill-defined patch of sky on the southern horizon began to smudge. At first it was barely there, an area of crystal blue marginally darker than the rest. Shade by shade a shadow grew, a grey stain that thinned out and upwards until nothing but the eggshell blue reclaimed the sky.
“Smoke,” said one of the soldiers. It drifted high into the stratosphere, the upper column already caught and pulled by the trade winds. 
“Hob, you got your wish, son, not long now.” He heard the young soldier swallow hard. Looking across to the other squad, Sergeant Swanston returned his gaze. Wrathchild gave the signal. Swanston returned it, and his head disappeared, followed by the rest of his squad.
“Alright lads, time’s nearly here. Make sure you’re all ready,” he said. 
Without a word the soldiers ducked back. Muskets were loaded, bayonets attached and boot straps tightened. He wanted to go over the plan one more time, but seeing them retying their bootlaces meant they remembered the last and most important part: run.
He returned his attention to the south. The smoke column was more obvious now. Wider, higher, and he could almost swear the acrid taste was on his lips. It wasn’t of course, and he knew that in the same way he knew he could not hear the stomp of a thousand French boots on the bare earth, but knowing did not stop him imagining. 
He tried to judge from the increasing opacity of the smoke how fast it was approaching, how far it was away, and therefore how long before it arrived, but he lacked the experience to guess. It could be soon, it could be hours. His description of the ‘Mover to Hob was accurate, but what he didn’t say was that he had never faced one himself, although he had seen from a safe distance what they were capable of. The image rose from his memory, all iron, smoke and death. Unfortunately, at the distance he had witnessed death on such an impersonal scale, he could only think about it dispassionately. 
“Here, sir,” began Hob.
“Shhh!” admonished one of the older soldiers.
“Sorry,” whispered Hob. “Sir, I’ve been thinking, and I just realised; well, I joined up with the army to fight the French, right? But since I joined, I’ve only done a little fighting. I’ve only fired my musket about six times. Is that normal?”
Wrathchild looked at the boy and realised he wasn’t just trying the old soldier trick of focusing on something other than what was coming—something Wrathchild had been doing for days now. No, it was an actual question, a natural boyish curiosity. “Something you should know about war, Hob, is that there is very rarely such a luxury as normal,” said Wrathchild.
“Another way to think about it, lad,” said another soldier, the big one who slapped the boy earlier, “is that the more time you spend not fighting is more time the other side isn’t trying to disembowel you.”
There was a snort as the joke caught, triggering laughter in the hole.
A boom sounded through the air, through the earthen barriers they hid behind and through them. It so blatantly did not come from any man that it cut through the laughter, stopping it in their throats. It put Wrathchild in the mind of the noises that came from the admiralty shipyard: dry, mechanical and large.
He risked another look and was glad when the others had the sense to stay hidden. The smoke column was now the dominant feature of the landscape. It was now not so much a blot across the clear sky as that the sky was something which framed it. It was so easily defined he could trace the movement down to where it seemed to be tugged by something just over the horizon. 
He turned back to his squad. Each one assumed the grim look of men who had accepted what would come would come. He wished it had stirred pride within him, but it didn’t. He’d seen too much of faces like that.
“Won’t be long lads. Just hold tight.” As if to emphasize his words, another boom reverberated overhead, followed by an increasingly stressed metallic creak. As the sound reached its apex another boom came, each sound on a massive scale, making Wrathchild feel smaller and smaller. Then came other noises. Cracks, infinitely smaller than the immense creaks they followed, but more ominous because of it. Musket fire—the thin sound distorted by the distance and lack of echo. 
Wrathchild’s plan, or more precisely, the men’s survival, relied upon escaping afterwards. And the more French soldiers there were the less likely that was to happen.
He looked again out towards the horizon. The smoke was definitely following the road, so its source would be turning due north soon onto the last stretch, bringing it to this defile.
Time to get ready.
He looked over to the other squad. Sergeant Swanston was there, looking back, waiting for the word. Wrathchild gave it with a nod, and Swanston ducked out of sight. Soon patches of darker earth began spreading outwards from the outcrop as his men fanned out. They kept to his orders: no less than ten yards between one man and the next. The biggest risk would come if the French turned one of the Earthmover’s cannons on them. The great weapons could easily kill the whole squad in one shell if the plan did not work.
The squad had finished preparing, and when he turned back they all stared expectantly. He had to summon the energy to empower his voice with the natural authority of an officer, something he usually took on effortlessly.
He stood up and tugged the hem of his brocaded jacket, straightening it as well as he could, and held his arms behind his back. “Alright, men, the time has come. Remember the plan. Stick with it and we’ll all be back with our comrades by nightfall. Now, take your positions.” 
They all turned and filed out, grabbing handfuls of gritty dirt and rubbing it across their blood red coats as they went. By the time the first man was out of cover he was just another patch of reddish earth among the ruin of the countryside.
Hob was the last one in the line, and Wrathchild laid a hand on his shoulder before he left. “Not so fast, lad. You stay here with me.”
Hob looked up at him, and Wrathchild saw a hint of pleading in his eyes. “I may need a runner,” he continued before Hob could ask why. He felt guilty, denying Hob the chance to fight with the rest of the men just to belay the guilt of having to bring his men to this death trap, but not enough to let the lad go. Disappointment was obvious on Hob’s face, but he took the order well and rubbed a handful of dirt across his shirt.
“Were you telling the truth, Captain? About the Earthmover?”
“I’m afraid so, Hob.” Wrathchild hefted his musket and began padding in gunpowder and shot. “Tell me though, lad, have you heard of fire ants?” Hob shook his head, and Wrathchild continued his own checks while talking. “A sailor once told me about them. They’re a large type of ant, only live in the Australian colonies, but still no more than an ant. However, each of them can deliver a stiff sting. Nothing that would kill on its own, but with enough surprise and enough of them, they can bring down something much larger than themselves, say, something like a dog. The way I see it, the Earthmover is the dog to our fire ants. We’re far from beaten yet.”
A roar erupted not too far to the south. It was not from the throat of any animal Wrathchild ever heard. It was mechanical and held the scorching hiss of escaping steam, but for all that it was still a roar, and it was huge. 
The sound had size, and its mass shook the ground, threatening to tip Wrathchild and Hob from their feet. Hob threw himself at the lip of their hole. His hands shook as he peered over the threshold. Wrathchild joined him, and both stared towards the lip of the depression. The smoke column was directly to the south, its differing textures obvious now as it billowed up and away into the atmosphere.
Neither of them moved, waiting for their first glimpse.
Despite how close the smoke seemed to rise from the lip of the great bowl, it felt like hours passed. But then, by degrees, the edges of the depression began to darken. The width of the lip growing darker was impossibly wide, forty or fifty yards at the least. Then the sun seemed to glint off the bare rocks across the rim. 
Wrathchild saw the illusion for what it was, but that didn’t stop his heart from beating faster. The shadow grew until specs of silver and gold sparkled freely in the sunlight. The upper bastions of the war machine grew from the rocks, first the ramparts, iron and steel reproductions of a fortress, and four raised turrets. Each one would contain a cannon, swivel mounted and capable of firing a twelve-pound cannon ball nearly a mile in any direction. 
The wall rose further and further, revealing the gold colouring to be copper plates bolted into place around dented sections of the armour. Tied up between the ramparts was the blue, white and red of the new French republic, hanging limp and oil stained, and above that more blue: soldiers. There were dozens of them, and each of them leaned against the parapets on their elbows, laughing and talking with their neighbours, none paying attention to the countryside upon which they travelled.
“You see that, Hob? They think they’ve already won. Maybe the war they did, but we’re going to sting them good and proper before we leave.”
Hob just nodded.
The Earthmover kept its relentless advance, pushing more of its bulk into sight. He knew what was coming next but could imagine Hob’s astonishment. 
The machine’s main weapon came into view. Inch by inch, foot by foot, the gaping maw of the cannon rose above the lip of the bowl. Its inside disappeared into darkness, a black hole over the red earth beneath the blue sky above. 
The mouth had been fashioned like a medieval knight’s helmet, and there, above the gun, were two representations of eye slits… probably where the commander and drivers sat. 
Luckily the slits had been kept as small as possible, only giving them the ability to see ahead in the firing arc of their cannon, and Wrathchild doubted they could see him or his men any more than those singing French men on the top could.
Wrathchild had never been closer to one as he was now, but a cannoneer at Calais drunkenly told him he met a Prussian engineer once who worked on the damned things. He said, deep inside, towards the rear was a huge stove, like a blacksmith’s oven. It was fed constantly with coal that would boil water to drive steam through pipes. It was there Wrathchild lost the detail. He was not technically minded, but what did stick in his mind was the description of the wheels. There were many wheels beneath the machine, but only three which actually drove the thing; one at the back and two side by side at the front, and he was hoping that the power delivered to each of these was equal, because if it wasn’t, and the rear wheel held more power than the font, his plan wouldn’t work.
“Captain,” said Hob with a slight stammer. “It’s big, Captain.”
“Bigger target to shoot at,” he said.
The Earthmover could now be seen in its entirety. At its base a galvanised skirt held spikes three feet long, sharpened and fixed to jut out harshly at thigh height.
When he saw the Earthmover in battle, the skirt had been lost in smoke and the press of bodies, but now, seeing those spikes first-hand, he was glad to be where he was. He could imagine the effect those spikes would have on a regiment of infantry with the ‘Mover’s bulk pushing from behind.
He tried to imagine what would be going through the minds of the men, hidden out of sight amidst the churned earth. There was no way they could not see the machine bearing down on their positions and know they must face it.
If any of them entertained any thoughts of flight or of staying hidden as the machine rolled passed, they were dashed a moment later. Behind the ‘Mover rose a sea of troops. French soldiers marched in regiments behind, flags raised and muskets resting on shoulders—a forest of blue and bayonets. 
From his position he could see several of the French front ranks had soldiers blowing across flutes, the tunes lost under the groaning of the ‘Mover’s body as it pushed itself over the rough ground.
The Earthmover had reached the lip of the bowl and paused. Then, like a ship cresting a storm wave, it pitched over the edge, crushing the defined border of the bowl as it dropped into the decline. A dangerous, metallic groan accompanied the fall, but the machine showed no sign of damage or stopping. Behind, the French soldiers followed down more carefully.
Wrathchild reached for his musket and, seeing Hob still gripping the edge of their hiding place, captured the boy’s eyes, hitting him softly over the head with the stock to get his attention. The ‘Mover was nearing the lowest trough of the bowl. 
It was time. 
Wrathchild rested the barrel of his long gun on one of the earth walls and took careful aim. It was a long shot, and he was sure the command deck would be well protected. To hell with it; he sighted down the musket, aimed and fired.
For a moment he was afraid the shot, and the signal, would be lost amid the metallic din and croaking of the ‘Mover. But then sparks shot up from the faceplate of the machine, and a loud clang sounded out across the bowl as his shot struck a foot below the left eye slit. The sparks served to punctuate the signal, and then the northern half of the bowl erupted in gun smoke.
Muskets fired from a dozen hiding places along the ridge. Sparks rebounded off spots on the ‘Mover, and some French soldiers collapsed among their comrades. The wounds probably weren’t fatal, for at that distance any accuracy would be pure luck, but then they weren’t meant to be. 
Around the wounded men soldiers threw themselves to the ground, taking any cover offered by the uneven earth. But for every one scrap of cover there were three soldiers, and more shots from the hidden British landed among the packed French. Panic spread. Blue uniforms scrabbled back up the slope away from the ambush.
Wrathchild turned his attention back to the Earthmover. The soldiers on top had similarly taken cover as sparks flew from the ramparts around them. The ‘Mover itself began to slow, judging where the threat was. Its massive bulk meant that was not an easy process.
There was no knowing how quickly, if at all, the bait would be taken. The ‘Mover had stopped, and they needed to hold back the French troops long enough for the machine to start again. 
He ducked back and began reloading his musket, seeing as he did that Hob was still staring around the block he hid behind, his hands gripping his unfired weapon knuckle-whitening tight.
“Private,” he yelled, hammering the ramrod down the barrel, “I can’t help but notice you’re not firing!” He had to shout. Outside of their hole the rest of the squad kept up a steady barrage on the French troops, and ominous grating noises were coming from within the Earthmover. 
Hob didn’t respond; he just kept his back to Wrathchild, his head poking out around the earthen wall.
Finishing loading, Wrathchild hauled the younger soldier to his feet and firmly placed his own musket into the boy’s surprised hands.
“This end,” Wrathchild shouted, “is pointed at the enemy.” He put the barrel onto the wall, pointing it roughly towards the French lines. “Now fire!” he screamed into Hob’s ear.
The boy shot the weapon without aiming, more from surprise at Wrathchild’s voice than a desire to harm the French, but it seemed to have the right effect. Shaking, the boy pulled the still smoking barrel to him and fumbled for his ammo pouch. Wrathchild slapped him encouragingly on the shoulder and went back to the edge of their hole.
The French had begun organising themselves a defense… a little earlier than he hoped, but that couldn’t be helped. At least his men were still hidden among the slopes, spending most of their shots on the soldiers at the far south edge than on the Earthmover itself. The men at the rear needed to be hurt into thinking twice about advancing, and he was pleased to see that happening.
To one end of the line, an inspiring commander had his blue coats up and organised, muskets on shoulders, neat as you like, only to have the hidden British pelt them with shot and send them scurrying. That state of affairs could not continue. The French had the advantage in numbers and probably knew it, but they did not know where to direct their fire. The commander had his men back on their feet and wasted no time in organising a firing line. The slope where the British hid exploded in dust as the massed shots of the French landed. 
A creak started from the Earthmover, a low series of cracks that swiftly gathered pace and volume until it ended in a mighty crash. To Wrathchild it sounded like the opening of the gates of hell. Amidst the rising dust clouds and gun smoke, the shadow of the Earthmover shuddered then lurched forward. 
A great cheer went up from the French soldiers to the rear and a smaller one from those on top of the great machine. The advance of the French army’s greatest weapon gave them heart enough to draw together in their lines again.
The number of sparks flying off the front of the Earthmover increased. His orders were for the men to keep their fire on the troops, but he could understand the men’s change in targets. It was like a small mountain bore down on them, and shooting the ‘Mover with muskets was equally ineffective.
The ricochets from the Earthmover’s armour were doing little to dissuade the soldiers at the machine’s top. They had drawn courage from the ‘Mover’s forward momentum and began firing down onto where they believed the British positions to be.
Wrathchild looked across and saw Swanston squatting behind a slab-sided rock. The Sergeant watched the ‘Mover’s progress as he cupped his hands over flint and tinder. The Earthmover crossed the invisible threshold mapped out that morning, and Swanston flashed Wrathchild a brief look saying, “Everything is going according to plan,” before switching his attention to his tinderbox. He began striking the flint and tinder together furiously. In the frenzy of movement, Wrathchild saw a flash of white: the cloth that would take the spark. The Sergeant was still trying to light the cloth when a roar came from the Earthmover. Wrathchild had no time to appreciate what it might mean when the wall Swanston hid behind exploded. Even at that distance the sound wave rolled over him, deafening him and causing both he and Hob to cover their faces from the stone shrapnel. 
He uncovered his face as the last of the chips fell to the ground. He was surrounded by dust, and the bells ringing in his ears left him dumb. The cloud quickly dispersed, showing him Swanston’s hiding place severed in half. The upper portion was nowhere he could see and neither was Swanston.
Something had to be done, or they would all be killed. He did not have time to think; instead, he turned to Hob. The boy was left as dumb as he and having trouble recovering. Shaking Hob by the shoulders, he shouted “Private! Listen to me! I’ve got to go over to the other side. I need you to wait until I’m halfway across the road and then fire at the ‘Mover.”
Hob nodded without looking up, a dull sheen still glazing over his eyes. Wrathchild shook him again harder. “Hob! All right?” 
He blinked, looked at Wrathchild and nodded. “Yes, Captain,” he said.
Wrathchild squeezed him on the shoulder then pushed his musket into the boy’s hands. Two loaded guns would allow him to fire off two shots quicker, hopefully drawing the attention of the soldiers on top of the ‘Mover, and he wouldn’t need it until he got back… if he got back.
He moved closer to the edge of their hole and risked a brief look towards the ‘Mover. It still rumbled onwards but had not yet reached his trap. He looked back at Hob, who nodded, looked at Swanston’s erstwhile hiding place, took in a deep breath and launched himself into the open.
After so long in the shadows, and with the Earthmover just yards away, he felt exposed and in danger, which he was… very. His best chance lay in movement, but he still had to fight the urge to stop, turn and run back to the perceived safety of cover.
A whiz of breaking air and a small explosion of shot beside his feet told the primitive part of his mind that he was correct in running, and he tried to summon more speed from his legs.
A louder crack of musket fire came from behind. That would be Hob’s first shot. He was mid-way across the road now, at the most exposed part, and hoped the shot would draw some of the attention he could feel on him.
There were more, distant cracks to his left and up from the top of the Earthmover, but no shots kicked up dirt around him. Perhaps Hob’s decoy was working.
Another crack came from behind him. 
Hobs’ second shot rang out just as he passed the far edge of the road. The last few yards were over uneven, badly broken ground. He risked a broken ankle in his headlong rush, but the alternative did not bear thinking about.
Five more yards. 
Four. 
At three he dove, threw his arms out and pushed hard with his right leg, launching himself in a full body lunge. He landed on his front, wind driven from his lungs as his chest hit the ground, and the mud behind him was torn up by rifle fire. The shots landing so close spurred him with urgency. Just beyond where he landed lay Swanston. There was no need to check if he was alive, and Wrathchild scanned the ground around, not willing to look towards the Sergeant’s remains. 
By his foot was the chord that Swanston was trying to light, but Wrathchild didn’t have anything that could do the job. He kept looking around the hole. He needed that tinderbox. There, on the other side of Swanston, the box lay at a precarious angle on an up-thrust slab of earth.
Then there was a boom identical to the one moments before. If he had thought about it, he would have realised the machine’s commander had Swanston’s position, and with nothing else to fire at….
The next split second stretched out. At the periphery of his hearing he could detect the descending whistle announcing the incoming cannon ball,
The whistling note came to a head, and his world filled with the sonic boom of flying metal and stone. Wind whipped the hair about his head before it settled over his clenched eyes. Then, almost as quickly, the wind died, and the noise was replaced by the sound of falling grit and stone chips.
He was still lying on the floor as he landed, and that probably saved his life. The remainder of the rock slab had been smashed aside by the shot. To his right, a still smoking furrow burrowed into the hillside. The pok pok of falling stone was replaced by a more urgent grating from the Earthmover that brought Wrathchild back to the present. The packed earth pressed into his chest shook with the rumble steadily approaching from the south. The war machine was still moving, and he was not. He reached for the tinder and looked up when his hand groped air. The ledge where the tinder lay was gone, as was the box.
“Shit.”
That was it. That was all he could say. Swanston had the only tinderbox in the squad. His and his men’s only hope now was to break cover and try and outrun the monstrous machine looming over them across the war-flattened ground of northern France and hope the Royal Navy left a few skiffs waiting for them.
He rolled onto his back, gathering himself for another mad dash across the road back to Hob when his eyes landed on Swanston’s musket.
An idea crossed his mind. It was insane, but he ignored that and grabbed the weapon. Allowing himself to dwell on the lunacy would only dissuade him. 
Good, the weapon was loaded. 
“Captain?” 
The shout came from Hob’s hiding place across the road. Wrathchild could see the soldier’s pale face filled with concern.
“I’m all right, lad,” he shouted back. “Have you re-loaded?”
Hob nodded.
“All right. Get ready to fire again.”
He had to shout even louder. The shriek of iron under stress filled the man-made valley, but Hob heard and sighted along the barrel towards the Earthmover.
“Good lad. Ready… now!”
Wrathchild broke from the ground, leaving dust behind him. Musket shots screamed overhead. This time the men on the turrets were waiting, and it would only take them seconds to get their bearing.
This he denied them.
Midway over the road Wrathchild shifted his weight and threw his momentum towards the ‘Mover. A shot that would have taken him in the arm zipped by his head, close enough to whip his hair. He ignored it, concentrating on speed and scanning the ground ahead. Somewhere along the packed mud road was a trench, dug and filled the previous day, hidden by scatterings of dirt. 
He began to worry if the ‘Mover had already rolled over it when his eyes found a foot-thick line of earth running across the road. He shifted his direction once more, aiming for where the ditch met the road edge, the distance between him and the Earthmover eaten up as the thing rolled ever nearer.
He was close enough now to hear the chatter of the French soldiers above. Their lyrical tongue shouted back and forth and down at him. He could not speak the language, but tone was universal. They mocked his tiny form as he ran about below.
An arm of dried mud ahead exploded in a puff of red dust as a musket ball missed him by inches. It brought him short, and he spun to see the Earthmover almost on top of the ditch.
More tiny explosions erupted around as he drew musket fire. Pushing them from his mind, he raised Swanston’s weapon and aimed the long barrel down towards the end of the ditch with its disguised well of gunpowder.
One shot. He only had one shot.
The barrel lined up, and he pulled the trigger. The familiar kick of the stock rocked his upper body back. Then an irresistible force added to the movement, throwing him from his feet. 
The last thing Wrathchild saw was a brief crack of white and then an onrushing wall of red before the shockwave from the buried gunpowder washed the landscape and robbed him of all senses.
By degrees the world went black, then white, then black again, before being replaced by rolling shades of grey. Booms like distant cannon fire sounded but arrived as if his head were wrapped in thick duvets. He blinked, or thought he did, for it made no difference to the indistinct shadows he saw, but he did become aware of violent thuds and rumblings, made gentle through numb skin. 
It was like he was wrapped in blankets, but even through the haze he felt himself lifted by the shoulders. It was nice at first, almost like a carriage ride, but with each shake it became more uncomfortable until pain wracked through him at each jolt. 
The motion cleared his vision a shake at a time until the blurred figure he saw coalesced into the shape of a man, then a dirty red coat, and finally Hob holding him by the shoulders. Wrathchild wanted to tell him to stop, that the shaking hurt, but his mouth wouldn’t work. And besides, Hob was shouting something at him. He knew this because he could see his mouth move and muffled words reached through the wool in his ears.
The lad was excited about something, ducking suddenly and looking over his shoulder before leaning down and pulling Wrathchild by the scruff of the neck. That was even more painful than the shaking, and he tried his best to help the lad, taking half a dozen steps before he found his feet.
He stood up only to be pulled back down by Hob who pointed excitedly back the way they came. Wrathchild did not understand the lad’s agitation, so following his jabbing finger; he looked over a scene of utter destruction.
The Earthmover had tipped headlong into a new ravine. The machine leaned forward at a steep angle, stopped from rolling further only by its cannon biting deep into the earth. Around lay patches of blue where the French soldiers had been, thrown from their parapets to fall forty feet to the ground. Smoke escaped between the armoured plates to the machine’s rear, not steadily but in an urgent hiss, and through his recovering ears Wrathchild detected what could only be the sound of building steam, like a kettle about to sing.
And then he understood Hob’s hurry.
Another tug from the boy was all he needed. They scrambled over the broken ground. 
The ground around the ‘Mover was flattened for thirty yards by the blast, and the French soldiers which followed made their own dash for the south.
Around him British soldiers in muddied uniforms broke from their cover, joining in their rush. None paused to fire at the fleeing French, the desire for survival overriding everything else.
“Come on, sir!” The urgency in Hob’s voice could not be mistaken, and Wrathchild realised the hissing from the Earthmover had risen an octave. He found new strength in his legs and pushed the younger soldier ahead of him. They reached the lip of the bowl when the hissing stopped. Wrathchild looked back.
Did that mean…?
The Earthmover erupted outwards. 
First the bolted plates distended, straining at their fastenings before giving up the fight and coming apart like orange peel. The steam-driven explosion from inside sent super-heated air and tons of blackened iron flowering outwards. For the second time Wrathchild watched an explosion rocket towards him. A visible wave of destruction rolled up the bowl, engulfing everything in its way.
“Everybody down!” he screamed. The words sounded soft in his ringing ears, and he hoped they were as loud as he intended. Wrathchild threw himself over the lip of the bowl, pulling Hob down by the shoulders and gathering the young soldier beneath him.
He only had time to close his eyes as the wave passed over. A gale roared in his ears as it lashed the air about him, tugging insistently at his coat. Close above something big whistled passed with the sound of a misshapen cannon ball.
Then, as quickly as it arrived, it was gone.
Grit and pebbles fell to the earth in a patter, abnormally loud in the sudden quiet. Wrathchild risked opening his eyes. Around him men in red coats lay prostrate on the ground, stirring in the unexpected calm. Further up he spotted a steaming rut gouged into the earth. At its apex an inches-thick iron plate lay twisted and steaming.
“Bloody hell,” breathed a man to his right. Wrathchild looked over and followed his gaze to where the rut began, half a foot from the man’s head.
“Captain. I can’t breathe,” said Hob.
Wrathchild pushed himself up, standing on unsteady legs. Behind him the basin was unrecognisable: curved and perfect like a porcelain soup bowl, scoured flat by the enormous explosion. The only break in its uniformity was at its centre, a tangled mass, half hidden in black smoke and dust slow to settle. Behind it, over half a mile away, soldiers in blue uniforms gathered to watch the ruin of their Emperor’s finest weapon.
Wrathchild felt like whooping for joy. He was alive. They were alive. He turned to share the moment with the men and stopped. Of the twenty men who set up that morning, only eight stood with him, looking to the south.
He looked back into the now sheer floor of the bowl. They were hoping to just stop the Earthmover. The plan was to mire it down in a hole blasted at the very bottom of the depression. Some of them were just too slow when the ‘Mover proved unexpectedly fragile. He looked back at the French soldiers. They looked as shell-shocked as his men and showed no sign of coming after them.
Probably lost all their officers, he thought. Lucky bastards.
“Captain?”
The remaining soldiers gathered around, sharing the sight of the wreckage. One of the men eyed the French with distrust, obviously not sharing Wrathchild’s view.
He just nodded. “Let’s go, lads.”
They turned, starting the fifteen-mile trudge to the coast and hopefully some tardy Navy boats.
THE END
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Lasater’s Lucky Left
 
by Quincy Allen (Colorado, USA)
 
With an annoyed scowl setting the exposed part of his face into deep lines, Jake Lasater slowly returned his hot Colts to the holsters at each hip and waited for the thick white veil of smoke to clear. He let out a long, resigned sigh and winced as he rubbed the shallow gash in his right sleeve and bicep. That’s when he noticed the black shuriken sticking out of his left arm just above the elbow. He pulled the irritating little weapon out with a jerk, dropped it on the ground and realized that the fingers of his right glove were now sticky. Holding his fingers up to his good eye, he saw a yellow residue, like honey or pinesap. It coated the dark leather in a jagged pattern that matched the shuriken points. He gave his fingers a sniff and regretted his curiosity straightaway, turning his head with a jerk. The stuff smelled like a cross between snake oil and horse piss fermented in a cheese cellar too long.
“Tricky Tong bastards,” he muttered with a sour, southern Missouri drawl. He aimed his curse like a pistol at the four, silk-clad bodies lying in the muddy alley between him and the bright daylight of Sacramento Street. He’d seen men in the street go running when the shooting started, but they were already starting to walk by as if nothing happened. Chinatown was a rough place where people minded their own. On top of that, everyone knew that the San Fran Marshals would take their own sweet time to check things out in that part of town—if they came at all. 
Lasater kneeled and wiped his fingers on the crimson shirt of the dead gambler who’d started the whole thing, trying to remove the sticky resin. “And here I thought we were friends, Po,” Lasater said to the corpse as he rolled it over and looked down into a still, muddy face. All four bodies were clad in red silk, which meant they were part of the Tong. “And you have your boys try to poison me?” Annoyed disbelief filled Lasater’s voice. “San Francisco is not at all what I expected.”
Lasater reached beyond Po’s body and picked up his short top hat from where it had fallen during the fight. Miraculously, it had landed on the one dry spot for twenty feet in both directions along the alley. With a muted whine of clockwork gears from his legs, Lasater stood, brushed the dust off the brim of his hat and adjusted the silver and turquoise hatband so it was straight once again. “You’re lucky you didn’t muss up my hat, Po, or I’d have to kill you again, damn it.” 
Lasater gave an irritated shake of his head and pressed the top hat back into place. As it settled over his wavy dark hair, a relieved smile broke up the irritated scowl. He’d had the hat made special back in Kansas City only eight months ago. The inside of the brim had a small inner notch so that it fit snugly around both his head and the skin-tight leather strap that held his left ocular in place. The intricately hinged, brass-set lens was as dark as pitch and blocked out most of the light. The whole thing was set into a steel plate that covered a quarter of his face from cheek to forehead, and the steel had been riveted to the leather band that wrapped around his head and tied at the back. He’d worn the thing since he was discharged from the Union Army back in ’64. 
Amputations were common in the Civil War, and like so many others, Lasater had left a fair amount of flesh, bone and blood in that hot Army tent after a Reb canon did its job on him. When the bandages had finally come off his face, the Army docs discovered that, along with everything else, the canon round had made his left eye permanently dilated. Even low light hurt him, but Tinker Farris, at the expense of Lasater’s inheritance, had fixed him up pretty well in all quarters. Lasater was actually more of a man now than when he started. He took his discharge and what little money he got for the amputations and headed west to find his fortune and forget about other people’s wars.
Kansas City, Scottsbluff, Santa Fe, Denver, Fort Hall—he’d gambled his way across the territories and done pretty well moving from one saloon to the next, one poker game to the next. He’d tricked, bribed and shot his way out of or through a number of fiascos along the way and never once landed in jail, but the Central Pacific line pretty much ended in San Francisco, so here’s where he ended up. Unfortunately, the four bodies in front of him now meant that this latest fiasco was just getting started. It also meant he’d have to leave San Fran in a hurry when all was said and done. He had mixed feelings about that. He’d been there only a couple of weeks and even made friends with Hang, Po and a few other members of the Tong. He didn’t ask about their business, and they didn’t meddle with his. It was all poker between friends. Right up until he walked away with all those winnings.
It had actually been five men who had come up behind him and “urged” him into the alley at the point of a dagger in his back. The fifth, the one with the big scar running down his cheek, neck and under his collar, had run off with the bag of winnings Lasater dropped in the mud to distract the thieves. That’s how he got the drop on them. When their eyes followed the bag, his Colts sailed free and sang their song. He’d accumulated the bag’s contents in a particularly long and lucrative poker-game over at Hang Ah’s saloon around the corner, and eight hundred dollars in paper and coin plus a fair amount of gold dust was not something he planned to just leave behind. He only had a few coins in his pocket, so the bag was pretty much his whole stake.
Lasater walked out of the alley, his black boots squishing through the mud, and stepped into the bright, morning sunshine of Sacramento Street. Hang Ah’s was just a block up and across the thoroughfare. Scar’s muddy footprints made a beeline straight for it, so he made a path of his own, following in the footsteps of the Chinese thief and reloading his Colts as he went.
It was still early morning and between mining shifts, so Lasater barely had to weave his way between the migrant residents of Chinatown to get to Hang Ah’s. A rainbow of brightly colored silk and patches of drab cotton walked up and down the street, with every man sporting a long, black queue either down his back or wrapped around his neck. He didn’t see a single woman amidst the workers. Lasater, at six-foot, could see easily over the pointed hats and silk caps that covered most every other head. A white man in Chinatown was an uncommon enough sight, and with his left ocular looking ominous and his dual shooters looking even more so, the path in front of him seemed to open up all by itself. That is, until one of those new-fangled mining rigs stepped out onto the street from the gaping warehouse doorway of Qi’s Emporium of Wondrous Power.
Its powerplant grumbling, the machine was at least twelve feet tall, and its brass and steel carapace glinted in the morning sunlight, looking all the world like a Chinese god of war. Riveted plates housed a steam-driven powerhouse that drove four, multi-jointed legs hiss-stomping out into the street. Its massive, four-toed feet squished and sucked through the mud, and the joints clicked and clanged in an unlikely rhythm as it turned towards Lasater and began walking forward. It had two partially retracted arms attached at the shoulders, and its elbows bent around massively hinged joints. Glinting brass hydraulic pistons gave the limbs life, pushing and pulling as the thing moved, and at the end of each arm were great, clam-shaped scoops that could close and contain at least a cubic yard each. 
Lasater recognized it as one of Miss Qi’s diggers. Qi was the only tinker in Chinatown and also the only woman he’d seen treated as an equal by the men there. The diminutive little woman, dressed in bright blue coveralls, was folded up into a cockpit at the belly of the great beast, enclosed in a brass cage. Her long dark ponytail flipped and flopped behind her as the thing clunked down the street, and her dark goggles hid jade eyes and most of what Lasater considered a truly beautiful face. Her co-pilot was perched in a similar cage atop the thing, and his job was to operate the great arms during work.
Lasater stepped aside as the machine walked by, tipping his hat to the woman. She smiled and nodded her head towards him, a magnificent smile shining from within the cage. Lasater’s heart ached for the memory of that smile. He’d spent an evening playing cards with Qi—she was a hell of a card-player—the previous week, an evening that ended with Lasater waking in her bed. It was a night he would never forget, but they’d both agreed that no future was possible. She was committed to her work, and he was the consummate rolling stone. Lasater watched the digger make its way down the street, a wistful smile upon his face, and then turned back to the task at hand as Qi turned her machine around the far corner.
He strode the last twenty yards through the mud, stepped up to the doorway of Hang’s and pushed in the red, swinging doors. As the doors swung closed behind him, he looked around the saloon for any clue as to where Scar went. Aside from the bright red and green paint here and there, plus a few gold dragons decorating the corners, it looked like most saloons he’d been in. Although the room didn’t get quiet, the chatter that he’d heard from the other side of the doors dropped down a bit as sidelong glances from the men inside identified him. He spotted a few elbows make their way into other men’s ribs and saw a few hand-covered whispers, but he had no idea what was said. For mid-morning, the place looked as full as a white man’s saloon on a busy Friday night. Chinatown was funny that way. The mostly male population was crammed in like dynamite in a crate, and they worked in endless shifts, so there was a non-stop cycle of workers coming in and out of damn near every building. 
There were still three mahjong games going on that had started the night before. The only other cowboy in the saloon was at one of them. He was a black man, his ebony skin standing out amongst the lighter skin of the Chinese, but he had wavy, shoulder-length hair and piercing, tan eyes, which told Lasater he was mulatto in some way. His clothes, what Lasater could see of them, were tidy—not new but well kept—with a blue button-down, a gray on black paisley vest and a black handkerchief tied around his neck. His dark hat dangled to the side of his chair, and Lasater thought it might be a Union cavalry hat, which meant they’d both chewed some of the same dirt back in the war, and the cowboy was probably a Buffalo. The tan of a heavy, weatherworn duster draped over the back of the chair peeked out from behind him when he leaned forward to flip a tile. Lasater didn’t recognize the cowboy, but when those tan eyes looked up, the two cowboys exchanged knowing nods and smiles that can only be understood between those in a minority amongst the majority—cowboys and Chinese respectively in this case. 
Groups of Chinese men flowed over the inside of the saloon, with the drinkers wearing smiles and the opium smokers looking sleepy. Lasater spotted Hang standing behind the bar in black silk. The small Chinese man with streaks of gray in hair and beard glanced at him and then turned his eyes quickly to the glass he was cleaning. A guilty look flickered across the saloonkeeper’s moon of a face, and the short proprietor pretended not to notice Lasater by turning away from the front door. Lasater crossed the room in big strides, stepped up to the bar, reached out a black glove and firmly turned Hang towards him. Hang flowed with the motion and then threw up an innocent smile.
Hang spoke brightly through a thick, Chinese accent. “Mister Jake! How good it is….” 
“Hang, let me set the tone for ya….” Lasater interrupted, cutting Hang’s pleasantries off with steely fatigue. Hang’s eyes widened just a shade, and he clamped his mouth shut. Lasater plucked the glass out of Hang’s hand, set it on the bar and grabbed a bottle of whisky. “I’ve been up for eighteen hours straight.” He poured a healthy shot into the glass. “I’m tired, sore and bleeding.” With a jerk, Lasater threw back the shot and set the empty glass back on the bar. “It seems as if Po, your friend and mine, was a sore loser.”
“Mister Jake,” Hang blurted, “you don’t think that I….”
“I don’t know what to think here, Hang. But let me tell you what I do know. A man in red pajamas just come running in here with a big bag in his hands. My bag.”
“I don’t know what you’re….” Hang blurted, but his face spoke volumes.
“You have a shitty poker-face, Hang, and the guy’s muddy footprints lead right up to your front door.” Embarrassment filled the round face. “Hang, you still owe me thirty-five dollars from that card game last week. Thought I was too drunk to remember, did ya? I like to keep a few outstanding debts around town to call in for rainy days.” Lasater leaned in a few inches to make his point. “And it seems as if it’s raining, now don’t it?” Hang’s eyes shifted nervously between Lasater’s good eye and the black lens wrapped in brass of his left. “I’d be willing to forgive the debt if you let me know where that fella went… you know, the one with the scar from here to here?” Lasater traced a line from above his right eye down to his collar with a black-gloved finger. He stared at Hang with his one good eye and narrowed it down to a sliver. “Or….” he placed his hands on the Colts at his hips and then opened them, suggesting the alternative of loud and bloody conversation instead of the polite kind. “I’d much rather have this conversation without heating up my Colts, if you catch my meaning. Now where did he go?” Lasater wasn’t the kind of man to shoot people in cold blood, but Hang didn’t know that for certain, and the mahogany-gripped Colts were worn enough to tell a tale of crowded cemeteries.
Lasater was one hell of a card player, and he could see calculating going on behind Hang’s wide eyes. The saloonkeeper was probably trying figuring out who was more dangerous, Lasater or Scar, but Lasater picked up something else working in Hang’s eyes…. It looked like scheming.
Lasater watched the worry slowly evaporate off Hang’s face, replaced with something resembling resolve and perhaps a little venom mixed in for good measure. The salooner motioned with his head, the dark braid hanging down the middle of his chest doing a little dance over the black silk. Hang spoke slowly. “Through that door.” Lasater turned to see a red door under the stairs at the back of the saloon. He knew the stairs led up to the singsong girls above, but he had no idea what was behind the red door. During the poker game he’d seen a number of red-clad fellas coming and going through it, which meant that the Tong was probably down there in numbers. “Go down two flights. At the bottom, go through the black door, down the long hallway and through another door. You will probably find him there.”
Lasater turned back to Hang with a calculating eye. “That’s a short road, Hang. Rest assured, I’ll be able to find my way back if it turns out he’s not there… or someone else is. I’ll see you soon.” Lasater walked off without another word, made his way to the door, opened it and stepped inside.
Hang pulled a red rope hidden behind the bar, which disappeared through a hole in the floor, tugging it with three short pulls, two long and a short one. “Perhaps,” Hang said under his breath with vicious intent as he watched the red door close on Mister Jake Lasater. 
The spiral of worn wooden stairs creaked under Lasater’s boots, and he made his way down them as quietly as he could. The faint, warm light of an oil-lamp shone up from the bottom of the stairwell. One rotation of the spiral presented him with a dark hallway that stretched back underneath Hang’s saloon. Lasater could smell the opium and hear the occasional giggle or moan coming at him from the dimly lit hallway of red curtains that faded away from him through the thick smoke. Another rotation brought him to the bottom and a black door. Lasater put his left hand on a Colt, the other on the doorknob and opened the door slowly. 
The hallway beyond was well lit with a lamp set on either side, each lamp set between a pair of doors along both walls. He picked up a scent of jasmine incense and old blood. Jasmine was something he’d never smelled before coming to San Francisco, but soldiers who lost limbs in Army tents never forgot the smell of old blood dried on wood and canvas. Lasater walked down the hallway and tested each door, finding every one locked. There was a door at the far end of the hall with a small iron bracket on each side bolted into the doorframe. There was no mistaking that the door could be barred from this side, but there wasn’t a plank lying around to drop into the brackets. Pulling the hammer back on the Colt, Lasater took a deep breath and twisted the doorknob, pulling the door open slowly and looking in with his good eye. He didn’t know what he was expecting to see, but the room beyond wasn’t anything he would have thought up, even in a bad dream.
The swinging door carried with it an even stronger smell of dried blood, and he could see lines, splatters and splotches of deep brown on the pine floor and walls beyond. The room had eight walls, about eight feet high and fifteen on a side, and in the middle of each was a lantern with a big, hinged lid. Under each lantern was a door just like the one he’d opened. Here and there the smooth pine walls were dotted with the splintered wounds of what could only be bullet holes. Lasater could see a railing going around what was clearly a fighting arena, and from the looks of it, these boys played for keeps. He didn’t see anyone on the upper level, but Scar was on the far side of the pit wearing black silk instead of red, and he held a slim sword in each hand. Courage and rage filled Scar’s face, and the flush of blood set off the pale line running down his cheek, looking like a white bolt of lightning in the flickering light.
Scar slowly moved into a fighting stance, his body twisted to the side, one sword held high the other low, both points aiming directly at Lasater’s heart. The bag was just behind Scar, lying on the floor, and all Lasater could do was look Scar in the eyes and sigh. He took a look at the half-inch planks of the door and doorframe and shook his head as he stepped into the room.
Clearly Lasater wasn’t the first gun-fighter to end up in that arena. “Y’all must think I got sawdust for brains,” Lasater concluded, chewing off each word like it was gristle. Stepping further into the arena, he slowly closed the door behind him with a mean smile on his face. The Colt rose up and out like it was on rails, the silver runes along the barrel glinting in the lamplight and the barrel now making a straight line between Lasater’s good eye and Scar’s head. Scar’s eyes got wide with a healthy mix of fear and hatred. “Seems I’m gonna hafta’ make a point, Scar.” He slowly lowered the hammer, dropped the pistol to his side and slid the Colt back into its holster.
The sound of a wooden board sliding into the brackets on the other side of the door sprouted a smile as wicked as a demon’s across Scar’s face, putting another kink in the white line running down his cheek. Lasater talked over his shoulder, never taking his eyes off Scar. “Don’t go far, you hear me, boys? I’ll be with you in a minute.” The gleeful laughter of two men splashed through the wood from behind the door. 
Lasater raised his hand and rotated the outer lens of his ocular. The eyepiece was actually made up of two lenses, both nearly clear by themselves but polarized. When they were cross-wise to each other, they looked black and kept out virtually all light, but when they lined up just right, they allowed light to go through normally. As the outer lens clicked into place, Scar could see Lasater’s closed eye and the pink ripple of burned scar tissue around the eye-socket. “Fair warning, Scar,” Lasater said slowly. “You push that bag to the middle of the floor and step away; you just might live through this. If not… well, I might just have a surprise or two for ya.” The grin never left Scar’s face.
“SHU KAI!” Scar shouted. There was a metallic clank from the eight lanterns on the walls as the shrouds dropped down and the light disappeared. Black folded in on both men, and Lasater never heard Scar dodge left and start silently snaking his way across the arena. Most men would have drawn their pistols in the darkness and shot into the inky black hoping to get lucky. 
All Lasater did was open his left eye.
His right eye was vainly trying to adjust, but his left, fully dilated open, used what little light was coming from under the door behind him. Lasater was a statue, a monolith in the darkness. He watched and waited as Scar zagged his way like a cobra. The swords rose into the air as he approached. Lasater had to admit, the man never made a sound. He was quiet right up until Lasater pulled a Colt and filled the room with a dull clap of thunder and one bolt of lightning. The slug caught Scar dead center in his chest, and he went back like a rag-doll, hitting the boards with a loud, staccato thud. The swords took a few bounces before coming to a clattering rest well outside of Scar’s reach.
Lasater stepped up to the downed man who was making harsh, sickly-wet choking sounds as his lungs filled with blood. Even to the last, Scar fought for life, but it wasn’t enough. As Lasater stepped over him, Scar made one last gurgling cough and then a death rattle left him still and silent. The Colt slid home once again.
“I warned you,” Lasater reminded the corpse without looking at it. His boots thudded across the wooden floorboards as he made his way to the money. He grabbed it, tied the pull-strings around his gun-belt and went back to the door he’d come in through, this time moving almost as silently as Scar had. Lasater stood to the side of the door, out of the line of any fire that might come through it, and placed his left hand on the door. The knob twisted easy enough, but the door didn’t open. It moved a fraction of an inch and came up to the bar that had been dropped in place. Lasater was finally pissed off and finished with warnings. He stepped in front of the door and flexed his legs, just barely hearing the gears of Tinker Farris’ handiwork do what he told them. His clockwork legs were several times stronger than the real thing had been, and Farris was, after all, a complete genius. Lasater pulled both Colts out, stepped back and then gave a mighty kick at the barrier before him. 
Wood splintered and steel brackets tore free from their housing. As the door few open, the man standing just on the other side went flying. So did the sawed-off shotgun he’d been holding. The second man watched his buddy sail by and reached for a pistol, but Lasater’s Colts shouted at him twice, and he spun into a wall, dropping to the floor in a lifeless heap. Lasater didn’t even wait for the other to reach for the shotgun. Two more shots rang out, and the man stayed on the floor.
Lasater took a minute to reload each pistol, watching the hallway in front and listening for anything from the room behind. When both pistols were ready, he marched back down the hallway through the door and up the stairs. As he passed the opium hallway, he heard nothing and, guns leveled, was careful to step past it quickly. 
Lasater’s Colts came first through the red door at the top of the stairs, and there wasn’t a single set of eyes in the saloon not watching him. Everyone was Chinese. Most eyes were filled with surprise, some with awe. Hang’s were filled with rage, and Lasater’s Colts never shifted away from the saloonkeeper’s head. The only sound in the room was Lasater’s boots walking up to Hang. He holstered one Colt and left the other one cocked and pointed at Hang’s face.
With eyes as cold as an undertakers, Lasater reached into his pocket, pulled out a twenty-dollar coin and threw it at the Chinese salooner who caught it with a fast-moving hand. “That’s for the mess I left below. Just so you know, I’m leaving San Francisco, and I ain’t never coming back. I’ll be on the next train for San Jose and parts east. This better be the last time I see you, Hang. If it ain’t, I’ll be throwing lead at you instead of gold. You understand me?”
Hang’s face was frozen with a glare that told Lasater everything he needed to know. He backed out of the bar, backed down the front steps and then made his way down Sacramento Street amidst the throng of Chinese workers who were going to and from their shift-changes. Lasater wove his way through the men as quickly as he could. Just as he reached the end of Sacramento Street, he ran smack-dab into Miss Qi. 
Her goggles were perched on her forehead, and her ponytail draped over her shoulder, making an ebony cascade down her left breast. The image brought Lasater back to their night together, only then there weren’t blue coveralls between him and her pale skin. She looked at him with those pools of jade that many a man had lost his heart in, and he smiled, taken once again by the beauty.
Lasater pulled his hat off, wrapped his arms around her and kissed her—a long, passionate kiss that got her arms around him and even got her left foot up in the air behind her. The kiss was long enough to make every man for ten yards stop and stare. Whispers filled the street. Finally, slowly, regretfully, Lasater released her. 
“You are the sweetest little lady I’ve ever tasted.” She smiled, knowing what was coming. “I’m off, Miss Qi. It’s not too likely I’ll be back San-Fran way, but I wanted to tell you that I’ll never forget you, and I’ll take that last kiss there to the grave. I can die happy now.” He gave her a wink with his good eye, and she placed a hand delicately upon his bearded cheek. 
“Nobody knows the future,” she said in a smooth Chinese accent. Then she winked back and stepped past him, walking briskly to her shop. Neither of them looked back at the other.
Lasater made a beeline for the train-station, keeping an eye over his shoulder to see if any red pajamas were following him. He never saw a pair. He had to wait three edgy hours at a saloon next to the station, waiting for the train to San Jose. The place was full, and plenty of men and women were coming and going. Back to the wall and eyes peeled, he even saw a handful of Chinese men go by. Some of them noticed his hands slide to his Colts, but nervous glances and blank stares were all they gave him. Not one seemed to be interested in him, which was how he hoped it would be till he made it to San Jose. 
He figured that if he could just get on a zeppelin he’d be home free, but San Jose was the closest place for that. The big earthquake a couple months earlier brought San Francisco’s original landing platform down like so much kindling. Word had it they were taking their sweet time rebuilding it to make it pretty and expand it to be a stop between the U.S. and the Orient. There were ferries to cross the bay, but Lasater wasn’t one to cross open water if is life didn’t depend on it. His artificial limbs were more anchor than anything else in liquid surroundings, so a short train ride to San Jose and then a zeppelin from there was his best option.
He figured fifty-fifty odds or worse that Hang would come after him. The salooner had lost face, there was no doubt about it, and what little Lasater knew about the Chinese, they didn’t take to that sort of thing very well. With a zeppelin between him and Hang, he could put San Francisco behind him forever, and good riddance.
While he waited, several of the barmaids tried to convince him that they could make a tumble upstairs worth his while, and under normal circumstances the money in the bag still tied to his belt would have been burning a hole through his pocket. With each lady prettier than the last, he politely declined, ordered another glass of water and shooed them on their way. He at least had the decency to pay a dollar for every water, which was ridiculous. Whisky was only four-bits, but he wanted them to know he appreciated the attention.
He heard a whistle blow outside and made his way cautiously out of the saloon. The Number 13 chugged its way through the mid-day sunshine, billows of steam and smoke pouring into the sky. It took twenty minutes for the passengers and cargo to be off-loaded, and then Lasater boarded his assigned car. They didn’t have any private compartments left when he’d gotten his ticket, so he had to make do with sitting on the far side of the car in a corner seat away from the platform. At least he’d be able to keep his eyes on both doors from there.
After thirty minutes of boxes and people getting loaded onto the train, a long whistle split the sunshine, and someone shouted “All aboard!” from just outside the car behind him. Folks shuffled into their benches on the train, and the car was nearly full. Lasater smiled at the mix of people who were coming out of San Fran. Most of the passengers looked like upstanding couples, men dressed in tails and paisley vests and the women on their arms in bright, billowing dresses full of lace and sporting huge bustles and matching parasols. There was a smattering of grizzled, smelly miners whose new clothes and untrimmed beards spoke volumes. 
Lasater had seen a handful of such coming out of Sacramento when he was on his way in weeks before. The gold rush brought plenty of men who lived harsh lives on the brink of poverty. Some of those—the smart ones Lasater thought—would quit while they were ahead after hitting a major load and head back home to buy farms or cattle. The dumb ones pissed their dust and nuggets away like sparkling rain at saloons and whorehouses around the boomtown, staying just one step ahead of broke. 
He saw a tinker in a fine black suit and bowler step on to the train, wearing a pair of gold and silver goggles to beat all. Even Tinker Farris’ rig hadn’t been as impressive. They had a half-dozen lenses swung on each side and a dark pair swung down over his eyes to keep the sun out. He had a beautiful black woman on his arm dressed to the nines in dandelion yellow, and Lasater picked up a darker pattern of lines and characters on her cheeks and forehead that said witch to anyone who knew the difference. It was pretty common for tinkers and witches to team up, and the woman who had worked with Farris was the one who’d given Lasater’s limbs the life and strength that had gotten him out of so many fixes. 
Lasater heard a couple of grungy miners a few rows up from him whisper “Yank” and then proceeded to comment on the woman’s color in less than polite terms… and they weren’t quiet about it. The man with the bowler gave them a sidelong scowl as he helped the woman into her seat. 
Lasater wet his whistle and started in on Battle Hymn of the Republic, aiming it right at the backs of the two miners to remind them who won the war. Lasater had given plenty in the name of freedom and the abolition of slavery, and he took every opportunity he could to remind Rebs of it when they spoke their mind on the subject. A dozen heads turned to Lasater, most smiling. The bowler nodded to him in thanks while the miners glared at him from twisted, craning necks. Lasater winked at the men and stopped whistling as his good eye narrowed down to a slit and he didn’t flinch, didn’t give them any quarter.
“Ain’t no room for Rebs no more, you hear?” Maybe it was the good eye looking mean and not giving up. Maybe it was the black lens looking wicked. Maybe it was that no one spoke up for the two miners. It was probably all three, but both men’s glares weakened a bit as they turned their heads and went real quiet. Lasater just grinned.
“Last call for Sacramento!” a man yelled from outside their car. The train-whistle blew three times hard, and there was the sound of steam blowing somewhere up ahead.
The mahjong-playing cowboy from Hang’s was the last to enter the car. Lasater tensed as he watched the cowboy step a few rows into the car, spot an open seat and start to turn around to plop down into it. At the last second he paused, turned his head and eyed Lasater. A friendly smile spread across his face, and he waved at Lasater who returned it with a nod as the cowboy straightened and started walking back through the car. His spurs chinged across the weathered floorboards, and Lasater gave the man a thorough once-over. He was a little shorter than Lasater with a single six-shooter on the left hip, making him a southpaw. He wore faded blue jeans with trail-worn boots sticking out the bottom. The tan duster covered the paisley vest and blue button-down, and the scarf was still in place. Ancient saddlebags that looked like they’d seen better days dangled in one hand, almost scraping the floor, and there was a faded U.S. on the flaps. He had on a faded, blue cowboy hat that definitely belonged to a Union cavalry officer before years of sun and rain turned it into just another way of keeping the weather off. There was a subtle bulge on the inside of his right forearm under his duster that said hide-away. Lasater wondered if it was a pullout or one of those fancy, spring-loaded rigs that shot the small pistol into his hand in an eye-blink.
“I see you made it out,” the cowboy said, sounding like New Mexico.
“‘Peers that way.” Lasater sized up the man like he was sitting across a poker-table. “I noticed you weren’t there when I come up.” 
The cowboy cast a questioning glance at the empty space next to Lasater. Lasater made it clear that he thought about it a second and then nodded. 
“Much obliged,” the cowboy said as he settled down into the seat with enough space between them to show respect. Then he leaned back and relaxed like he was at home. “Well, soon as you went through that door Hang barked something in Chinese to them boys sitting at my table. They jumped up like they was on fire and went running out the back door quiet as a couple of panthers. Hang come over, picked up their money and told me pretty clearly that the game was over. My mamma didn’t raise no dummies, and my daddy taught me when to fold a losing hand. I grabbed my money and walked outa’ there quick as you please. I felt bad and all, but I don’t know you mister, and there was a whole lota’ them and not much of me.” He pulled the blue brim down over his tan eyes and folded his arms across his chest.
“No hard feelings,” Lasater said with a trace of warmth. “You played it smart. No shame in that.”
The cowboy peeked an eye out from under a blue brim. “Seems like it all worked out anyway, didn’t it?”
“I reckon. But this shit may not be over.” Lasater ran his fingers over his goatee thoughtfully and stared out the window.
“You figurin’ they might come after you?” He lifted his brow and followed Lasater’s eyes out into the hot sunshine of the station.
“My mamma didn’t raise no dummies, either,” Lasater said, and they both chuckled.
“So what the hell was that all about, anyway?”
The train whistle announced Lasater’s story, and he started in on it just as the train lurched and they headed out for San Jose. Lasater started at the beginning, with the poker game. He was prepared to finish the whole thing, but he heard the cowboy start snoring about halfway through, so with a shrug, Lasater pulled his hat down over his one good eye and followed suit. 
* * *
 
The lurch of the train as it came to a stop is what woke them both up. The sun was just going down, but the remaining daylight left people enough to still see by. The gas torches of San Jose were on but not really doing much besides looking pretty. Along with most of the other folks, the cowboy stood up quickly and grabbed his gear. Lasater spotted a ragged, pale friction-scar chiseled into the dark skin of the cowboy’s neck, the bumps and ridges pink under the handkerchief. He raised an eyebrow, wondering if the cowboy was wanted somewhere.
The cowboy saw Lasater looking and figured out what was up. “Don’t worry, mister. This don’t mean there’s a bounty on my head somewhere… at least not that I know of. Some boys down in Texas didn’t fancy me courtin’ a white business girl who had a room above the saloon where I was drinking. There was a ruckus, but the sheriff broke it up and let me be. Seems he fought for the North. Them boys caught up with me the next day a half-day’s ride outside of town. They figured I belonged in a dogwood tree.”
“Damn,” Lasater said, shaking his head in disbelief but knowing such things happened throughout the territories and states alike.
“It worked out though. They didn’t tie my hands… wanted to see me squirm up there… and it seems the boy tyin’ the knots of the noose didn’t know how. The rope let loose of the saddle-horn it was tied to, and I dropped down in the middle of ‘em. They were all real surprised when I come up with one of their pistols in my hand.”
“Did you kill ‘em?” Lasater asked.
The cowboy paused, not certain of what kind of response he might get if he told the truth. He took a deep breath and figured he’d just go ahead and spill it. “Just two of ‘em. The ringleaders figured I didn’t have the guts to pull a trigger… or they figured I wasn’t fast enough. They looked at each other and went straight for their guns… pretty stupid, really… so I shot ‘em down. I had the three left over strip down to their skivvies and sent them on their way.”
Lasater laughed and then sobered a bit. He looked the cowboy dead in the eye and said as serious as a heart attack, “You should have burned them all down.”
The cowboy gave Lasater a thoughtful look. “The thought crossed my mind, I gotta admit. That worked out too, though. I headed off towards El Paso, five horses in tow, and the sheriff come up behind me a few hours later. At first I thought he was after me. He asked me what had happened, and I told him… showed him the ring round my neck. He knew them boys pretty well. He said he was impressed I didn’t kill ‘em. Told me to be on my way and not look back… just never come back… less trouble that way, you know?”
“Yeah, I can see his point. Folks are what they are, I suppose, good and bad,” Lasater agreed.
“I reckon. Anyway, that’s where this come from.” The cowboy moved the handkerchief back in place.
“You headin’ to a saloon?” Lasater asked.
“Naw. I gotta go get my horse and the rest of my rig. Gonna find a stable. You got a horse?”
“Unh-unh.” Lasater lifted one of his pant-legs revealing a golden, metallic shine underneath. “Both legs. I’m just too much of a load, even for a Morgan. I’d feel guilty putting my golden ass on some poor horse.”
“Is it?” the cowboy asked a bit surprised. He had to be thinking how far up the gears went on Lasater’s bottom half.
“What?”
“Golden,” the cowboy specified as he turned towards the door at the end of the car.
“My ass?”
“Yeah,” he called over his shoulder, grinning.
Lasater lifted his hat and rested it far back on his head, looking up at the cowboy. “No. From the thighs down… and before you ask, I still got my gear. Still worked last time I checked.” They both chuckled.
“You headed to Sacramento?” the cowboy asked over his shoulder.
“Yep,” 
“Me too. I’ll see you on the zep then, much as I hate getting on those things. I want to put as much distance between me and San Fran as I can.”
“Hey,” Lasater called, and the cowboy stopped. “I’m getting a compartment on the zep if there are any left. You’re welcome to tag along if you want. There’s plenty of room.”
“No shit?” The cowboy’s face held genuine surprise.
“No shit.”
“Much obliged,” he replied and tipped his hat to punctuate his thanks.
“I believe the Sacramento run kicks out at nine tomorrow morning. Meet me at the platform at around 8:45. I’ll finish my story on the way up.”
The cowboy smiled. “You got a deal, and I’ll try not to fall asleep this time.” He winked, hefted his saddlebags and started walking out.
“You better not, I might take it personal.”
* * *
 
After loading his horse into the big cargo bay of the zeppelin’s gondola, the cowboy met Jake precisely at 8:45. As a result of the earthquake, the platform was a hastily built, forty-foot tower with ramps and stairs to allow both passengers and cargo to be loaded onto the towering zeppelins that came through San Jose to parts north, south and east. Both men stood on the main platform and were mid-way along the gondola’s length underneath the massive tan bulk of the Pacific Line’s zeppelin airliner The Jezebel. They were lost in the gargantuan shadow of the triple cigar-shaped envelopes high above that covered most of the station and a fair portion of San Jose. Passengers passed by the two men who stood examining the hull of the airship and the great rotors spinning slowly set in five pairs on each side of the gondola. Two massive clamps, looking more like claws, anchored the zeppelin to the boarding platform that stood thirty feet above the dusty main street on the eastern edge of San Jose.
“You ever been on one of these?” the cowboy asked, his eyes and feet shifting as he pondered the uncomfortable prospect of getting on board the airship. He ran a hand along the smooth burgundy hull of the gondola that ran almost the length of the envelopes. The lower half of the gondola was dedicated to cargo, while the compartments above were for the passengers and crew.
“A few times… when I had the money… mostly trains, though. Sure beats eating trail dust for days or weeks on end.” Lasater leaned against the hull and looked at the cowboy. “You?”
“Just once. Military transport from Oklahoma to Virginia. The 10th Cavalry got shifted from patrolling the Cheyenne to assisting some of the forward Union positions during the war. I’ll tell you, that ride scared the hell outa’ me. I’ll take Cheyenne over thunderstorms in one of these anytime.”
“You were with the 10th?”
“Yessir,” the cowboy said proudly.
“Y’all have a hell of a reputation,” Lasater said, genuinely impressed. He’d figured the cowboy was probably with the Buffaloes, but the 10th was something special.
“We did what we had to,” the cowboy said quietly, and he got a distant look on his face that spoke of heroism and fear and regret.
“From what I hear, y’all did a hell of a lot more than that.”
“Well, truth be told, maybe us Buffalos had a bit more at stake than the rest of you Yanks.”
“No doubt,” Lasater conceded, “but I’m not just talking about the war… out on the plains… facing the Cheyenne and Comanche. Like I said, y’all have a hell of a reputation.”
“Thanks mister.”
“None necessary. You earned it.” 
The cowboy was quiet for a while, running his eyes over the great, floating bulk of the zeppelin above him. “Come on. Let’s get to that cabin.”
“After you.” Lasater ushered the cowboy up the last flight of stairs, their spurs jingling and boots thumping. They bumped together as they stepped through the portal and made their way down a narrow aisle between benches packed with travelers, and the cowboy gave Lasater a curious look. 
The interior of the zeppelin was done in smooth walnut, and every window, handle and accent was polished brass. Both men had to weave their way through affluent travelers, including a few families, the children laughing and darting around haphazardly like frightened fish in a pond too small for their numbers. Lasater reached the end of the narrow corridor and faced the last door on the right.
“This is it.” Lasater opened the door and motioned for the cowboy to step in. 
“Damn! This is a hell of a lot nicer than that military transport.” He walked between the two richly padded benches done in red velour and looked out the wide center window set in a row of three. As with the rest of the gondola’s interior, the wood was a pale walnut, and all of the fittings and frames were polished brass. A shiny, brass hand-crank at the top of the window called to him, so he grabbed it and started turning. The middle window started sliding up in its frame, letting in the warm, fresh San Jose morning air. He took a deep breath and looked down at the town spreading out before him. The cowboy grinned like a kid at a carnival.
“I’m glad you like it,” Lasater said with a smile in his voice.
“I really do appreciate it, mister. This is about as nice as I’ve ever seen.”
Lasater stepped into the cabin and grabbed a brass handle set a few feet above the middle cushion of the right-hand bench. With a gentle tug he pulled and swung down the recessed bed. “There’s one on that side too, you just pull on this lever, see?” He patted the down pillow to see how soft it was. “Nicer than a Kansas City hotel.”
“Yeah. Pretty slick,” the cowboy said, turning fully to face Lasater. “Don’t take this wrong, mister, but I gotta ask you a question.”
Lasater lifted the bed back into place, pulled his hat off and sat down, leaning his head against the window and stretching his legs out across the seat. He hung the hat on a hook above his head. “Why am I being so nice?” he offered, beating the cowboy to the punch.
“You nailed it. I ain’t never done nothing for you, and when a deal seems too good to be true, it usually is.” The cowboy sat down across from Lasater and hung his own hat on the hook above him, but he sat facing Lasater with a look of curiosity tainted with a blurry haze of mistrust. “What I owe you for all this?”
Lasater smiled. “Not a thing. I consider it paid in full, and I sorta still owe you.”
“How the hell you figure that?” Disbelief filled the cowboy’s voice.
Lasater tapped his right leg with his knuckles. “These.”
“Hunh?” The cowboy couldn’t have looked more surprised if Lasater had told him that the sun was made of honeydew.
“The battle where I lost em. I was tore up bad enough to be left for dead… in fact, the white boys in my regiment did just that. There was Rebs coming over a hill after that canon volley tore me up… well… from where I lay screamin’ and bleedin’ on the grass… all I seen was the backs of a bunch of blue coats and the bottoms of their heels. I figured I was all done, you know? Gave it up.” Lasater raised a gloved hand and rubbed the side of his face as he thought about the battle. “The Rebs musta’ been about forty or fifty yards away, running and whoopin’ and hollerin’ like they was about to win the war. All I could do was stare at ‘em. Then we all heard it. Horses… a lot of em…. They burst through the trees off the left flank of the battlefield. Forty or fifty riders… black as night and the sweetest sight I ever seen.” Lasater closed his eyes, remembering. “They came straight for the Rebs… and they didn’t make a sound. They held their fire, they didn’t yell… there was just the thunder of them horses… they were black too. The canons let into them, and some of them fell, but not one of them slowed down. The Rebs had time to get into lines and started shooting, and they dropped a few, but you know most of them boys couldn’t hit shit when the heat was on. Then those Buffalo Soldiers opened up… they dropped most of the first line with their first volley, from horseback I might add, and then half tore into the Reb infantry like dogs into a carcass while the other half rode up that hill and took the cannoners apart piece-by-piece.” Lasater smiled, reliving something he still couldn’t believe. “In the middle of it, two of them Buffalos, they saw I was still moving, so they dropped off their horses, grabbed me and pulled me outa’ there, quick as you please and got me to the doctors. I never saw ‘em again. Never thanked ‘em.” Lasater sighed and sniffed a bit, barely controlling his emotions. “Without a doubt, I’d be dead if it weren’t for them. I figure my life is worth a hell of a lot more than a few days in this thing, so you just enjoy the ride, you hear?” He never opened his eyes.
The cowboy looked at Lasater for long seconds, looking for words but coming up short. “Don’t know what to say, mister.”
“Don’t need to say nuthin’.”
The sound of the gondola rotors revving up filled the morning calm and broke the silence that had taken up a perch between them. With a gentle shift of weight rearward, the zeppelin pulled away from the ground slowly and began a gentle ascent away from San Jose. Then they heard the whoosh of the big propellers at the back of the ship kick in, sending them sailing into the air with a lurch. A church steeple in the distance disappeared from view through the open window, and the zeppelin banked around in a long curve, pointing its nose towards the well-risen sun. The cowboy slid up to the window on his side of the cabin and cranked that one open to, sniffing in the fresh air and watching a flock of birds fly by at eye-level. As the birds disappeared behind the gondola and out of view, headed for the coast, the cowboy finally broke the silence.
“So… uh… where’s the head? This morning’s coffee is looking to make a getaway.”
Without opening his eyes, Lasater pointed towards the door. “You’ll find a pair of ‘em fore and aft, one pair just around the corner from our cabin, and the other all the way back past where we got on board, just this side of the dining cabin.”
“Much obliged,” the cowboy said and stood up.
“And remember to put the seat down when you’re finished.” He punctuated the directive with a chuckle. “There’s proper women-folk on this crate, and we wouldn’t want to offend their delicate sensibilities, would we?”
The cowboy let out a guffaw. “Don’t you worry. I’ll be sure to tidy the place up for ‘em.” The cabin door closed on their laughter, and Lasater folded his arms in his lap. After a few minutes he dozed off into a light, dreamless sleep.
It was the cabin door opening that woke him up, but he didn’t open his eyes. He didn’t even open his eyes when he heard footsteps come in and approach him. When he heard the second set come through the door, he opened his eyes and his right hand was already moving towards his pistol, but it was too late. 
In the span of a heartbeat, three things happened. First, Lasater spotted Hang Ah in a black, coat-tailed jacket over a red paisley vest, the ensemble topped by smoldering eyes shadowed under a short bowler hat the same color as the jacket. Hang held a long dagger in his hand that was closing in on Lasater’s face. Second, a shuriken thrown by the man behind Hang hit Lasater in the right arm, and the poison that coated it instantly paralyzed his arm, causing the limb to drop down uselessly at his side. Then, as he reached with his left hand for the pistol on that side, another shuriken hit home and his left dropped motionless to his lap. By that time the dagger was inches from his face, and he could even see small nicks and scratches in the polished steel.
Lasater looked down at both motionless arms and shook his head. “I was hoping I’d seen the last of you, Hang,” he said calmly. His breath fogged the blade as he spoke. “I figured friends could walk away from a mess like that and just go their separate ways. Guess I figured wrong.”
Hang spoke quietly, his accent making it that much more difficult for Lasater to understand. “Honor must come before friendship, Mr. Lasater. So, yes, you did.” Hang’s eyes narrowed down to slits. “Gravely.”
Lasater nodded his head and tried to fix an ‘I’ve learned the wickedness of my ways’ look on his face. Then he slowly leaned sideways and awkwardly adjusted his position so that his back was against the seat cushion rather than the outward-facing wall. The dagger maintained its inches-away position, keeping pace with Lasater’s good eye, but Hang did not otherwise hinder his prey. “So, umm…. what happens next?” Lasater asked. He tried to rub his itchy nose on his shoulder, but he couldn’t quite put the two together with the numbing poison in his arm. When Hang made no move to help him, he wiggled his nose like a rabbit sniffing to try and make the itch go away. The motion did at least prompt a reaction from Hang and the assassin standing silently behind him. They both got subtle smiles as they watched Lasater suffer.
“What happens next, you ask?” Hang finally replied. His smirk turned to a beaming smile of pure delight. “Why, we wait.” Although the dagger never moved, the rest of Hang’s body appeared to relax a little, and the assassin’s shoulders actually lowered slightly as he leaned back on his heels. “Are you familiar with the ancient Chinese proverb on patience?”
Lasater’s features drifted into a desert of sardonic boredom. “Can’t say that I’m familiar with any Chinese proverbs, Hang. Why don’t you enlighten me?”
Hang’s tone took on a taint of formality, like he was quoting scripture. “One moment of patience may ward off great disaster. One moment of impatience may also ruin an entire life.” 
“Hunh…” Lasater blinked his eyes a few times, not really getting where Hang was going with it. “That’s really interesting and all, but I think you lost me there.”
“What I find interesting is that the reverse is also true.”
Lasater drew out his response, as if he were talking to a lunatic, “Right….” Before he could add anything, the cabin door opened and the cowboy stepped in.
“Run for it!” Lasater shouted, trying to warn the man off. Lasater was the only one in the room who was surprised.
“Why would I want to do that?” the cowboy asked as he closed the door quietly behind him.
Lasater felt the bottom of his stomach drop out. He wanted to kick himself for not seeing it coming. He was normally such a good judge of character, but he clearly missed the mark with the cowboy.
“So you sold me out, did you?” Lasater accused through gritted teeth.
“It certainly appears that way, don’t it?” the cowboy replied like he was talking about the weather. He stepped past the Chinese assassin, and just as he was behind Hang, he winked at Lasater with a serious look on his face. “Guess it’s like them Buffalo Soldiers you was talking about before… this old Buffalo’s gonna be your undoing.” The cowboy put his back to the windows and faced the assassin. “You catch my drift, mister?”
Lasater looked at the cowboy with steely eyes. “I believe I do. You know how I hate them Buffalos. You go right ahead and do what you gotta do.” Then he turned his face and stared down the Chinese Tong boss who held the dagger. “You sure you don’t want to rethink this, Hang? Last chance.” Hang and the assassin chuckled at the impertinence of a man about to die. “Well, Hang, I guess this is it.” And then Lasater did something that actually widened Hang’s eyes with surprise. Despite the poison, despite the dagger, despite being outnumbered three to one… he smiled, and it was a mean, bloodthirsty smile. It shook Hang, if only for a moment, and the Tong leader licked his lips and swallowed.
The kick from the cowboy hit the assassin square in the balls and lifted him up off the floor a couple of feet. The boot took the wind out of the little killer with a grunt of pained air blowing out of his lungs. Lasater’s left hand flashed in a motion too fast to follow, the gears of his artificial left arm screaming like the peal of a falcon, and it wrapped a leather glove around Hang’s dagger-hand and squeezed. Hard. The cowboy was grabbing the assassin before he came down and pushing him towards the open window with a twist of his body. Hang yelped like a little girl as the bones in his hand were crushed against the steel hilt of the dagger. He tried to thrust, but his hand moved forward only a fraction of an inch. With Lasater’s shoulder against the wall, Hang would have had to push like an ox to get Lasater’s arm to give way. The assassin went sailing quietly out the open window, still gasping for air.
It was Lasater’s turn with smoldering eyes. “I gave you every opportunity to walk away from this, Hang. Bent over backwards to do it. But I’m not spending the rest of my life looking over my shoulder for red pajamas. Good bye.” 
Lasater tightened his hand, the gears within protesting at the resistance, and then all three men left in the cabin heard Hang’s fingers snap, pop and crack like kindling as they were crushed to splinters. Hang screamed, his face contorting into agony and his other hand coming around to grip the broken one. Lasater released the crushed, useless fingers, and the dagger slipped through them and stuck in the floor, point down. His hand darted to Hang’s begging throat, and he squeezed there too, popping Hang’s eyes out as the air was cut off and blood started to swell in his now-crimson face. Lasater stood up, lifting Hang clear of the ground, and with a twist, he flung Hang’s flailing body out the window to sail screaming through the clear air down into a rushing river hundreds of feet below. They never heard him hit.
With an annoyed look on his face, Lasater pulled the shuriken stuck in his right arm out and tossed it out the window. Then he slowly sat down and ran his hand over the numb, lifeless dangle of his right arm, hoping that he’d be able to use it soon and the that poison didn’t have more in store for him. He let out a long, resigned sigh. “Damn it, Hang. I thought we were friends.”
The cowboy sat down across from Lasater, reached out slowly and pulled the shuriken from Lasater’s left arm. He had to tug quite a bit, and it finally came free, but he looked at Lasater with the unspoken question painted across his face.
“Rubber,” Lasater replied. “Over brass. It feels more natural when I brush up against people, but not by much. Is that how you knew? When we got on the zeppelin?”
“Yep… figured it was something like that.” The cowboy leaned back and smiled, waiting for the next question.
“So, they paid you to set me up, did they?” Lasater asked, a bit of irritation creeping into his voice.
“Yep.” The cowboy’s smile was broad enough to get a horse through.
“And you telegraphed from San Jose?”
“Yep.” His smile grew to deliberately infuriating.
“You get paid up front?” Lasater asked without taking the cowboy’s bait.
The cowboy’s face took on a more serious shape. “Half, but I figured it paid in full from the beginning.”
“How do you figure?”
“Better to see ‘em coming when ya got help than not see ‘em comin’ at all.” The infuriating smile was back.
Realization dawned on Lasater’s face. “So you set them up.”
“Yep.” The cowboy’s features softened into one of camaraderie, the kind that only the minority can share amidst a majority. “I figured if you were able to make your way out of that hole back at Hang’s, well this would be no trouble at all if you had just a little bit of a leg-up.”
“That’s a damn good point,” Lasater said, smiling. He paused for a bit and then added with narrowed eyes, “And you didn’t mention all this before because…?”
“I didn’t want to scare ya.” The cowboy grinned like the devil himself. 
Lasater sighed. “Next time… go ahead and scare me,” he suggested a bit tiredly.
“Actually, when I sent the telegraph to them from San Jose, I didn’t really know what sort of fella you were. If you’d turned out to be a Reb at heart, well I’da maybe just turned my back and let you fend for yourself. I never did get your full name.”
“Lasater. Jake Lasater, outa’ Missouri.”
“Montgomery McJunkins,” the cowboy said. “New Mexico. But my friends just call me Cole—don’t ask why.” Cole paused and stared down at Jake’s left arm. “That’s quite a left you got there, Jake.”
“Yep. I’m lucky I got it. It’s got me outa’ more fixes than I care to think about. Where you headed, Cole?” 
Cole smiled at the use of the friendly moniker. “Colorado. Figuring to try my luck on the other side of the Rockies.”
“Poker?”
“Yep. Had my fill of mahjong… and San Fran.”
“First beer’s on me, Cole.”
THE END
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The Time Traveler
 
by Harris Tobias (Virginia, USA)
 
The future hasn’t happened yet
And the past is done and gone
There isn’t much a man can do
To mess around with time
You can’t go back and alter
A single word you said
You can’t undo the things you did
You can’t speak to the dead
You can wish that things were different
You can wish upon a star
But time is locked and shuttered
That’s just the way things are
 
So how do you explain this thing
I built inside my room
From bits of old computers
And a cell phone from my mom
I hooked the thing together then
I plugged the damn thing in
I thought that nothing happened
So I switched it on again
 
It flashed and popped and chattered
Then smoked and made a spark
I thought I’d popped a breaker
Cause everything went dark
I started down to check the fuse
To see what I had caused
But halfway down the staircase
I turned around and paused
 
Nothing looked the same
As it did an hour ago
It looked more like a house
A century old or so
What lamps there were were kerosene
Or maybe they were whale
The whole room looked like it came
From grandma’s garage sale
 
I went back upstairs and looked inside
Another room instead
Two people I had never seen
Were in my parent’s bed
I didn’t dare to wake them
there was nothing they could do 
I was starting to get worried and
As my apprehension grew
I went back into my room
And quietly closed my door
I saw the lifeless pieces
Of my machine upon the floor
Without electric power,
I knew my goose was cooked
I’d never find an outlet
No matter how I looked
I guessed that I was stranded
A century in the past
I wanted to get out of there
And I had to get out fast 
Before the household woke up
And forced me to explain
Exactly what I was doing there
They’d think I was insane
Even then they knew
Time travel was a dream
And who ever thought a kid
Could build a working time machine
The only thing that came to me
It popped into my mind
Was to gather up the pieces
And leave the house behind
 
I was leaving through the kitchen
When I noticed on the door
A calendar that gave the date
As 1894
I shut the door behind me
As quiet as a mouse
And walked through foggy streets 
Until I could not see the house
I walked until I noticed that
The streets that I walked down
Were not the streets of Philly
But of foggy London Town
Talk about a pickle
What was I to do
Lost a hundred years ago
In a place I never knew
I wracked my brains
I walked the streets
I didn’t have a clue
Then I had a bright idea
That rang some mental bells
There was one man in London then
His name was HG Wells
I’d read a lot about him
He wrote The Time Machine
He knew about time travel
He might have a scheme
To get me back to Philly
Back to mom and dad
I was getting desperate
Perhaps a little mad
I wandered aimless through the streets
How long I could not tell
I stopped and asked a bobby
If he knew of Mr. Wells
He didn’t but he helped me
Find the address in a book
He gave me directions then
Walked off without a look
I don’t know if you understand
My predicament was strange
I dare not tamper with the past
Or the future might be changed
Just by talking to that bobby
The fabric might be torn
And the future could be altered
So that I was never born
 
I walked through crooked streets
Gaslights relieved the dark
Several times I blundered 
But I arrived at Regent’s Park
I found Hanover Terrace
And I knocked upon his door
It was late and he was angry
At least that is what I saw
I hurriedly explained my plight
He seemed to understand
He asked me in and offered tea
And made his one demand
“I want to see what brought you here
This device of yours
It’s hard to credit how it works
All the science it ignores.”
I showed him all the pieces
And how I thought it worked
When I mentioned electricity
I noticed that he jerked
Electricity it seems
Was something he was toying with
To power his machines
It was something new he said
And was gratified to learn
That the future held such promise
Then he said that in return
For helping me to get back home
I’d have to tell him tales
About my life in the future
And leave out no details
We talked all night, I told him
Of a world that was to come
He filled his notebook up with notes
And when we were done
He took me downstairs to his lab
And what a shock to see
So many strange devices 
To produce electricity
I saw a Tesla coil 
And some other things he had
I couldn’t name but I’d seen
In my High School physics lab 
He hooked things up and turned things on
It stood my hair on end
He shook my hand and waved goodbye
I felt I’d made a friend
There was a mighty crackle
Then a flash and I was glad
To be back inside my Philly house
With dear old mom and dad
I could never make it work again
No matter how I tried
The original would never work again
All the pieces had been fried
 
It wasn’t till years later
When I was reading Wells
I marveled at how accurate
A future he foretells
I knew the reason he could see
A future so sublime
He had the notes he made that night
When I traveled back in time
 
The future hasn’t happened yet
And the past is done and gone
There isn’t much a man can do
To mess around with time
You can’t go back and alter
A single word you said
You can’t undo the things you did
You can’t speak to the dead
You can wish that things were different
You can wish upon a star
But time is locked and shuttered
That’s just the way things are
THE END
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The Tunnel Rat’s Journey
 
by J. M. Franklin (Ohio, USA)
 
My name is Emily, although no one calls me that. Most often I’m referred to as “Tunnel Rat,” and I don’t know my last name, so don’t ask. I was orphaned at four years old, and as a ward of the state I was trained to repair the steam tunnels that run under the city, heating it like a giant radiator. Occasionally one of the pipes will spring a leak, so I go in and seal it up. Sometimes they burst, and I can’t fix that without getting burned, so I keep a close eye on my section of pipe, keeping it in good repair. The pipes are getting old though, nearly a hundred and fifty years old. It’s hard to believe that humans took refuge from the ice above in this underground city only a hundred and fifty years ago. It seems as though we have been here forever. 
There are murals throughout the city depicting landscapes of things I have never seen—things like the sky and mountains. The only wind I have ever felt on my face is the hot vapor of the steam. In theses murals are large beasts that I have never seen and have no names for. The only animals I ever see are the rats that run the tunnels with me. Even three kilometers underground humans can’t get rid of the rats. I know that somewhere in the city there is a rabbit farm, but I have never seen one. Small, quick to multiply and easy to care for, they are raised to feed the rich, so I have never tasted one. 
Large solar panels mounted on telescoping towers are raised every day into the frozen atmosphere above. Flexible tubes carry hot water through the towers to prevent them from freezing. The solar panels collect the sun’s energy and relay it to a machine in the gardens, which converts it back into sunlight to raise crops for the city. It has been said that this machine alone will ensure the survival of the human race through the ice age.
And that is what we humans are doing: surviving. I don’t know what life on the surface was like, but I find it hard to believe that it was worse than this. I work ten hours every day to earn enough credits so I can keep my bed in the dorm and feed myself, and once a year I buy a new set of clothes. I have two sets, one to wash and one to wear.
Maybe things are different for those who have more money. The people with more—more food, more clothes, a real home—don’t really seem to be all that happier than those without; they just seem to hide it better.
“Emily!”
The shout breaks me out of my thoughts. I look down at my tablet to stare into my boss’s fat, angry face on the screen. “Yes boss! What’cha need?”
“Are you deaf? I’ve been talking to you for the last five minutes!” His red face grows redder. “There is a low pressure reading coming from a tunnel .6 km ahead of you and to your right. Go check it out!”
I double-check the seal on the pipe I have just finished before gathering my tools and rushing off to the next pipe in need. It looks like my day is going to get a little longer. I have already been down here for over nine hours, not that I have anything else to do.
By the time I finish my work and find my way back up to the city streets, I have put in nearly a twelve-hour day. I’m exhausted and hungry. I’ve traveled close to ten kilometers in the tunnel today, and now that I have emerged back onto the street, I check the map on my tablet to figure out where I am. I look up at the tall buildings surrounding me, their dark facades rising up to disappear into the ceiling high above. The ceiling of the enormous cave the city was built in is always kept in darkness, as if to imitate the night sky instead of reminding people they are three kilometers under what used to be called the Swiss Alps. My map says there is a steam train tunnel a block over. 
I find a route map just next to the stairs that tells me I only need to take one train back to base. “Sweet!” I think happily. I go from one tunnel to another. Running down the stairs, I feel the ground vibrate from the approaching train. I make it without a moment to spare, stepping onto the car just as the engine releases a puff of steam and begins to move. 
The car jerks and, thrown off balance, I bump into a man standing in the isle.
“Pardon,” I say as inoffensively as I can.
Without a word he grabs my arm roughly, shoving me towards the back of the car. “Disgusting Tunnel Rat!” he spits after me. I don’t have to look to know that he wiped his hand on his pants.
Now, I know that after a hard day of work in the steam tunnels I look like hell, and I smell no better. But for the life of me, I don’t know why steam pipe workers are regarded so poorly. I mean, really, without us there wouldn’t be any heat. Scientists long ago predicted the onset of the current ice age, and thankfully, technology had advanced far enough for them to do something about it. They drilled down to the earth’s molten core, tapping the last heat source on the planet. Using that heat and the only other resources they had in abundance—ice and water— they built a huge system of pipes. Now the only power we have is steam and solar, and I am responsible for maintaining that power. So how is it that I’m treated like last week’s garbage? 
I manage the rest of the train ride without further incident and arrive back at base within a half hour. Unfortunately, my boss is waiting for me.
“Girl, in my office now!”
My boss’ name is Karl, but I never call him that, just Boss. “I already sent you my reports, Boss. You should have them on your computer already.”
“I have your reports. Sit your ass down!” Karl closes the door behind him. He sits down on his desk and shakes his head at me. “Where were you today?”
I’m confused. Karl can keep track of all of us tunnel workers via the tablets we all carry. He knows where I am every second of every day. “What do you mean? I was where you told me to be.”
“I mean your head. How many times have I caught you daydreaming instead of doing your job? I’m beginning to lose count!” Karl crosses his meaty arms over his gold shirt covered in coffee stains, the buttons of his shirt straining to retain the paunch beneath it. 
“I… I…,” I sputter. I don’t know what to say.
“Well, for wasting my time, I’m docking you three credits.”
“What!?!” I cry. Three whole credits! I only make twenty credits a day! 
“Now that I’ve gotten your attention, maybe you will keep your head out of the clouds.” He reaches out and snatches my hard hat off my head. My long blond curls, released from their bonds, cascade around my shoulders. Karl leans over and taps his pudgy finger twice on my forehead. “Keep your head on your work!”
“I’m sorry boss!” I can’t lose three credits! “It won’t ever happen again, I promise. But three credits? Come on.”
With a glimmer in his eyes, he says, “If there is some way you want to make up your time, I’m open to suggestions.” He raises his dark eyebrows suggestively at me.
I pause, not wanting to answer or meet his gaze. Defeated, I say, “No, there is nothing I can think of.”
He actually laughs at me. “Then three credits it is.” His full laughter follows me as I quickly flee from the office.
I stop at the time clock and insert my account card. When the machine spits it back out there are only seventeen credits added to my account. I need ten to pay for my bed in the dorm tonight and four credits for my meals. I will either have to scrimp on dinner tonight or on breakfast tomorrow. It will have to be dinner. It is easier to sleep on an empty stomach than to work on one. 
Leaving the building, I reflect on my conversation with Karl. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised that he finally noticed I grew up. At fifteen I have thankfully small breasts and narrow hips. I always wear baggy, gray trousers and a loose button-down shirt with a tweed jacket over it, and I always hide my hair, either under a hard hat at work or under a cap otherwise. When I was younger, I easily passed for a boy, but now, not so much.
Back at the dorm I stop by the office and pay for my bed for the night. I have been doing this every day since they brought me here so many years ago. I don’t even know who “they” were. All I remember was someone in uniform telling me that my parents were dead and that from then on I had to earn my keep. That’s when I was sent to Karl to learn my trade. 
Getting in the elevator, I pull the gate closed and grab the wheel on the side of the door. The elevator works on a pulley and crank system, and I turn the wheel to raise the car up to the third floor. Home sweet home. There are forty beds on this floor, a row on each wall and a double-row running down the middle of the room. At the head of each bed is a locker. I pull out my key and grab my other set of clothes before heading to the washroom. Water is one of the few things that are free in the city; there are tons of it above us on the planet’s surface. It’s in the form of ice, but it really takes very little steam to melt it and send it running down into the city. In fact, a river runs the length of the entire city, ending in a huge reservoir. So, at least I get to bathe daily, and every day I wash out my dirty clothes and put on clean ones.
Once clean and dressed, I head across the street to the small diner, Millie’s. Millie is a grouchy old woman who is never nice to anyone, but four credits gets you a bowl of soup or stew (whatever she has that day), a crust of bread and a potato. Unfortunately, I only have three. So, the stew it is. 
“Here you go.” Millie places the largest bowl of stew I have ever seen in front of me. I didn’t know that she had bowls that big. When I look at her questioningly she snaps, “What? I ran out of normal sized bowls!” Like I said, she is never nice, but she never lets anyone go away hungry.
Davie, my only friend in the world, sits down next to me. A couple years younger than me, he is scrawny for a ten year old, but he swears he is at least twelve. He has big brown eyes and buck teeth that I keep hoping he will grow into. “What, no potato?”
“Karl docked me three credits for daydreaming.” Davie is a steam tunnel worker too, so he is just as familiar with Karl as I am.
“No way!”
“Yes, way!” I answer back. “He told me to get my head out of the clouds. As if I’ve ever seen a cloud. As if he has either. I don’t know why he thinks I’m daydreaming; it’s not like I have anything to dream about.”
Looking desperate to change the subject, Davie notices the giant bowl of stew. “That thing is huge! You know, we could share that.” Just then Millie appears and looks expectantly at Davie. He looks back at me before ordering two potatoes and another spoon. “I guess my day was rather uneventful compared to yours.”
“I haven’t even told you the worst of it.” I get a wiggly feeling in the pit of my stomach. Maybe I shouldn’t tell Davie about Karl hitting on me. He sometimes gets strangely protective, as if he could actually protect me from anything. But I tell him anyway.
“I’ll kill him!” he yells at me, slamming his water cup down on the metal countertop. The entire diner stops to look at him. 
I grab him by the shoulders hard. “Shhh! That’s all you need is for someone to hear you threatening Karl. What would happen if you lost your job? What else could you do? He will fire you if he ever thought you could threaten him.”
“Oh, whatever Emily! As if I could really do anything to Karl. He outweighs me by at least a zillion pounds!” He shakes off my hands and slumps down on his stool. 
Now I’m angry. “Don’t you whatever me! You may be too much of a runt to do anything to him now, but Karl knows that runts grow up. And who’s to say that you will always be a runt? You think Karl will keep you around knowing that you have a grudge against him? I can handle Karl; don’t worry about me.”
* * *
 
The next day Karl sends me to the furthest reaches of the tunnels. It’s his way of payback for “daydreaming” yesterday. Not much of a payback. I focus my thoughts to the pipe at hand. It won’t do for Karl to find me daydreaming again. I put my thermal goggles on and look at the pipe. It appears that the new gasket is holding just fine. It will take another day for the compound to cure completely, but as long as the pressure in the pipe doesn’t spike, the seal will hold. 
“Emily!” Karl barks from my tablet. 
“Yes, boss?” I reply right away.
“There is a huge pressure drop in the pipe two tunnels over to your left and just .2km ahead. The pipe must have burst. I already have Davie in that area, but I think he may need some help. Get there quick.”
Whatever personal faults Karl has, and they are many, the last thing he ever wants is someone hurt on his watch. Gathering my things, I switch to the map on my tablet. Each of us rats wears a locator beacon, and our positions are displayed on our maps.
Just as I stand up to go I feel a vibration in the earth under me. It is subtle, like the feel of a steam train going through the tunnels, but there aren’t any steam trains in this area. “What the…?” I say out loud. It is over in a second, and though it disturbs me, I walk on to find Davie. I don’t get far, only a few meters before it strikes again. This time the entire earth shakes, knocking me off my feet. I feel the earth beneath me shudder before I hear the hiss of the gasket I had just replaced rupture. 
As suddenly as it started it stops. “Damn!” I swear as I pull myself to my feet. Reaching in my bag, I pull out a rubber clamp. I don’t have any more gaskets. This will only be a temporary fix, but it is all I have. Pulling on my thick leather gloves to protect my hands from the hot vapor leaking from the pipe, I manage to get the clamp in place without getting burned.
“Emily!” 
I hear my name being called from the tablet, but this time it isn’t Karl’s voice. It’s Davie’s, and I can tell that something is wrong. I run to where I left the tablet on the ground where I fell. The screen is dark, but I can hear breathing. “Davie?” I call tentatively.
“Emily,” comes Davie’s weak reply. His voice is shaky, and his breathing is heavy. “Emily, I’m hurt. My headlamp went out. I can’t see.” Hurt and in total darkness, Davie has to be terrified. 
“I’m coming Davie! Hold on!” I command. I bring the map screen back up on the tablet and find Davie’s location before racing off. “Please” I cry silently, knowing not who I’m crying to. “Please let him be okay.” He is my only friend.
I reach him within minutes, but when I find him I’m repulsed by what I see. The left side of his face and chest look badly burned. Steam escapes from the pipe next to him. The pipe must have burst right under him. The burn on his face is red and ugly, and his arm and shoulder are already starting to blister. I pull my coat from my bag and wrap Davie in it. He screams when the fabric touches his burns, and, thankfully, he passes out. I’ve got to get him out of here. He doesn’t weigh much, and I easily pick him up and throw him over my shoulder. I pass an access tunnel on my way here, but there is no telling where in the city it would let me out. Once again, I pray silently to no one.
Emerging into the city, we are somewhere I don’t recognize. The buildings here are placed further apart than I have ever seen, and each building is only three stories high and fifty feet wide at least. I have never seen such small buildings, and I can’t imagine what they are used for. Each one has steps leading up to it and a railing enclosing an open area in the front, which contains several chairs and a low table. 
As strange as things are, I don’t have time to wonder. The map on my tablet doesn’t show first aid stations, and Davie needs help fast. I take the stairs in one leap, even with Davie on my back, and try the door. It’s locked. Desperate, I pound on the door and keep pounding until I hear movement within. 
“Alright already! I’m coming!” A male voice says from within. I hear the sound of knobs turning and levers moving, and then the door swings open, revealing the oddest man I’ve ever seen. The first thing I notice is the strange hat on his head. It looks to be made of copper and has a magnifying glass attached to it hanging in front of the old man’s eye. Also, there is some sort of tube wrapped around it, which appears to be attached to nothing. Spiky white hair sticks out from under the hat to frame a long and weathered face.
“Please sir,” I say in a rush. “Could you tell me where I am and where the nearest first aid station is? My friend is hurt.” 
“What is all this now?” he asks, stepping out the door and taking a good look at Davie on my shoulder. “Hmm, perhaps you should come in.”
“Begging your pardon sir, but he needs help. If you could just point me in the direction…,” I try to protest.
“He does need help,” the old man interrupts. “Now get your tail inside so I can give it to him!” The look on the old man’s face is firm but not unkind, and for some reason I don’t think I could have disobeyed him if I wanted to. I nod and follow him into the strange building.
“Here, put him on the sofa,” he commands. I put Davie where he pointed. When I turn around the old man is gone, but I hear rustling from the other room. “Rose!” I hear him call. “Rose, get down here. We have company.”
Company? Is that what he is calling us? Still, it is the nicest thing we have been called in a long time. A tiny, slim woman comes down the stairs at the far end of the room. She wears a long gray skirt and a white blouse with a high neck trimmed in lace. She has a round face with cheeks that seem to glow a rosy color.
Looking at Davie, she says, “Oh my, what have we here?”
“This boy,” the old man says, coming back into the room, carrying a toolbox and without the strange hat, “is a most dreadful shade of red. I do believe, my dear, that he is also in a great deal of pain. Here, I’ve fetched your things for you.” 
“Good man,” she says as she takes the toolbox from him and places it on another low table. It is filled with gauzes, bandages, needles and vials of who knows what. She pulls out a needle and fills it from a vial.
“What are you doing?” I cry. “What are you giving him?”
“Please,” the old man puts a gentle hand on my shoulder and guides me to a cushioned chair at the far end of the room. “Rose was a doctor before she retired. She knows what she is doing.” The woman sticks Davie with the needle, and I immediately see him relax. She then pulls out some type of ointment and begins rubbing it all over his burns before bandaging his wounds. He doesn’t stir once during the entire procedure. How does he not feel it? The pain must be excruciating.
The woman looks at me and smiles. She holds up a bottle and says, “Morphine,” as if that explains everything. When my confusion doesn’t end she adds, “Pain killers.” My confusion only lessens a little bit. I know there are such things, but only the rich have access to them. Why would anyone give them to Davie? I also wonder what they are going to charge us for them.
“Well then, now that your friend seems to be resting comfortably, why don’t you tell us what happened?” 
The woman tisks at him before I can say anything. “Where are your manners Harold? At least bring the girl a cup of tea and maybe a sandwich. She looks hungry.” Harold looks ashamed and hurries off to comply with the old woman. “My husband,” she says to me, “he is a wonderful man, but sometimes he forgets his manners.”
Manners? I think. I just burst in here, tossing an unconscious kid on her sofa, and I think she just saved Davie’s life, and she is worried about her husband’s manners. What kind of people are these?
Just then Harold comes back in the room carrying a tray of steaming cups and some small sandwiches. He places the tray on the table and gestures for me to help myself, but I hesitate. “How much?” I ask. 
The two look at each other questioningly. “How much?” I ask again. “For the food,” I add when they still don’t seem to understand. 
“We don’t want your credits,” Harold says. “Just eat. In this house, no one goes hungry.”
So this is a house. I didn’t really believe that they existed in this city. I knew that people who were better off had their own apartments for their own families, but I never heard of people having an entire building for themselves. “You live here? All by yourselves?” I ask in wonder.
“Yes,” Rose answers. “Now, a few sandwiches and some tea won’t hurt you any, so eat up.” As if to prove to me that they are safe, she picks one up and daintily takes a bite. That was all the encouragement I needed. I grab one and gobble it down… and then another. I am half way through my third before I notice they are both staring at me. 
“Sorry,” I mutter through a mouth full of bread and cucumbers. 
“No need dear,” Rose assures me. “You just go ahead and finish. We’ll wait.”
Swallowing, I take a sip of tea before saying, “I’m finished.”
Harold looks me over with a keen eye before he says, “You’re a steam pipe engineer, aren’t you?”
Engineer? That was a new one for me, but I feel myself nodding in response. 
“You were in the tunnels when the earthquake hit?” Once again I nod. “That was how this young man came to be hurt?”
“Davie,” I say. “His name is Davie.”
“I am Dr. Rose Higgs, and this is my husband, Professor Harold Higgs. And your name?” Rose asks.
“Emily. My name is Emily. How long do you think Davie will be out of it? We really need to get back to base.”
“Oh, you aren’t going anywhere any time soon, my dear. The earthquake knocked out all the steam trains. Plus, the young man needs to rest. I would think the earliest anything will be up and running will be tomorrow.”
“I have to get back. I can walk; it’s not that far.”
“It’s at least twelve kilometers. It will take you hours to get back.”
“But there will be damage to the steam pipes. There will be work to do, and I’ll be docked if I’m not there to work. I can’t afford not to work. They will throw my things in the street if I don’t pay my rent at the dorm. I can’t stay here!” I’m starting to get hysterical. What little of a life I have is about to be over.
“Come with me Emily,” Professor Higgs commands. Heading up the stairs, I follow him to the third floor and through a door into a giant laboratory. There are workbenches covered in glass beakers and copper pipes. Wrenches and saws are hung on one wall, and an acetylene torch sits in the corner. It is impossible to discern what the Professor is working on as half-finished inventions lay discarded all over the worktables. On the far wall hangs a giant information panel. All the panels I’ve ever used were touch screens, but this one has a strange keypad that the Professor begins punching with his fingers. A map of the city appears on the screen. 
“Which dormitory are you living in?”
“It’s on the corner of Dyott and Bainbridge, the Museum Dorm.”
“I know that area. It used to be a great neighborhood back when the museum was still up and running.” The Professor continues to press keys on the keypad as he speaks.
“The museum?” I’m not familiar with any museum in the area.
“The Museum of Human History was located only a few blocks from where you now reside. It housed many of our treasures from the days above. People could go there and learn about what it was like when we lived on the earth instead of under it.” He looks up at the screen as a picture of the Museum Dormitory building pops up. “Here we go. Now we just need to transfer the credits for your bed.”
“You don’t understand; until I go back to base and collect my day’s pay, I don’t have the credits to pay for my bed.” I don’t know why I feel embarrassed; everyone I know is just as poor as me, everyone but Professor Higgs.
Professor Higgs doesn’t hesitate; he just presses more buttons and says, “There you go. It’s all taken care of. You are paid through the end of the week.”
The end of the week! That was five days away! “I don’t need your charity.”
“Then call it a gift. Or if you would like, pay me back, but I can tell you that we really won’t miss the money. Come. Let’s get you settled in for the night.”
“I still need to contact my boss. I need my job.”
“Very well.” He punches more keys. A photograph on the wall catches my attention. It looks like the city, only somehow different. The area above the city is blue, like the old murals in the steam train tunnels, and the blue seems to go on forever. “London,” the Professor says over my shoulder. “This city is based on it.”
“This was above ground?” I say in wonder. He nods. There were many landmarks in the picture that I recognized. 
“What is the Judicial Center of our city was called Westminster Abby above ground. The Clock Tower was called Big Ben, and this here,” he points to the largest bridge in the city, “was the London Bridge.”
“How do you know all this?” 
“My great, great, great grandparents helped build our city. My grandfather was an engineer responsible for building the drill that was used to reach the Earth’s core. My grandmother was an environmental scientist; she helped develop the machine that turns solar power back into sunlight, allowing us to grow food, even underground. I still have the original blueprints for the city.”
Wow, no wonder he is so rich. His family helped ensure the survival of the human race.
“Professor Higgs?” 
I turn to see a well-known face on the information panel. “Is that the mayor?” I ask incredulous. 
“Yes,” the Professor replies, nonchalantly. “Mayor Campwell,” he addresses the screen. “What can I do for you?”
“I’m sure you know that we have indeed just experienced an earthquake of a magnitude that this city has never seen before, and while the tremor dampeners that our forefathers installed did indeed suppress the vibrations to the city, there has still been immense damage. Worst of all, the steam pipes in the solar towers have burst. Without heat the towers will freeze, and we will be unable to retract them, leaving the solar panels exposed to the elements. With the severity of the storms on the surface, it is only a matter of time before the panels are destroyed.”
“Your honor,” Professor Higgs replies, rubbing his temples between his thumb and index finger, “my invention is only a prototype and has yet to be tested. There is no telling if it will actually work.”
“I’m afraid, professor, that you will have a trial by fire. I’m trying to locate a steam pipe worker who isn’t already working deep in the tunnels. Many of the pipes have burst, and already the temperature in the city is beginning to fall.”
“One moment please, Your Honor.” Professor Higgs turns to me after muting the screen. “Are you very good at your job?” 
Uncertain as to what this is about, but very certain as to my abilities with a wrench and a steam pipe, I nod. “I’m the best!” I’m not boasting either; there isn’t a pipe I can’t fix.
“This could be dangerous.”
I still have no idea what he is talking about, but I face danger every day. There are a million ways to get hurt down in the tunnels. I straighten my back, plant my feet and ball my fists as if to say, “Bring it on.”
“Good.” The Professor turns off the mute on the screen and says to the Mayor, “I seem to have found my own technician, Bill. I will see to preparing the ship and contact you when we are ready.”
“Once again, Professor, this city’s hope resides with a Higgs. We are counting on you.” 
With a sigh the Professor turns back to me. “Have you ever wanted to see the surface?” 
“What!?!” I nearly feint right there. “Are you kidding me? Nothing can survive on the surface.”
“That is what we are going to find out.” He motions for me to follow him back down the stairs and out a back door. There, behind the house, stands an enormous warehouse with sliding doors that stand two stories tall. Professor Higgs seems giddy as he hops from foot to foot. “I have never shown this to anyone besides the Mayor and Rose. I hope you’ll like it.” With that he leads me through a much smaller door on the side of the building. 
It’s dark, and I can hear the professor fumbling for a light switch. “Ta Da!” he announces. The lights come on abruptly, the glare momentarily blinding me. I put my hand up to my eyes, waiting for them to adjust to the light. When they do I can’t believe what I’m seeing. The thing is huge and gold and massive and… and… and I just don’t have the words to describe it. “Here, come. Look at this.” The professor leads me over to a workbench where he shows me yet another picture. This time though, I have no idea what I’m looking at. “They called it a tank back in the days above. It was a weapon of war. I have based my designs on it, but she isn’t a weapon. See, while my machine has tracks like these, the gun barrel is missing from mine. And this machine ran on oil while mine is steam-powered. And my machine is much, much bigger!” His excitement obviously difficult to contain, he runs like a school kid over to the machine. He raps his knuckles on the hull. “Three inch thick steel and copper-plated. Isn’t she a beauty? I call her Pandora, because I know that I can get into a whole lot of trouble just by opening her hatch.” 
“And this machine can travel to the surface?” I ask.
“It’s never been tested, but I have designed it to withstand the elements and insulated it against the temperature. I don’t think she could stay on the surface indefinitely, but a day… yes… maybe even a week… long enough to repair the steam pipes in the tower.”
“Yeah, but I can’t repair the pipes from inside that… that… thing! And I will freeze to death the instant I step out of it!”
“No you won’t. I have a suit for you. I’ll show you.” Turning a wheel on the outside of the ship, a hatch opens, and the Professor disappears inside. 
I’m uncertain that this contraption can go to the surface, but that isn’t going to stop me from checking it out. It’s too cool! I find the Professor pulling pieces of a strange, bulky suit out of a trunk. It’s so thick I don’t think I will be able to move once I have it on, and it would be impossible to do precise work with the thick gloves. He pulls out a giant, bowl-looking thing that I guess would go over the head. It looks ridiculous to me.
“Once, man not only traveled the surface he flew through the sky. He even went beyond that, travelling out of our atmosphere. He used a suit like this one to protect himself from the vacuum of space. I believe that it will protect you as well.”
“But I can’t work in that thing. I won’t have any range of motion or the ability to do precise work.”
“If we can get to the towers before too much heat is dissipated, then it should be warm enough for you to remove the suit once you are inside the tower. We just need to get you in there.”
As we spend the rest of the afternoon going over blueprints of the towers and studying maps of the terrain, the Professor’s strange hat reappears from someplace. The tube, it turns out, is a straw, and he sips tea through it nonstop. The Professor tells me about an access tunnel that actually leads to the surface but had long ago frozen over. Thus he designed the gun turret on Pandora with a super-sized drill.
Just as Rose declares that food is ready, Davie wakes up, which makes perfect sense if you know Davie. His burns aren’t as bad as we initially feared, and the burn cream worked wonders. He hardly has any pain. When we tell him all that has happened, he insists on being part of the expedition. “It won’t hurt to have an extra hand,” he argues, and he’s right. Luckily, the Professor has another suit. 
* * *
 
Less than twenty-four hours after the earthquake hit, Davie and I find ourselves sitting in the cockpit of Professor Higgs’ contraption as he “fires her up.” The cockpit is a conglomeration of dials, buttons and levers, and I’m not certain that the Professor knows what they all do.
“She runs mostly on steam power,” the Professor announces, “but the instrument panel is powered by solar-generated electricity just like all tablets. Hydraulics work the track, but it’s the constantly expanding and contracting of water vapor that generates the power.” With that he throws a lever, and Pandora surges to life, jerkily pulling herself forward along her tracks. The city disappears behind us slowly, and the Professor guides Pandora through a large tunnel in the rock. I have never been outside the city before. I have never seen the rock walls of the cave that sequester humankind deep within the earth. I know that we are underground, but it is quite another thing to come face to face with the boundaries of human existence and then surpass them. 
It isn’t long before we encounter an enormous door that looks very much like the door to a safe. I recognize Mayor Campwell standing with several others at a control panel to the side of the door. He waves to us and then punches a code on the door. The vault door opens slowly, with the groan of hinges that have not moved in at least a lifetime. Behind the door the tunnel continues, and we pass through out into the unknown. The tunnel begins to slope upwards, and then, after nearly a kilometer, we encounter a wall of ice. 
“Here we go!” Professor Higgs throws the switch that starts the drill, and I can see the bit begin to spin. It makes an awful wail when it connects with the ice, but it works. Slowly we push through the ice. “Another kilometer or so of this and we will reach the surface.”
With a splintering crash the ice ahead cracks and shatters as Pandora breaks through to the surface. It doesn’t look at all like I had imagined. In the pictures the Professor had shown me the sky was blue and light. Yet, all that I can see in every direction is gray and dim. White flakes drift in the air, tossed about on gusts of wind. There is nothing appealing at all to me. The look of disappointment in Davie’s eyes mirrors my own.
Checking the readouts on the screen, Professor Higgs adjusts our course and takes off across the vast plane. I hope he knows where he is going. More importantly I hope he knows how to get back.
“There…,” he points as a looming structure emerges out of the gray fog. “Each tower is nearly a hundred square meters, and on the top of each tower are five solar panels, each twenty square meters in size. It appears that this tower is partially retracted.”
“How can you tell?” Davie asks.
“I can see the top of it. When it is extended, it stands nearly two kilometers high. We have to find the entrance point, get you two inside to fix the pipes and then move on to the next tower. There are four towers. Suit up.”
I never thought we would even make it this far. The thought of going out into that frozen wasteland scares the crap out of me. I can tell Davie isn’t so keen on it either. We shrug at each other. What else can we do? Without the solar towers we will all die anyway.
Professor Higgs pulls Pandora to within three meters of the tower. Pressing a button, he shoots a harpoon out of Pandora’s hull, which imbeds in the side of the tower. A cable attached to the harpoon now stretches from the hull to the tower. 
“Attach your safety lines to the cable. The wind is so strong out there it could blow you away. Don’t release your safety line until you are both inside the tower. I have installed temperature gauges on the wristbands of your suits, so you will know if it is safe to remove them.” Professor Higgs gives us the thumbs-up sign before pushing us into the hatch and sealing the inner door behind us. 
With a deep breath, I release the outer hatch, hook my safety line to the cable and take my first steps onto the planet’s surface. The white ground gives a few centimeters under my weight, but it holds me. It is only a few steps to the tower door, which, as we suspected, is frozen shut. I am prepared; I take my mini torch from my bag of tools. It takes a few minutes, but I get the door open relatively easily. Once we are both inside, we remove our safety lines and close the door. There is another inner door, and once through that, we discover that it is indeed warm enough to remove our protective suits. Now, it isn’t warm by any means: 5° C by our gauges. We each wear thick woolen clothing and heavy gloves. Hopefully, it will get warmer the closer we get to the pipes. 
I pull up the schematic of the steam tubes the Professor has downloaded onto my tablet, and we are able to locate the access tunnels without incident. The tubes are different than the pipes that run under the city. These are flexible, but the basic principles of how to fix them still apply. Davie and I are in our element as we silently set about checking for leaks and ruptures, making repairs when we come across them. It takes nearly two hours to check all the tubes, but satisfied, we head back to the Pandora. 
The next two towers go just as smoothly as the first. The last, however, takes longer. Many areas of the fourth tower have already begun to freeze due to the loss of heat. Davie and I have to use the torch to break through the inner tower door as well as the access tunnel door. An entire section of tubing has split down its length. We have excess tubing aboard the Pandora, and I have to wait for Davie to return with it. As I wait, I explore a bit. I find a hatch in the ceiling of one of the tubing chambers. It’s frozen, so I put my suit back on—I have no idea how cold it is on the other side of that door—and use my mini-torch to open the hatch. Crawling through I realize that it is much colder on this side. My suit’s gauge says its -15°C. I think this is an observation area. Two of the walls are made of thick glass. I can see the Pandora waiting below. If the fog wasn’t so thick, I think I could have seen forever.
I close the hatch behind me as I return to the tubes. Davie has returned with the extra tubing, and in no time we will be back on our way to the city. The repair is easy, but since it is such a long length of tubing, it takes both of us to fix it. Thank goodness Davie is with me, otherwise I would have needed the Professor to help me. We test the last seal for leaks before re-pressurizing the system. 
No sooner is the system back up and running than a vibration shakes the tower. The entire structure seems to move. I grab the tablet just as the Professor pops onto the screen. “What’s happening?” I ask.
“I just got word from the Mayor. The city engineers want to test the towers before we return to the city. We can’t leave if they aren’t fixed.”
“They’re fixed I tell you!” Davie comes to stand next to me, nodding his head in agreement.
“They won’t listen to you! Hell, they won’t even listen to me! They are extending the towers. You just have to hold on. Clip your safety lines to something and hold on!”
I motion for Davie to follow me. If I am going to be two kilometers in the air, I want to see what it looks like up there. I push open the hatch I found to the observation room and crawl through it, turning to help Davy behind me. Looking out the window, it’s hard to believe that we are moving. The fog has intensified, and all we see is a wall of gray. But as we ascend further up into the sky, the gray begins to lighten. Suddenly, the wall is pure white. And then it happens. We break through the clouds and the air is clear. 
We sit atop a bed of clouds, and the sky above is the most brilliant blue. A bright yellow orb hangs on the horizon, turning the edges of the clouds pink and orange.
My first sunset. 
I can’t breathe. I forget to breathe. I have found my dream; and I know that I will dream of this moment again and again for the rest of my life. I feel Davie touch my arm. He is as awe-struck as I am. We are the only people alive who have seen this wonder. My heart fills with a joy I have never known. After today we will never be just “tunnel rats” again. 
The Professor’s voice comes over my helmet com. “It worked! Now let’s go home!”
THE END
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The Siege of Vicksburg
 
by Helen Ryan (California, USA)
 
June 17th 1863 – Vicksburg Mississippi
 
Alyssa Mayfield rushed into the dugout headquarters of the Vicksburg Resisters. The whole place was frenzied, and the resistance fighters were rushing hither and thither. Alyssa hurried over to Colonel Evans, head of the resistance. The Colonel's face was pale, and his sixty years showed. He turned to face her and sighed.
“You've heard the rumors, then,” he stated. She nodded hesitantly. “If I were trying to boost morale then I'd say that they're just rumors. But there have been too many reports. We have to face it, Mayfield. Grant's got an army of automatons.”
Alyssa gasped, her alabaster skin paling further. This was one rumor that the people of Vicksburg had prayed to be false. Already most of their hope had been taken, but now... food was running low and morale was dust among the resistance fighters. The soldiers that Pemberton had brought were mostly dead, and Pemberton himself lay shivering with fever. His guards thought it unlikely he would survive.
“So we will surren….” she began, but the Colonel held up a hand. 
“Don't say that word, Mayfield. I said morale was low, I didn't say we were giving up. We will never give up.”
“But,” she began, “we can't face an army of automatons armed with ray guns. You know it's ridiculous, and we can't all be slaughtered. Most of the supplies that Pemberton brought with him are gone, the civilians are eating rats, and the hills are honey-combed with caves that the people are living in!” Alyssa's voice rose with every successive point, and by the end she was shrill. The Colonel winced.
“We've beaten Sherman's troops, and the informants say he's dead, so if we can beat McPherson before Grant gets here we've got a chance! As for food....” 
The two Major Generals that the Colonel spoke of were bumblers, in Alyssa's opinion. And the food situation was hopeless. Why couldn't the Colonel see it? “Colonel, Neckerman's told me that we just ran out of….” 
The Colonel's face was growing an unhealthy shade of red. He glared at Alyssa and spoke with a voice trembling in rage. “Mayfield, if I say we aren't giving up, then we aren't. I don't want to hear about shortages, escape routes or armies of bloody automatons!” He whirled around and faced the shocked mass of resistance fighters. “Suit up, troops. We've got an invasion to prepare for!” He turned back to Alyssa and glowered. “That goes for you too, soldier.”
Alyssa shot off an angry salute and marched out of the dugout. As soon as she reached the opening, she raced across the beaten dirt path that led to many of the dugouts, keeping an eye and ear cocked for the whistling of Union shells. She reached her tiny shelter in relative safety and rushed into it. 
The precautions she took were extremely necessary now. Pemberton's troops might have finished off Sherman's, but most of the Confederate soldiers had been killed in the skirmish. Only a few, including the Colonel, had remained, and they had formed the Vicksburg Resistance, comprised mostly of women and old men. Unfortunately, women and old men were not very good at artillery, nor were they inclined to take the most dangerous task in the resistance. Because of that, the Union soldiers fired at Vicksburg largely unopposed.
As Alyssa rummaged in the chest she had managed to lug up to the dugout, she couldn't help but think of Harper. No matter what the Colonel said about the ‘… safety of Vicksburg being more important than a sweetheart gone off to war or dead,’ Harper always managed to pop up into her thoughts—especially when she was putting on the bronzed metal armor that most of the resistance called “clockwork suits” or “c-suits.” 
Harper Greenley was the best man in Vicksburg as far as Alyssa could tell. He was also the bravest, strongest, handsomest—well, sometimes she got carried away when she thought about him. He'd been drafted last year, and she'd gotten three letters since then. None since May, a few weeks before the siege started. Alyssa often wondered if he had been killed… or taken prisoner… or if he was marching along, hale and hearty, thinking of her too. 
But she tried to convince herself such thoughts were unproductive as she snapped the last bracket of the armor into place. It was uncomfortable, although that was hardly surprising since she'd taken it off a dead Confederate soldier, but it would protect her torso and legs. The helmet that went with it had been stolen a few days earlier, but Alyssa was still in possession of two ray guns and one climber—an explosive device that crawled ten feet away before exploding. 
Her weapons seemed insignificant before the automatons that were marching forward. She had no idea what they might look like, but as a child, her father had taken her to an exhibition of automatons, and the strange, brassy machines had lingered in her dreams ever since.
The idea of using an automaton army was one that the North had been throwing around before the Civil War. The South had been opposed to automatons mainly because of the fact that it had few factories. Subsequently, the North would have most of the automatons in their possession. Even then there had been much tension in the country. 
For Alyssa, slavery had not been the issue. She wasn't overly fond of it, and as Harper said, “If a man can't do his own work, what good is he?” But the taxes that had wrung all of the money out of her family—and many others—had been the clincher. Her father had shipped cloth, silk, cotton and other light goods. But the money he had to pay for sending a ship to England was so outrageous that it was soon financially impossible. He had marched gladly when the war was announced, and the Confederates were asking, not drafting.
And so, once again, she was preparing to risk life and limb to protect the civilians who desperately needed food, medicine and better shelter. All Alyssa could do was hope that what she did would hasten the arrival of those things, but even supplies were unlikely at this point. The Colonel had all sorts of urchins that he sent around the countryside to scavenge for food, but the Union soldiers had cleaned out most places.
A trumpet sounded and startled Alyssa out of her thoughts. She nervously poked her head out of the dugout—the trumpet could be Union or Confederate, and it could mean victory or defeat. Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, it meant neither. It was Jeremiah, an old man who had been born ten years after the Revolutionary War, calling the Resistance to arms, or rather, to headquarters. Alyssa rushed once more across the path, dreading every second that she was exposed to fire, but nothing flew near her. Lucky again.
An old neighbor of hers, Susan Strum, was not so lucky. Susan was sixty years old, but she insisted on helping the Colonel, who happened to be her nephew. As Susan crossed the boundary from houses to the hills, a shell whistled past her and exploded. Her upper and lower halves went flying, blood splashing the ground, and Alyssa gulped, feeling sick. The Colonel would have to be told, but in the preparations, Susan's body would probably be forgotten. Already the wide-open space Susan had tried to cross was littered with the corpses of dead civilians and soldiers, all of them rotting in the sun. 
Discussions had occurred in which different ideas were thrown around of how the dead might be paid their last respects, but the danger was too great. The stench and the sight were impossible to get used to, though. Something would have to be done, but not now. 
Alyssa was pulled inside the dugout as another shell whistled towards the field, and a familiar voice berated her. 
“Lissie! Don't you ever learn the meaning of 'look away'?” She was engulfed by strong arms, and Alyssa craned her head around to see Nathan Tanner, an old friend of hers. 
Alyssa extricated herself, trying not to knock Nathan down in the process. He had lost his leg up to the knee in the Battle at Wilson's Creek and returned home after that. Alyssa had never managed to figure out if he had been discharged or not. At this point, however, it no longer mattered. Nathan was the expert at artillery, and he kept the battery firing whenever there was a lull from the Union side. 
“Hello Nathan. I thought the Colonel sent you out to the south wall?” she asked, trying to ignore the picture in her head of the spattered blood. Poor Susan. 
Nathan raised an eyebrow, and as they headed into the dugout he said, “You do know that the Colonel called everyone back, right?”
Alyssa nodded, and then her eyes widened, for in front of her was the whole of the Vicksburg Resistance. There were one hundred and seven of them, with around twenty of those being old women who had managed to let the Colonel give them a few responsibilities. Against an army of automatons, what did it matter if they had cannons or ray guns? There were too few, too few.... One look at the Colonel's face and she knew he knew the same thing. But he didn't say anything to that effect. 
“Troops, we've fought for a month,” he said. “One month of rat drumsticks and boiled shoe leather, of clay dugouts and continuous shelling from those Union bastards—and we've stood through it all. We have survived, and we will survive! I don't care if Grant is bringing an army of automatons or more blues; we can take them!”
The Colonel's short speech inspired some of the Resistance, the youngest ones who lived for glory. Others, Alyssa included, saw the false bravado and prepared themselves. Worse news was coming, Alyssa could tell. 
“Now,” the Colonel said, clearing his throat uncomfortably, “the scouts say that the army is several thousand strong. No one has been able to get very close, but I can confirm that Grant is leading them. The estimated time of arrival is in two days. Until then, we prepare ourselves. This city has a chance if we can beat McPherson's men before Grant gets here. Tanner here has done a good job in training some of you to man the artillery, and you need to continue doing that.” He nodded at Nathan and then to the band of urchins that stood near him. 
“Forty of you will be at offensive positions near the west wall. I want everything you have directed at McPherson. Try not to use the climbers, but keep your ray guns out and charged. That goes for everyone, not just Offensive. The rest of you that are left, scouts excepting, I want you digging tunnels under the dugouts. If we can get the civilians out before Grant arrives, there will be fewer casualties. The scouts will keep a lookout, and I'll be sending two out to survey the end location of the tunnels. We will meet back here tomorrow afternoon to discuss changes. You are all dismissed.”
As the resistance fighters snapped off salutes and exited, the Colonel called over Nathan, Alyssa and the scout leader, a teenager named Hess. 
“Listen up you lot,” he said fiercely, “I could see the looks on your faces, and they weren't too inspiring. I don't care what the troops ask you, you reassure them with every word that we will win! Now, let's discuss strategy.”
An hour later Alyssa learned that there was very little strategy beyond ‘Don't surrender, don't give up.’ She was not comforted, nor was she comfortable. The c-suit was making her arms hurt. She was curious as to why the Colonel had included her in the strategic discussions and even more curious as to why, at the end of the meeting, he had promoted her to the head of the Offensive group. 
As she scurried to the west wall where the bulk of McPherson's soldiers were, Alyssa hoped she would be able to keep up a cheerful face to the forty men and women who were fighting for their lives. Ten minutes later, when a fourteen-year-old girl was blown to pieces, she knew the answer was yes. The girl's older sister looked at her in shock and asked if she was safe now. Alyssa said yes. What else could she do?
During the brief intervals in which she wasn't squeezing off ray after deadly ray into the Union soldiers, she gave brief words of encouragement. Alyssa hoped it would keep them all going until the Union soldiers were exhausted or the Colonel called them back to base. Three hours later, in which they had lost another resister and Alyssa's guns were almost out of power, the trumpet sounded. The resisters climbed one by one down the ladders on the wall and sprinted to the dugouts. 
Inside there was watery broth and some sort of chewy meat. Alyssa tried not to think of what it might be, but despite her disgust, she wolfed everything down. The Colonel said a few words for the two dead and then reminded them to charge their guns. 
“We meet here in the morning,” he called as the weary troops made their way to the dugouts they slept in. Alyssa collapsed on her bed before remembering that her weapons would be useless if she didn't spend a few minutes charging. 
After extricating herself from the c-suit, she pulled out a gun and rummaged through the chest to find the wind-up handle that fit into the barrel of the gun. Two or so minutes of winding had one gun charged and then another. She put everything in the chest and quickly fell into an uneasy sleep in which metal men tore down the walls of Vicksburg with their hands.
At six o'clock the trumpet sounded again, waking Alyssa and the other soldiers. A glance out of her dugout told her that the Union troops were firing shells once again. She wondered briefly if Nathan was out there leading the urchins in firing the heavy artillery. 
Alyssa pulled and snapped her uncomfortable armor into place then retrieved her guns from the chest. Another blast of the trumpet and she was out of the dugout, running as quickly as possible towards headquarters and desperately hoping there was something for breakfast. When she was about ten feet away from the entrance, something hit her back. 
For an infinitely long second Alyssa thought that it was all over... that she was dead, that a shell had hit her. Goodbye Harper, good luck Colonel, she thought, and then she realized that whatever had flown into her was moving. She twisted over and then recoiled, for sprawled on top of her was the head scout, Hess. He looked almost dead. 
Cuts and bruises covered his thin face, and one wound on his shoulder was seeping blood that ran down her armor in streams. She carefully pushed him off her and screamed for help. As footsteps headed towards her, Hess opened his eyes and grasped towards Alyssa.
“They're almost here... my pa... too many....” his weak voice trailed off, and his head slumped back towards the ground. Nathan reached Alyssa just as Hess's eyes rolled back into his head. Nathan helped her up then carefully picked up the body. They made their way to the headquarters, Alyssa shaking the whole time.
The Colonel's face went pale as he saw his head scout being carried in. After he checked the nonexistent pulse, he questioned Alyssa again and again on what Hess had said. 
“And you're sure that he mentioned his pa? Absolutely sure?” he asked. Alyssa nodded tiredly.
“He was at death's gate,” Nathan remarked. “It's not unusual for people to mention those they love before they die.”
The Colonel and Alyssa stared at him, for if there was one thing everyone knew about Hess, it was that his father was a bastard who regularly beat his son and had killed his wife. He had signed up for the army when Alyssa's father had, enticed by the offer of money, something he was usually short of. No one had heard anything of him since then. Hess had often said hopefully that he was probably dead. Alyssa glanced at the scout's body, and a shiver of fear went through her. What if the army was... she pushed the paralyzing question away and focused on the present.
“Sir, if the army is close, then we need to evacuate the civilians immediately.” Her voice trembled, and for an instant she thought of joining the civilians in a mad dash for safety—and an end to the bloodshed that had surrounded her for the past month.
“Already done, Mayfield,” the Colonel replied. “We have two functional tunnels running under the hills. Ninety percent of the civilians are gone.” His voice lowered to a whisper, and Nathan and Alyssa leaned in to hear his next words. “If any of my soldiers head through that tunnel... I won't blame them.”
Alyssa almost gasped, after weeks of encouragement and pep talks, the Colonel was giving up? 
“So long,” he continued, “as they do it after we win this battle! Got it, Mayfield, Tanner?”
Her hopes both raised and dashed, Alyssa nodded and moved back as the other fighters surrounded the Colonel. 
“There's been a new development from Intel,” the Colonel said, gesturing towards Hess's lifeless body. “Grant's army is moving in, and we haven't got long before it arrives. So I want seventy of you on the walls and the rest at the gates. We're up against some powerful enemies here, but remember: shoot steady and don't forget to duck.”
As the fighters moved out of the dugout, perhaps for the last time, the Colonel muttered something. “You're all good soldiers. It's been an honor to command the Resistance of Vicksburg.” He cleared his throat and then went along with the rest to stand at the wall. Alyssa headed towards the walls as well and Nathan towards the artillery, along with his band of urchins.
As the Resistance marched through Vicksburg, they were a sight to be seen: gleaming copper c-suits; some with helmets, others with bared heads; ray guns in side holsters, and climbers on belts. All has brave expressions on their faces and pride for their ruined city in their hearts. While Alyssa ascended the ladder up the east wall, she wondered if this was it. While the fighters positioned themselves, she pulled out her guns. If this was her last day, she would go out fighting. In the face of near-certain death, the fear that had often gripped her before was gone.
She prayed that they would all have the courage to go through with what had started as a small battle in May and escalated into the deaths of many. Looking around at her friends, she knew that they would. The soldiers on the west wall fired down at McPherson's troops, but the rest stood straight and waited.
They waited for half an hour, and then the tramping of many feet began to sound. The cavalry of Grant's army came into view, and Alyssa strained to see the great army of automatons that they had been warned about. She didn't strain long, for soon rows of men came over the hill, but they looked impossibly different from the metal monsters Alyssa had dreamed of so often. They looked like ordinary men. It seemed, as Alyssa fired her ray gun, taking out several cavalry, that they were ordinary soldiers: the same that McPherson had brought with him. She breathed a sigh of relief. Ordinary men could be defeated. Both the Confederates and the Union had proven this time and again.
Her relief lasted until the soldiers were walking over the dead bodies of horses and in firing range. That's when their hands disappeared, or rather, gun barrels came out of their wrists, and they began to fire at the walls. Explosive blasts came from the “ordinary soldiers,” and the sound echoed louder than the shells that everyone was use to hearing. Alyssa looked out in shock as the fireballs rolled through the air and hit the east wall with a resounding boom. The wall shook, and she almost fell off balance. 
The Colonel shouted “Down, down!” as the soldiers continued to fire. The rock wall was weakening already. The resisters scrambled down the ladder as pieces of the wall crumbled down. A booming started on the huge metal city gates where near thirty soldiers were gathered. As Alyssa reached the ground, part of the east wall fell down, and the few surviving cavalry rode in through the rubble. As the Colonel shouted for retreat, the cavalry caused havoc, and the resisters did their best to head for the dugouts. Not everyone made it. 
Then the gates buckled and were forced open. Vicksburg was filled with fleeing resisters, panicked horses and men who were not men. They fired again and again at the backs of the men and women who had hoped to save the city. Most fell under the explosive barrage. Alyssa scrambled up the hills, joining the few who had made it up. Among them were the Colonel and Nathan, along with a few of his urchins. 
The ten or so resisters aimed their guns and began to fire. Some of the machine men fell, others continued to march on. Alyssa fired desperately, tossing her climber into the mass of soldiers that were fast approaching. It exploded quickly, taking three men with it. Not nearly enough. She dropped one gun to the ground as it ran out of power and noted that there were only a few shots left in the other.
Panic almost set in, and then she remembered that she had planned on being brave, on standing in the face of the enemy, on not giving up. So she steeled herself and stood straight as she aimed her gun towards a towheaded young man. His eyes looked dull, and they were a familiar shade of green....
And then she almost fell over, for her gun was pointed at Harper—Harper Greenley, who was not a Union soldier. It was then that she realized the North had a cheap and easy alternative to building thirty thousand automatons armed with weapons. They could use the numerous Confederate prisoners, and few people would realize it unless they were face-to-face with the man they had hoped to marry.
She heard Nathan's gasp of shock—he had been good friends with Harper, and they had grown up together. The gun was still pointed at Harper, forgotten as he tramped closer and closer. She stood stock still as his arm came up and a click sounded, audible even over the explosions from the rest of the machine men. She watched, frozen, waiting for the fire to come out of the barrel on his wrist, yet not quite believing that Harper could shoot her... could kill her.
Alyssa closed her eyes and waited for the blast. It never came. Instead, she found herself being engulfed by strong arms, arms she hadn't been held by in over a year. She looked up into the green eyes that were no longer blank, and she smiled. 
“Harper,” she whispered, and then she fell insensible.
* * *
 
The war ended that year, after both Vicksburg and Gettysburg witnessed the “automatons” that the North created. Alyssa, Nathan, his urchins and the Colonel were all taken prisoner—the last survivors of the Vicksburg resistance—largely forgotten after Grant was rushed away to speak to Davis about surrendering. 
Harper and the other Confederate prisoners of war who had been used as experiments for the North's machine-men project were released. Harper was released after six months of being studied by the North's best mechanical experts who tried to figure out why he hadn't shot the girl he loved. The answer to both Alyssa and Harper was rather obvious.
The South despised the North after that, for mutilating their prisoners and for destroying Vicksburg. There was tension in the air as Davis signed the documents that would free many slaves and put the South under the North's thumb. But Harper and Alyssa did their best to ignore the tension and enjoy being married. They knew they could survive another war if it came to that. After all, they were both survivors of The Siege of Vicksburg.
THE END
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The Meriwether Incident
 
by Sevan Taylor (Florida, USA)
 
Full house, gentlemen. Jacks and Queens.” Count Worthington looked like a greedy child as he laid down his cards and reached to rake the pot towards him. An outstretched hand from across the table cut his celebration short.
“Truly well played, Count.” Missouri Mitchell’s face cracked into a grin. “But, I believe four of a kind still beats a full house. Does it not?” He placed his own cards on the table, four eights, and rubbed his hands together. A scar running from the corner of his mouth through his thin mustache and up his right cheek altered his grin into a hideous mocking expression. 
The count’s smile remained, though his eyes smoldered. “You are correct, Mr. Mitchell. I congratulate you,” he said through clenched teeth. “Now, if you will excuse me good sirs….”
A woman’s scream made heads turn in the direction of the ornate double-doors at the entrance of the plush parlor, and gentlemen stood to get a better view of the commotion. A steward in the crisp uniform of the Great Plains Line crossed the room toward the poker table, his worried expression focused on the count.
“Count Worthington, if you would come with me. There seems to be an issue concerning your stateroom, sir.”
The scream had degenerated into a sobbing, a sound that was familiar to the count. He pushed back from the table and rose, his face ashen. “Good God, is that my Lucy?”
* * *
 
The transcontinental airship Meriwether, burthen negative one-hundred-fifty tons, wasn’t the largest of the leviathans plying the airways over interior America. That distinction belonged to the hulking cargo vessels that transported supplies, food and goods high above the savage-infested plains that stood between the kingdom of California and the United States.
What the Meriwether lacked in size, however, it more than compensated for in comfort. She was hands-down the most well-appointed ship ever to take to the clouds, an airborne cathedral of brass and polished teak that boasted a reputation for luxury unmatched on land, sea or in the air.
Captain Emanuel Abraham, a veteran of the skies, spent his youth piloting the early dirigibles that opened the trade between California and the States. The Great Plains Transit Company’s most seasoned captain was a stoic man, tall with aquiline eyes and a snow-white beard. He had seen it all, or had thought so until this voyage.
“Please, Lady Worthington, collect yourself,” Captain Abraham said. He sat behind his oaken desk, his steepled fingers touching his chin. “And then, start from the beginning….”
“Oh, Captain, it was horrific!” The Countess had mascara smudged under her eyes; she hitched and sniffled as she talked. “I came down the hallway to discover my cabin door hanging wide open. At first I thought that the maid… her cart was just outside… but then there she was, on the floor. Dead!” She collapsed once again into sobbing. 
The captain motioned for his first mate, Mr. Pease, to hand her a fresh handkerchief. Pease obliged, a whirr and click betraying the fact that his right arm was a clockwork prosthetic.
“More importantly,” Count Worthington chimed in, “the safe had been opened and The Star stolen!”
“I understand the value of The Star of the Orient, Count Worthington,” Abraham sighed. “However, I believe that the loss of a human life is the greater tragedy here.”
“Don’t you try to make me feel petty, Captain. I want to know what your company is prepared to do about the loss of my property.”
“Well, to be perfectly honest with you, Count, Great Plains has absolutely no jurisdiction once we have docked in St Louis. The most that I, as captain, can do is to hold a suspect until he can be turned over to the authorities. That is assuming, of course, that we have a suspect.” The Yankee in him made it hard for Captain Abraham to swallow these jumped-up California aristocrats. “I trust that the gem is insured?”
“Of course it’s insured.” Count Worthington’s face bloomed crimson. “But The Star is beyond price. It is irreplaceable.”
“As was the young lady.”
* * *
 
Count Worthington sat at the small writing table in his stateroom, composing a radio telegram to be sent to his Agent of Affairs in California. He debated with himself whether he could trust the Great Plains radio operator to transmit it correctly, since it came off rather inflammatory toward the company in general and Captain Abraham in particular. He had decided on waiting the twenty-six hours until their arrival in St. Louis, when a knock on the door interrupted his furious scribbling. 
Opening the door revealed a man dressed all in black, a full beard and onyx eyes that glinted from below a set of bushy brows. A bowler hat pulled down low in the front shaded his already dark features. 
“Count Worthington, a moment of your time, sir?” He kept his voice low and glanced down the hallway in both directions.
“Might I ask your name?” The count clutched at the neck of his brocade dressing gown.
“My name is Baird. I’m an investigator with Indemnity International.” He produced a badge from an inside coat pocket. “Might I suggest, sir, a more private conversation?” He indicated the door.
“Uh, yes, yes of course.” The count opened the door. “Please, come in. An insurance investigator? On board? What a strange coincidence.”
“No coincidence at all, Count Worthington.” He shut the door behind him. “An item as valuable as The Star of the Orient would never take a journey without an undercover agent such as myself along to see that nothing goes amiss.”
“Well, fat lot of good that’s done! The damn thing has been stolen!”
“Yes, well, we shall see about that.” Baird smoothed his mustache with his forefinger. “There are a few questions I must ask, if it’s not too much trouble?”
“By all means, Mr. Baird. Can I get you some brandy?” The count gestured toward the bar.
“Not while I’m on the job, I’m afraid. Count Worthington, I understand that your wife occupies a stateroom adjoining this?”
“Yes, my wife and I enjoy our privacy.”
“Completely understandable. It was her stateroom alone that the break-in occurred, however? I mean to say, the community door between the rooms remained locked?”
“Yes.”
“Ah. The safe in which the gem was stored was a Slocum model 386, the one with the secondary hydrolock and the magnetic latch?”
“I really have no idea, Mr. Baird.”
“That is the model in your wife’s stateroom. A very hard model to break into, Count Worthington. In fact, there are probably only three people in the world capable of it.”
“Should narrow your pool of suspects, then.” The count stifled a yawn.
“Indeed, since two of them are in prison, and the third was last seen in Madrid.”
“Your point, being?”
“Just that it would be much easier to open if the thief were to have the combination. Are you quite sure it was known to no one but you and your wife?”
“Quite.”
“I see.” Baird kept his gaze focused on the count but didn’t say another word. He merely waited for the silence to do its work.
“Surely you can’t be suggesting that my wife had anything to do with… or that I… see here now….” The count began to choke on his words.
“I am paid to consider all possibilities, however unpleasant. It so happens, in this particular case, I have a strong suspect. There is a man on board with a reputation for this sort of thing. Tell me, Count, have you run across a gentleman going by the name of Missouri Mitchell?”
“Why yes, yes I have. But he can’t be responsible; I was playing cards with the man when the theft occurred.”
“Actually, you were playing cards with him when the theft was discovered. It is my theory that the thief knew your wife to be at a salon appointment and engaged you in a game of cards to make sure that you were occupied. Try to remember, did Mr. Mitchell leave the table for any length of time during your game?’
“Well, now that you mention it, he did leave for about… oh it was maybe fifteen minutes. Said he wanted to stretch his legs, the smoke in the parlor was getting to him.”
“Ah, fifteen minutes would be plenty of time… but of course, I will need something more to go on…. I will be in touch.” He gave a curt bow and touched the rim of his bowler, then he took his leave.
* * *
 
“But Reginald, won’t you please just listen to him?” Countess Lucy Worthington pleaded with her husband. “He is a very esteemed professor, and he says he can help.”
“Lucy, I must insist that you stay out of this. I have the matter in hand.”
“But you don’t have my jewel.” She lowered her voice, although Professor Trilby could still hear every word. “I want it back, Reggie, and the scientist may just know something.” 
“Ah, if I may, Count Worthington….” Trilby began in a pinched nasal voice. “You see, the underlying principals of the mechanism involved….”
“Not interested, professor!”
“But just listen to him. Please. For me?”
The count sighed and mopped his forehead. “Very well, what have you got, Trilby? And do try to keep the science out of it.”
“Ah, yes. Well, as I was saying, the vox necrotica acts very much like a radio wave receiver….”
“Wait, what did you call the damn thing?”
“I am sorry, Count Worthington. More science talk. Vox necrotica. It means ‘voice of the dead.’”
“So, your little box of science, can…?”
“That’s correct, sir. It can allow the dead to speak.” The professor blinked and pushed his thick spectacles back into place.
“That’s the most preposterous thing I have ever heard!”
“Nevertheless, completely factual. I can produce testimony from the deceased maid, Count Worthington. Testimony which may lead to the return of your property.”
“Reggie….” The countess, who was easily twenty years the count’s junior, leaned in close to him. She pressed an ample breast into his arm then whispered into his ear. “Wouldn’t you like to see me wearing the Star again, dear? Just the star?”
“Confound it, Trilby. Get your kit together, man, and we’ll give it a go.”
* * *
 
Professor Trilby wheeled a large steamer trunk into the supply room where the deceased maid had been laid out on a cot, a white bed sheet shrouding her. The professor busied himself unpacking the trunk and setting up his apparatus.
“I hope you appreciate the leeway I’m allowing here, Count Worthington.” Captain Abraham used his boot heel to knock a plug of tobacco from the bowl of his meerschaum pipe. “This is all highly unusual, and I want it made clear that I will brook no disrespect of the dead.”
“Of course, Captain. But if Professor Trilby’s device can shed some light on the crime, can lead us to bring the girl’s murderer to justice, isn’t it worth the chance?”
“And this would have nothing whatsoever to do with the recovery of your jewel? All in the interests of justice?”
Count Worthington harrumphed.
The professor lit an alcohol burner then slid it under a glass bulb half filled with a viscous purple fluid. “Almost, ready, gentlemen. If I might examine the subject?” 
Captain Abraham gave a curt nod to the ship’s medic, Dr. Zenith, who pulled the sheet back to reveal the corpse of a young woman. Beautiful still in death, the maid had a Mediterranean complexion and hair the color of a raven’s wing. The bruising around her neck was the only outward sign of foul play.
“Such a waste,” Captain Abraham clucked his tongue.
The professor connected a rubberized hose to the neck of the glass bulb then looked to Dr. Zenith. “With your permission, doctor, the process requires that certain elements be introduced to the subject.”
“By all means, Professor.” The good doctor, who rarely saw anything more severe than a case of airsickness, demurred. “Always fascinating to watch a fellow man of science at work.”
Professor Trilby placed a breathing mask over the mouth and nose of the maid, connected the tube to the mask then attached an accordion bellows to the equipment. 
“Doctor, if you would be so kind… a gentle application of the bellows.” The professor blinked and adjusted his glasses.
Dr. Zenith worked the accordion bellows slowly, watching the vapors of the purple fluid fill the translucent tubing and work their way towards the mask. The professor, meanwhile, attached a crank handle to a machine that resembled a Victrola. Instead of a horn, however, the wooden box had a set of brass pipes rising from the top like a miniature organ.
“Has the nodor loquatious reached the subject yet, Dr. Zenith?” 
The doctor squinted at the mask. “I believe so, professor.”
“Good. We are about to begin. I will prepare the vox necrotica for operation,” he said, then he wound up the mainspring with the crank handle. Several delicate stop valves extended from the front of the apparatus, and these the professor adjusted carefully, muttering to himself. Next, he opened a small door on the side of the box and produced a length of hose, which he attached to a port on the mask. With each subsequent use of the bellows, a small puff of purple vapor rose through the brass pipes of the vox necrotica, accompanied by a low hum that was not unlike a human moan.
“Good God, but that’s just ghastly,” Captain Abraham said.
The maid’s corpse gave a twitch. Count Worthington gasped and pointed. “Professor, she… she moved.”
“Perfectly normal Count Worthington.” Trilby worked the stops, adjusting each minutely, each adjustment bringing the moaning into sharper focus. “A trifle slower on the bellows please, doctor.”
The maid’s feet kicked, an arm flailed and then her chest began a slight rise and fall, as if she were breathing.
“Professor, look,” Captain Abraham said. “Look, she’s breathing!”
“So it would seem, Captain.” The professor had to speak loudly to be heard over the increasing noise of the apparatus. “However, what you are witnessing is merely a reflexive reaction of the diaphragm to the vapor introduced into the lungs. I’m sure Dr. Zenith is quite familiar with this phenomenon.”
The doctor wagged his head noncommittally.
“Now gentlemen, we should see some results very….”
“Mmmmmuuuuuurrrrr……” The sound issued from the pipes, and it sounded very much like a human voice speaking through a musical instrument.
“Slowly on the bellows, doctor,” Trilby said, fine-tuning the stop valves. A purple mist began to form in the room.
“Mmmuuuuurrrdddeeerrr… Mmuuurrdderr….” Wisps of purple vapor breathed up through the brass pipes.
“She’s saying murder!” The count exclaimed. “You hear it, Captain?”
“There was never any doubt that she was murdered, Worthington.”
“Ah yes, quite so.” Then the count increased the volume in his voice, to be heard by dead ears. “Young lady, can you tell us who it was? Who murdered you?” 
“Mmmmmmmmm” the pipes moaned, the fog thickened.
“Missouri Mitchell! She is trying to say Missouri Mitchell!”
Captain Abraham scoffed, “Or mother. Or meatpie. Don’t put words into her mouth Count Worthington.”
“Coun...Whurrr…Theen…Ton!” The name came from the pipes loud and strong, as if an organist had convinced his instrument to speak.
The count stood dumbstruck. Captain Abraham gasped then began coughing, the air being thick with haze. “Confound it, Professor, shut that infernal thing down!”
“Of course, Captain.” Trilby doused the alcohol burner and began pushing all the stops in to their closed positions.
Dr. Zenith ceased operation of the bellows and stood. “You must excuse me gentlemen,” he said, and then pushed past the captain and the count, making for the fresh air of the corridor. Captain Abraham and Count Worthington followed suit.
“Well, Worthington, did you get the answers you were looking for?” Captain Abraham managed to choke out.
“Captain, you can’t believe that… just because she said my name….”
“Listen carefully, Count Worthington. I am Emanuel Abraham, Captain of the air vessel Meriwether. I am not a policeman, insurance man, professor or amateur sleuth. I will bring this airship safely into St. Louis, inform the authorities there of all that has occurred on this passage and then be happily quit of the whole mess. Now, if you will excuse me, it is late. I will take a final report from the officer of the watch, and then I intend to retire for the evening.” The captain turned on his heel and strode down the corridor.
The professor emerged from the supply room, blinking. “Well, sir, what do you think of my device? Is it not all I represented it to be?”
“Trilby! What the deuce was that?” The count was livid. “Why would she say my name like that?”
“I really have no idea, Count Worthington. I have very little interest in what the dead say, actually. My focus lies primarily in the means in which they say it.” He smoothed his bottlebrush moustache with his forefinger. “I do see, now that you mention it, how it may look bad for you, as it was your name she mentioned.”
* * *
 
“I only wish that you had consulted with me prior to engaging in that... farce of science.” Inspector Baird paced the carpet in the count’s stateroom, hands clasped behind his back.
“I don’t understand how it could have turned out like this. And how did you hear of it?” Count Worthington said.
“The good Dr. Zenith is in the saloon as we speak, downing shots of whisky and blathering to anyone who will listen.”
“Surely you can’t believe it, Baird? You know I am an innocent man?”
“Oh? Well let’s just see. The necklace was insured for a large amount. The maid implicated you, postmortem. I might add at this point that Professor Tribly’s contraption has a recording cylinder incorporated into the mechanism. He can replay the dead girl’s testimony at will. Moreover, I have a very strong suspicion that if I should search this piece of furniture….” Baird took two strides across the room and smacked the top of the count’s bedside table. “I would find the stolen gem.”
“Preposterous!”
Baird pulled the drawer open then gave another tug, wrenching it completely out of its slot. He stooped and plunged his hand into the cavity and then stood, holding the Star of the Orient triumphantly in the air, dangling on its golden chain.
“What… how….” the count sank into his armchair, unable to support his own weight any longer.
“It’s quite simple, Count Worthington. You staged the theft of your own jewel in order to collect the insurance money.”
“No….”
“But the evidence says yes, don’t you see?” Baird glowered at the count, and then his expression softened. “Don’t you see how well-planned this whole operation was?”
“Operation? I….” Count Worthington’s voice was a hoarse croak.
“Listen closely, sir, to what I am about to tell you. Missouri Mitchell and Professor Trilby are one and the same person. His real name is Miles Bradshaw, and he is a swindler and confidence man. I have been following his activities for some time now, and I think I see his game. First of all, this machine of his is complete bunk.”
“But, I saw it. I witnessed it in operation with my own eyes. The dead maid….”
“Is not dead and is certainly no maid. Do you remember when I told you that only three in the world could crack the safe in your wife’s stateroom?”
“Certainly.”
“Well, you’ve had the pleasure of meeting Isabella Santiago, the only of the three currently at liberty. It is my opinion that she was under the influence of a mild paralytic, the antidote to which was administered in the purple vapor you witnessed. She and her lover have gone to a great deal of trouble to frame you for this murder and theft.”
“But to what end?”
“The Star of the Orient is a very distinctive item. To steal it is one thing; to be caught with it in your possession, or to try to sell it, is quite another. Cash is much less traceable and infinitely more spendable. Soon, quite soon, he will approach you, probably as Mitchell, but perhaps as the professor. He will tell you how bad things look for you. Truth be told, he will be right, since there is now a record of evidence against you.”
“But if the machine is bunk, as you say?”
“There is still the testimony of Captain Abraham, and Dr. Zenith has spread the word quite efficiently. Mitchell or Trilby will come and offer to sell you the machine, along with the incriminating evidence it contains. I am equally certain that the ‘body’ of the deceased maid will mysteriously disappear. I imagine that their next step would be to tip off the authorities when we dock, letting them know where to find both the evidence, and the gem. They think that they have you pretty well trussed.”
“So what’s to be done?” The count wrung his hands.
“Well, detection of their nefarious ends has already undone a great deal of their work. I earlier observed Mitchell break into your stateroom and hide the gem. Now that it is in my possession, it will be impossible for the authorities to believe that you attempted insurance fraud.”
“Yes… excellent. But what of Mitchell, or Bradshaw, whatever his name is?”
“That is another matter altogether.” Baird resumed his pacing. “Perhaps….”
“Yes?” 
“I can use the radio telegraph to signal ahead to my agents in St. Louis. We can have Bradshaw and Santiago met as they disembark and catch them red-handed.”
“But red-handed with what, exactly? They don’t have the gem; there is no body of a murder victim….”
“Yes, I see your point, Count Worthington. However, I believe I have a solution. There is an ink, invisible to the naked eye, that when exposed to the light of a sodium lamp fluoresces in a pinkish hue. If I were to mark the cash with which you pay Bradshaw, it could then be identified.”
“Pay him! Surely you’re not suggesting….”
“Count Worthington, not paying him would tip him off, and we may lose both of them. I certainly don’t have the manpower on board to track them down and subdue them.” Baird reached into his coat pocket and retrieved a leather-covered book. “Don’t feel as though you are bearing the risk, however. I will write you out a receipt on behalf of International Indemnity. We will assume all risk; we merely wish your help in apprehending this menace.”
“Well, of course. If the risk is yours, how can I refuse?” 
* * *
 
It was Trilby who came knocking at the count’s stateroom door. 
“Count Worthington, please allow me to apologize. I feel that my machine has caused you a great deal of trouble. If you wish, I will tell the authorities that the rate of accuracy is somewhere in the low seventieth percentile….”
The count studied professor’s features. Yes, there was the jaw line of Missouri Mitchell. The scar sported by that rogue was most certainly a fake, as the professor did not share it.
“Ah, professor, I’m afraid it does indeed bode ill for me. Your contraption has a recording device built into it, does it not?”
“Oh, yes sir, it’s really quite a clever… ah, yes I see now what you are driving at. It is evidence, now, isn’t it?”
“Yes it is, Professor.”
“Oh dear. Count Worthington, you must believe me when I say that I wish I could just give you the vox necrotica, just give it away, and you could smash it to bits or throw it overboard, or do whatever you wanted with it.”
“Really? Professor, that would certainly ease my predicament.”
“Yes, yes it would,” the professor said. “But you must understand that this machine represents a substantial investment of my research and capital… a very substantial investment.” 
“Go on,” Worthington purred. So here the devil exposes himself, just as Baird had said he would.
“Well, to be frank, simply giving it away would be the ruin of me. The financial ruin.” Trilby blinked and adjusted his spectacles.
“Ah, Professor Trilby, I think you and I can reach some sort of agreement.” 
The count played his part well, appearing to be cordial while all the time knowing that the marked money he handed to this man was going to be the very thing that trapped him. It filled him with a certain satisfaction, knowing that the greedy hands that received his money would soon be in handcuffs.
* * *
 
The majestic airship touched down at the St. Louis airdocks precisely on schedule. The gangways swung out from the arrivals vestibule and met the gaps in the bulwarks where the passengers would egress. A small clutch of men in somber dress, along with a pair of uniformed officers, waited near the gangway for a certain passenger to exit.
One by one down the walkway, then in clutches of twos and threes, travelers chattered happily or gawked at the impressive St. Louis skyline as they disembarked. The lawmen watched each face until the one they sought showed up.
“Ah, you must be Baird’s men,” Count Worthington said.
“Count Worthington?” A hard looking fellow in a black greatcoat stepped forward. “Count Reginald Worthington?” 
“Yes, yes.”
“My name is Winchester. I’m with the United States Department of Justice. I’d like you to come along with me, sir.”
“Certainly, Winchester. I’m sure there are all manner of forms to be filled out. But can’t I wait and see you nab Bradshaw?”
“I’m afraid I don’t know any Bradshaw, Count Worthington.”
“Oh, good God! You got the radio telegram, didn’t you? Please tell me you did.”
“Yes sir. We wouldn’t be here otherwise.” Winchester pulled out a pair of handcuffs. One of the uniformed officers stepped forward and tapped his billy-club against the count’s shoulder.
“Well then, Baird laid it all out in his message, right? Told you about the plan, to….”
“Listen, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know Bradshaw, and I don’t know anyone named Baird. I do know that Captain Abraham sent a radiogram that a girl was dead, and you seemed the most likely candidate. Now kindly turn around while I cuff you.”
Count Worthington’s temper flared. “You will do no such thing.” The uniform shoved his billy-club into the small of the count’s back, and when the count’s hands came instinctively around to grab it, his wrists were bound.
“Reggie, what is going on?” the countess asked.
“Just a mistake, Lucy. These men are making a terrible mistake.” The count caught sight of Missouri Mitchell slipping through the crowd. “There! There’s the man you want. Him, with the scar on his face. That’s Missouri Mitchell!”
The Man in the black greatcoat nodded at one of the uniforms. “Go on and grab him up too Bill. We’ll sort out this mess back at the station.” 
* * *
 
The St. Louis-Boston Overland Express thundered along its tracks, cutting through West Kentucky at well over a mile a minute. Isabella Santiago sat in her private cabin, staring out the rain-streaked window but not seeing the landscape roll by. 
She hoped Miles had made the train, had gotten himself off the Meriwether and to the station before things got too hot, before too many questions were asked. But he should have been here by now. He should be toasting their success with the bottle of champagne chilling in the silver bucket, laughing that carefree laugh of his, caressing her cheek with the back of his hand. But every second that passed, every mile that rolled by outside the window made it seem less likely that he would be joining her.
The door latch rattled, snapping her out of her reverie. The door swung open, and in walked Inspector Baird, a smug smile on his bearded face. 
“Well, well, Isabella. Why do you look so glum?” He closed the door behind him. “Not expecting to see me, where you?”
Her breath caught, and she blinked back a tear.
“Perhaps this will cheer you up.” He pulled the Star of the Orient from his inside coat pocket and dangled it in the air by its delicate chain. 
“Perhaps if you were to take off that hideous beard, I might allow you to kiss me.” She smiled and wiped the stubborn tear that hung from her delicate eyelash. 
He tossed the bowler hat onto the settee, plucked off his bushy black eyebrows, then grabbed a corner of the beard and tugged it off as well. “Oh, Isabella, what a perfect score,” Miles Bradshaw said, and then he laughed the laugh that Isabella lived to hear.
“My darling, your performance was magnificent!” She popped the champagne cork. “To play both the professor and the insurance investigator in the same production? The stage weeps for its loss.”
“The stage’s loss is your gain. And might I also mention that you looked exceedingly… provocative in a maid’s uniform, my love? I do hope you still have it,” Bradshaw said. He winked and gave a scurrilous grin as he dumped the satchel of cash out onto the bed. “Let’s toast our success then roll around in all this filthy money!”
THE END
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Sky Demon
 
by L. Young (Auckland, New Zealand)
 
New Zealand, North Island, 1860s
 
It wasn’t the one man bathed in camp light that made him nervous; it was all the ones he couldn’t see.
“So what now?” 
Good question, thought Lowe. The local area commander had tasked his unit of volunteer colonial rangers with tracking a group of Maori rebels who’d attacked a small military outpost. After days of searching, they had located a campsite. The natives rarely allowed themselves to be caught unaware, but Lowe hoped that had made them cocky. 
He turned to his deputy, Corporal Hastings, a quick-tempered man with greasy blonde hair. “We need prisoners. I’ll take half the men and lead them in. You cover us.”
Whatever the reason for this stroke of luck, Lowe was determined not to allow the rebels to flee. He and his men crept forward, aware that the slightest misstep could give them away. “Hands up!”
The camp’s sole occupant—a thick-set native with shoulder length black hair, a native tattoo covering his face, dirty but well kept European style clothes and an old muzzle loading rifle in his lap—raised his arms.
“Evening.”
Lowe and his men advanced into the clearing. He recognised the native immediately. The pair had been crossing swords for the past year. “Rangi Jones.”
A smile crept on the tattooed face. “Sergeant Lowe and his bush boys. Always a pleasure.”
“Where are the others?” asked Lowe as he snatched the rifle. He casually noted the fine Maori carving on the wooden butt. 
Rangi shrugged. “We split up. Figured you could only track one of us. Guess I drew the short straw.” 
“Forgive me if I don’t take your word for it. You’ve betrayed that before,” said Lowe. He signaled Hastings to do a sweep of the area. 
Hastings and the others reappeared a short time later. “He’s telling the truth this time. No tracks.”
Lowe cursed. His frustration boiled over and he grabbed Rangi. “Tell me where they went.”
“Sod off,” smiled Rangi.
“It’ll be night soon, Sarge,” said Hastings. “What do you want to do?”
“We’ll bunk down here,” replied Lowe. “Jackson, Reilly, you’re on watch!” 
A short while later he frowned at his stew. “I ate better than this on the goldfields.”
Hastings grinned. “Because you were the one paying for it. Army doesn’t have such high standards.”
Lowe dropped his spoon back in the bowl. “I noticed.”
In his early twenties, Lowe was just under six feet tall with a leanness acquired from living and working on the frontier. His red hair was unkempt, his blue eyes bloodshot and his faded dark blue army uniform was showing the strain of constant campaigning. For the moment, however, Lowe was relatively content. He had his prize. Determined to show how magnanimous he was in victory, he handed Rangi a bowl. The Maori looked at it with surprise but quickly overcame his reluctance. “Ka pai.”
“It didn’t have to be this way,” said Lowe. “We trusted you. You were the best guide we had.”
Rangi snorted. “We fought for you, and you took our land.”
“This land was purchased legally from members of your own tribe.”
Rangi’s face darkened. “It wasn’t theirs to sell. Would you sit back while outsiders stole your land?”
Before Lowe could retort, a bright yellow light streaked across the sky. 
“Shooting star. I hope you made a wish,” muttered Hastings. “It’s the only thing that’s going to save you.”
“Too dull,” smiled Rangi. “That’s a bad omen… hopefully for you not me.”
Hastings knocked the bowl from Rangi’s hand. “Funny.”
Rangi leapt to his feet, Lowe drew his revolver. “Easy.”
Rangi forced a grin, “Just stretching.”
“Sure,” replied Lowe.
“We should top him now,” said Hastings. “Those bleeding hearts in the Government will just lock him up.”
It was an old point of contention between the two. “I’m not about to murder prisoners,” replied Lowe. He grabbed Hastings’ bowl and gave it to Rangi. “Even backstabbing ones.”
“What did you do that for?” muttered Hastings.
Lowe sat down. “What did you do that for Sergeant?” Lowe corrected, “And I did that because you bloody started it. Now quiet. It’s been a long day, and I need my beauty sleep.”
The night passed without incident, and early the next morning they set off for the nearest settlement: Trenton. The Maori were renowned bush-fighters, and Lowe made sure to have his men spread out to avoid ambush. He eyed every bush as if each concealed a Maori warrior. As the midday sun beat down upon them and they got closer to their destination, Lowe relaxed slightly. “Don’t worry. We’ll soon have you tucked up in a nice warm cell.”
Rangi smiled thinly. “How generous. I only hope one day I can repay you in kind.” 
The column suddenly halted. Hastings walked back frowning. “Something you need to see.”
Lowe crept forward to see a man lying across the track. This close to town it wasn’t unusual to come upon a passed out miner sleeping off a hangover in the undergrowth. What made this one unusual was the burn mark in the centre of his chest. “It’s Jack Drummond… runs the boarding house in Trenton with his daughter. Been dead a few hours at least,” said Lowe. 
“What the hell does that?” said Hastings.
“I don’t know,” muttered Lowe, a sickly feeling in his stomach. “But he didn’t die quick... looks like he crawled all the way from town.”
Hastings gave Rangi a furtive look. “I don’t like this. What if they’ve taken Trenton?”
Lowe had heard lurid stories of what happened to prisoners who fell into rebel hands, but that’s usually all they were: stories. Rangi gave no clue to what he expected to find in town as he studied the corpse. The men muttered amongst themselves. Despite his reservations Lowe knew he needed to keep control. “Quiet! I don’t know what did this, but I intend to find out. So let’s move.”
After several minutes they emerged from the forest to look down upon Trenton. It was a typical frontier settlement. Its only reason for being: a small mine and the blockhouse built to protect it. There were several other buildings running down the one and only mud-filled street, prominent among them the tavern The Digger, the boarding house, a doctor’s office and a general store. Lowe and his men had only passed through a handful of times, but on those occasions it had been a hive of activity. Now it was dead. Lowe tried to ignore the unease building inside him.
The blockhouse was essentially a tiny, self-contained fort. It was covered in iron plating with holes regularly spaced in the walls to allow defenders to shoot out. In the event of an attack, it was the one place that should have held out, yet no one called out as they approached, and its door was wide open. 
“Reilly, take them and search the buildings… carefully. We’ll secure the blockhouse and lock up our prisoner. You see anything, pull back until we get a firm idea of numbers. We’ll go from there.”
“You got it, Sergeant,” replied Reilly.
While Reilly’s group departed, Lowe approached the blockhouse. He eased himself through the opening, noting the door had been scorched in a similar way to the dead man. The blockhouse’s interior was spartan: a knocked over table and chairs, a fireplace for cooking, a small cell for prisoners, and a side room for supplies. He noted the blood splashed on the floor, but like the rest of the town, there were no people. 
Lowe slammed Rangi against the wall. “What have your people done?”
“The same thing that’ll happen to you,” replied Rangi, “unless you release me.”
“Let’s top him and get the hell out of here,” said Hastings.
Before Lowe could reply, they heard movement in the supply room. Lowe silently handed Rangi off to one of the others. When he was in a satisfactory position, Lowe signaled Hastings who flung open the door.
Lying amongst the crates was a blonde haired girl around sixteen. Some sort of yellow mucus covered her mouth and bound her hands and legs together.
“Hell,” muttered Hastings.
Seeing them, she made a futile effort to crawl away. Lowe put his rifle down. “It’s okay; we’re not here to hurt you.” He knelt beside her, touching the mucus. It was cold like ice. Lowe tried prying it off by hand, but the girl moaned in pain. 
“Anymore bright ideas, Sarge?” said Hastings.
Resisting the urge to snapback, Lowe drew his knife. Her eyes widened in fear, and she attempted to roll away. He put a firm hand on her shoulder. “Stay calm. I’m not going hurt you.” At least he hoped he wouldn’t. “I can’t remove this mucus by hand, so I’m going to cut it off. Don’t move.”
His calm tone settled her down, and she slowly nodded. Lowe delicately sliced through the mucus, carving a piece at a time. He was deathly afraid of slicing into her face and hoped she didn’t notice his hands shake ever so slightly. As he got the hang of it he said, “Hastings, get started on her arms and legs. And be gentle.”
Hastings grinned. “As a lamb.”
He finally cut enough away to slowly peel it off without hurting her. With her mouth free she coughed violently, and Lowe put his water bottle to her mouth, which she greedily drank from. Slowly the spark of recognition lit in Lowe’s head. “Olivia Drummond isn’t it? Your father runs the boarding house. I don’t know if you remember me. I’m Sergeant Jack Lowe, Central Volunteer Bush Rangers.”
She nodded. “I remember.”
“How did you end up in here?”
Frowning, Olivia shook her head. “I only remember the light.”
As Hastings finished removing the last mucus from her arms, he pointed to his head and spun his fingers to show what he thought of the girl’s mental state. 
Lowe ignored him. “The town’s deserted. Do you know why?”
“It must be the skyship.” She stood up. “I have to find father.”
Lowe grabbed her arm, gently holding her back. “Skyship?”
Hastings rolled his eyes. “She’s mad as a hatter.”
Olivia reddened. “It’s true! A ship fell from the sky.”
Before a debate could begin on Olivia’s sanity, gunfire mixed with a bizarre sizzling sound caught their attention. Lowe pointed to Rangi. “Bring him.” 
Olivia’s already pale skin whitened ever further, and she fell back into the shadows.
“Stay or come,” said Lowe. “Your choice.”
Clenching her fists, Olivia said, “I’m coming.”
“Then stay behind us,” said Lowe as he bolted out the door.
The commotion came from The Digger. Ragged gunshots echoed inside, firing at an unknown assailant who responded with bright purple beams of light that sizzled against its walls. For the briefest of seconds the Rangers paused, but Lowe swallowed his fear and forced himself forward; those were his men. 
As he reached the door, Lowe flew back several feet from concussive blast. He picked himself up from the mud, shaking his head. The ringing in his ears slowly subsided. He checked himself over and, while bruised, had no serious injuries. Whatever had occurred in The Digger, the shooting had stopped. 
 Everyone climbed to their feet, exchanging dazed, unnerved looks with one another. “Keep it together,” said Lowe. “Grab your rifles.”
His authoritarian tone put the iron back in their spines. With a confidence he didn’t feel, Lowe led the way inside The Digger. It took him several seconds to take it in. The interior was black, with wispy smoke coming off the walls. In the far corner lay a large pile of blackened bodies.
He spun around. “Keep Olivia outside.”
Olivia pushed past him. “I’ve patched up plenty of wounds. I can handle whatever’s in there.” Several steps in and vomit poured out, one of Lowe’s rangers joining her. 
A cough from under a collection of upturned tables attracted their attention. They pushed the tables aside and found Reilly, or what was left of him. He was badly burnt all over his body. In all his military service Lowe had never seen a man in worse shape. “Don’t worry. We’ll soon have you looked after.”
Reilly croaked, “You never were a good liar.” 
For once Lowe wished he was. “What happened?”
“Searched the buildings,” replied Reilly. “Found nothing but blood. When we got here, saw something, I don’t know what it was, seven feet tall, skinny and covered in armour. It was working on some metal box. We started shooting. Got a few good hits in, not enough to kill it. Shot us up real bad with its queer light gun. Then it tossed some kind of bomb. Room went white. Next thing I know I’m down here.” Reilly’s hand dug into Lowe’s arm. “We did our best, just too strong.”
 “I know you did,” replied Lowe. “I promise it’ll pay.” It fell on deaf ears; Reilly had already slipped away. 
A red mist descended over Lowe. “Rangi! You told us your people did this.” He pointed his rifle at him. “If you value your life, tell me how.”
Rangi replied with a ragged smile, “I was bluffing. Thought it might scare you into letting me go.” He laughed bitterly. “If we could do this, do you think there’d still be a war? Men didn’t do this. Maybe the girl saw a demon.”
“Demons?” snorted Hastings. “Are we really debating this? The girl’s mad, and he’s messing with us.” 
Lowe spun around. “What do you think it is then?”
“Frenchies, Russians.” Hastings raised his arms. “How the hell should I know?”
Lowe turned to the one person who’d been here from the start. “Olivia, tell me about this skyship.”
She looked at them as if not sure whether to continue. Finally she replied, “It crashed into the forest not far from here last night. Made the almightiest bang. Captain Black, the blockhouse commander, had just locked up some prisoners brought in by another patrol.” 
Rangi stepped forward. “What prisoners?’
Olivia looked at him as if just realising he was there. “I don’t know. Some natives.”
“Who!”
“I don’t know!”
“Enough!” said Lowe. “What did Black find?”
Rangi looked anxious to ask more questions, but in his current situation he was in no position to make demands.
Olivia continued, “He took some men to investigate. One of the soldiers told me it was a sort of skyship; there were burnt pieces everywhere. Nothing they could salvage, then they found a glowing metal box, which they brought back. It was about a foot long with queer engravings on its surface. Captain Black poked it a little. They all did. I snuck up to have a gander when they weren’t looking, and I touched it too.” She closed her eyes. “Then I woke in the store room.”
“You think it’s the same box that thing was working on?” asked Hastings.
“Maybe,” replied Lowe. “But it still doesn’t explain who we’re facing.” 
Bursts of explosive light peppered the room, instantly toppling several men. The survivors dived for what cover there was amongst the scattered furniture, except Olivia who stood rooted to the spot. Lowe jumped back up and pushed her to safety as more shots whizzed overhead. 
“Stay down!”
If this had been an ordinary army unit, most of the men would still have been armed with old muzzle-loading Enfield’s, but as colonial troops, many had shelled out money for faster firing breechloaders. A wise investment, thought Lowe as he returned fire with his beloved Sharps rifle. A quick glance to his flank revealed he’d landed besides Rangi. 
Rangi yelled, “Cut me loose! If I’m gonna die, I want to do it with a weapon in my hand.”
Hastings ducked down as he fired another shot. “We can’t trust him. He’s as likely to shoot at us as that thing.”
Once, Lowe would have trusted Rangi with his life, but his defection had hit hard. Even now, when they were both under fire, he hesitated. But as another light shot whizzed past, he decided he didn’t have a choice. He pulled out his key and undid the chains. “Go.”
Rangi replied, “Ka pai.” He rolled away, snatching one of the dead men’s rifles. Within seconds he was firing as fast as he could reload. Laughing hysterically, he yelled, “It’s a good day to die!” 
Lowe didn’t agree. He was wracking his brain for a way out that wouldn’t involve certain death when the creature tossed in one of its silvery bombs. The bomb emitted strange bell like noises. Lowe had no intention of waiting to see what happened next. Grabbing Olivia by the arm, he shouted, “Move!” 
Hastings was right behind them while Rangi paused to fire one last shot. “Take that, Demon!”
Lowe scowled as he cut himself diving through The Digger’s ramshackle rear windows, and he prayed that Olivia was not badly injured following him. As they landed on the damp grass outside, the bomb ignited, demolishing the tavern with a boom and throwing them several feet. Wincing, Lowe knew the demon wouldn’t be far behind. “Move!”
He pulled Olivia to her feet, and they sprinted for the jumbled cover of the forest. For Lowe the sound of his heart beating in his chest threatened to overwhelm everything else. The long-legged Hastings led the way, pushing his way through the undergrowth. “Slow down!” yelled Lowe. “We need to keep together.”
“Like hell!” replied Hastings.
As another fern leaf smacked into his face, Lowe noticed something strange up ahead: a weird twisting of the light, like it was reflecting off water. He shook his head, and it was still there. “Hastings! Stop!”
Lowe flinched as Hastings vanished in an explosion of light, black ashes falling to the ground. Everyone pulled up short, Rangi muttering something that sounded uncomplimentary in Maori.
Several wild shots from the demon thudded around them. One disappeared with a flash as it struck the light. Spotting a small depression hidden beneath some large ferns, Lowe shoved Olivia towards it. As he fell in beside her, Lowe slapped his hand over her mouth. Rangi fell in next to them, his fingers nervously running along his rifle.
They crouched down into the mud and moss, barely breathing. Through tiny gaps in the foliage, Lowe saw the demon pause right in front of the light wall. During the brief firefight, Lowe had only glimpsed the demon, but Reilly’s description was dead on. It was tall, lean and covered head to toe in an otherworldly blue and gold-scaled amour. It was armed with a gun Lowe had never seen before, completely black with a smooth surface and no visible trigger. 
The Demon touched the strange invisible light that had incinerated Hastings, bending the light with its gloves. It made a fist and punched the light, making an angry, gurgling sound as it did. Then it slowly looked around as if trying to pick up their tracks. Lowe ducked down as it turned in his direction. He held his breath, waiting for it to fire. Instead, it slowly walked off, venturing deeper into the undergrowth. 
Lowe slumped down. “Moments like this I wish I’d stayed on the bloody goldfields.”
“That makes two of us,” replied Rangi. 
Olivia looked at Lowe. “That thing killed everyone in town?”
Lowe took a moment to compose a reply. “We don’t know, but so far you’re the only person we’ve seen.”
Olivia put her head in her hands and sobbed, “This is a nightmare.”
“If it’s a bad dream, it’s one we’re all having,” said Rangi.
She began sobbing, and Rangi gestured for Lowe to do something before she brought the demon back down on them. Unfortunately, comforting distraught females was not one of Lowe’s strengths. Finally he forced himself to take her hand and whispered, “I’m sorry about your father, but we’re still alive, and we can get out of here. You have to be strong, or they died for nothing.”
Olivia looked away and nodded. “You’re right.” After a short silence she said, “I’m sorry about your men.”
Lowe frowned. “It’s that bastard that’s going to be sorry.”
Rangi’s eyes narrowed. “You’ll have to wait your turn. That thing killed my friends too.”
Olivia looked at them as if they’d gone mad, and maybe they had. “It killed everyone. What are the two of you are going to do when we can’t even leave the valley?”
The two men fell silent as the reality of their situation set in.
“Bollocks,” muttered Rangi.
Olivia slumped over and began convulsing on the dirt. Then, just as suddenly, she went completely still. Lowe jerked backwards. “Bloody hell!”
Her eyelids shot open, but her blue eyes had been replaced with an all-encompassing blackness.
“She’s possessed!” said Rangi. He swung his rifle at her, but before he could fire Lowe pushed it away. 
“We don’t know what she is,” replied Lowe. 
“Listen to your friend.” Olivia’s voice was the same, but it spoke with an authority Lowe was only used to hearing from officers. 
His finger tightened on the trigger. “Olivia, what’s going on?”
Olivia ran her fingers over her face “Olivia’s gone. My name is Casnek. I am a Naraflaq.”
The two men silently studied her. “What are you talking about?” asked Rangi.
She smiled coldly. “I am not what you so theatrically called a demon, but I am from another world.”
Rangi pointed his rifle again, and this time Lowe didn’t stop him. “You’d better start making sense.”
She pointed upwards. “I am what you would call a foreigner, but from another world. I am from that crashed skyship. We use it to travel between the stars like you use sailing craft to travel between islands.”
“What have you done to Olivia?” asked Lowe. 
“She is quite safe,” replied Casnek. “I have merely taken over her body. I will return it to her if you help me.”
“In case you hadn’t noticed, your friend is trying to kill us,” replied Rangi.
Casnek frowned. “She’s no friend of mine. Your attacker is a Dremak, a prison sentinel.”
“Hold up,” said Rangi. “That killer is a woman.” A smile crept on his face. “Guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”
“I was her prisoner. My ship was a prison transport. Her ship was the escort. There was some sort of accident, and we crashed here.”
Exchanging an uneasy glance with Rangi, Lowe asked, “Why are you a prisoner?”
A wistful expression came over her face. “I was a soldier, a general who led a rebel army against our tyrant of a leader. The rebellion failed, and I was cast out of my warrior body and placed inside a metal container. It was damaged in the crash, and I wasn’t able to leave until Olivia activated it.”
“Why her?”
She shrugged. “It could have been any female. It’s a genetic thing.”
Lowe stumbled over the unfamiliar word. “Ge-net-tic?”
Casnek waved it away. “You wouldn’t understand.”
Lowe frowned, angry at being patronised, but he reminded himself he needed this thing’s help. “Why did you wait so long to talk to us?”
“I have never resided in a human body before. It took time to assert control. Before I could, the Dremak found me. That was why Olivia was put in the storeroom. She needed me out of the way while she fixed the prison chamber.”
“So what are you?” said Rangi, looking her over. “A spirit?”
She laughed softly, “Hardly. I am a life form just like you. I am currently wrapped around Olivia’s brain stem.”
“Okay,” said Lowe, getting more disturbed all the time. Despite that, his curiosity compelled him to ask. “What exactly do you look like then?”
She smiled, “From what I can draw from Olivia’s extremely limited natural history knowledge, you would describe me as a combination of beetle, worm and snail.”
Everything went silent as the two men considered what they had just learned. Lowe ran a hand through his hair. Everything was so clear this morning, and now it was like he was trapped in a fairy tale. “Insects from another world,” he muttered. “Hell.”
Rangi recovered his wits first. “If she’s after you, why did she kill everyone? And why come after us?”
“You’ve seen too much. She’ll keep the force-wall up till she finds and kills you.”
“Force-wall?” replied Lowe.
“The light that killed Hastings. It is an invisible energy barrier that kills all organic beings trying to move through it.”
“It wasn’t there before,” said Lowe.
“It uses up a lot of energy. She must have reactivated it when she saw you arrive.”
“Can we wait her out?” asked Lowe.
Casnek shook her head. “Dremaks are barely more intelligent than you, but they are fanatical about their work. She will follow a set plan. First she will search for a predetermined period. If the Dremak hasn’t found us by then, she will set up an area bomb with a timer and destroy everything inside the shield.”
Rangi stroked his chin. “You have bombs that can destroy entire towns?’
Casnek’s laugh chilled Lowe to the bone. “We have bombs that can destroy worlds.”
“That’s comforting,” muttered Rangi. “Can she be killed?”
Casnek narrowed her eyes. “She’s no good to us dead. But if you help me to distract her, I can possess her. Once I’m in control, I can deactivate the shield and leave on her ship.”
“What sort of distraction?” asked Lowe.
“I am the one she wants. I will go as bait.” She reached forward. “I will imprint my plan directly into your minds. Just let me touch your head.”
“Sod off!” said Rangi. “You’re not possessing me. Tell us your plan.”
Casnek frowned. “Time is of the essence, and I can’t explain everything in words.”
“I’ll go first,” muttered Lowe. He turned to Rangi. “I act strange, put a bullet in me.”
“How will I know?” smiled Rangi.
Lowe feigned laughter as he felt Olivia’s fingers press on his forehead he said, “So what....”
He opened his eyes, rubbing his head more from habit than from any pain. “How long was I out?”
“About ten seconds,” replied Rangi, studying him closely. “How do you feel?”
“Fine,” replied Lowe, a little surprised. 
“Do you remember what I told you?” asked Casnek.
As if from nowhere, images and ideas that should have been foreign to him floated to the surface. “Yeah, I got it, but I don’t like it. Your plan puts Olivia directly in harm’s way without her consent. Your arrival has already cost her her father.”
“If we do nothing she’s dead anyway,” said Casnek 
“We only have your word for that,” replied Lowe.
“She’s killed everyone she’s encountered. It should be obvious even to you primitives that her intentions aren’t good.”
Rangi scowled at her. 
She reached out to Rangi. “So are you ready?”
Rangi looked at Lowe. “You seem normal, but I’m not happy with that thing touching me.”
“Are you sure?” replied Casnek. “I can show you which of your men died at the hands of the Dremak.”
The thought of revenge seemed to energise him, and Rangi nodded. “Fine let’s get this over with.”
Lowe looked on silently as Casnek touched Rangi’s forehead. His eyes rolled back, and he fell to the ground. A couple seconds later he opened his eyes and touched his face. “You alright?” asked Lowe.
“Dandy,” replied Rangi. “But that demon bitch is going to pay for killing Hone and Wiri.”
“So gentlemen, can we proceed, or do you prefer to wait here and die?”
Lowe slowly nodded. 
Rangi dusted himself down. “I was getting bored sitting here anyway.”
Casnek smiled. “Then let’s go.”
As she moved to depart Lowe said, “Wait.”
He pulled out his revolvers. After quickly deciding between the Tranter for rate of fire and the Beaumont-Adams for power, he handed one to her. “Here, take the Adams just in case she decides to kill you instead. This might give you a chance. It’s got a good kick and might even knock her over a bit.”
Casnek smiled as she looked over the weapon. “I’m touched.”
“This is for Olivia,” said Lowe. “You be damn careful with her body.”
Casnek ran her hands suggestively down Olivia’s body. “I will treat it like my own.”
“You know how to use it?” he asked.
“The body or the gun?” she smiled.
“The gun,” replied Lowe through gritted teeth. He reddened when he saw Rangi stifle a laugh.
“Primitive, but I can handle it.”
Lowe frowned but held back a retort, replying, “Let’s finish this.”
The trio then separated to make their way into town. Lowe had made fair headway when he saw Rangi waiting for him, his expression hard. 
Lowe tried to sound casual. “Problem?”
“You trust that thing?”
Lowe forced a grin. “About as much as I trust you.”
“Not the time to be developing a sense of humour,” replied Rangi, smiling wryly.
“We’re about to fight a knight from another world with help from an insect possessing a girl’s body.” replied Lowe. “Is there a better time?”
Rangi looked around carefully. “I couldn’t say anything before with that thing around. I’m sorry about the girl, but once Casnek gets the wall down, we should be ready to kill her if necessary.”
Lowe frowned. He wasn’t prepared to go there yet. “I understand you want vengeance for your men. I do too, but not at the expense of Olivia. If it looks like she’s going back on her word, you have my permission. Fair enough?”
 “Fair enough,” replied Rangi. 
 He walked away then turned back and said, “Kia Kaha.”
“I’ve always wanted to know,” asked Lowe, “what’s that mean?”
“Stay strong.”
“You too,” said Lowe. “You too.”
Lowe advanced warily into town, threading his way to the general store while Rangi headed to the stables. It felt like a lifetime ago since he had arrived at the head of twelve troops, yet it was only a couple of hours. Now they were all gone. When you became a soldier, death was an ever-present possibility, but he’d never expected anything like this.
Of the Dremak there was no sign, but he speculated: the damn thing was so quiet, it could be right behind him, and he wouldn’t know till he had a hole in his chest.
Lowe took up position near the front with his rifle and hoped Rangi was doing the same. Now it was Casnek’s turn. He tried hard to concentrate on the tactical task at hand. Dwelling on the actual facts of the situation with visitors from other worlds and all-powerful weapons gave him a headache and an uncomfortable feeling in his stomach.
Lowe had been sitting for five minutes, looking out the window with nervous sweat running down his face, when he spotted Casnek calmly strolling down the main street and clutching the Adams. She raised it in the air and fired a couple of impossibly loud shots straight up. 
 Lowe counted the seconds in his head—he’d reached thirty when the Dremak appeared at the end of the street. The Dremak strode purposefully towards Casnek and made a garbled, almost musical noise. Replying in an equally garbled fashion, Casnek tossed the revolver on the ground. Lowe tried to remember what Casnek had shown him when she touched his mind.
The Dremak’s armour is designed for laser blasts and high velocity projectiles. As such, certain tiny sections are vulnerable to primitive, low velocity weapons such as your own.
Lowe lined up on a small section of the armour underneath the helmet. As he delicately pulled on the trigger, another shot rang out. The Dremak flinched as she was struck in the chest, Lowe’s shot whistling past. “Damn it!”
Ignoring Casnek, the Dremak spun around, blasting away as she tried to find the shot’s source. Nearby walls exploded in a shower of wooden splinters. Ignoring the destruction, Lowe chambered another bullet. “Come on, you bitch.”
He pulled the trigger, and the Dremak’s armour flashed as Lowe’s bullet struck, changing colour from black to blue to red while the demon roared in pain. Scrambling to his feet, Lowe charged out of the store. He sprinted across the street. At the other end Rangi did the same. The Dremak fired at him, and Rangi dived for cover, the shot missing him by inches. She spun around, raising her gun at Lowe. Everything stopped as Lowe’s life flashed before his eyes. The blast whizzed past his face, its heat almost burning him. When he regained his wits, he saw why the Dremak missed.
Casnek had charged the demon, kicking the gun from her hand. The Dremak drew a device from its belt, and a purple light flared out. It swatted wildly in an attempt to decapitate Casnek, but with a flexibility and skill Lowe would not have believed, Casnek sidestepped the thrusts till she lost her footing in the mud. As she slid, the Dremak sprung forward, grazing her arm. Blood spurted out.
Lowe tossed his rifle aside and rammed into the Dremak. Pain lanced through his body as if he’d run into a brick wall, but it dazed the Dremak enough to make her unsteady on her feet and ripe for Rangi’s follow-up tackle. She tumbled to the dirt. 
“Grab her!” yelled Casnek. “If she gets free we’re dead!”
Despite his throbbing shoulder, Lowe rushed to hold the Dremak down. Across from him Rangi did the same, both aware from Casnek’s mind-touch that they didn’t have long before the armour healed itself. 
“You’d better move!” said Rangi. “This thing’s slipperier than an eel!”
“If you want Olivia unharmed,” replied Casnek. “This will take a moment.”
The Dremak jerked wildly, loosening Lowe’s grip. “Get a bloody move on!”
Casnek leaned over and removed the Dremak’s helmet. After several seconds there was a sucking noise as it finally came free. The Dremak looked disturbingly human, except that her head was hairless and slightly more oval, with a flatter nose and plain black eyes. She looked at Lowe, and he thought he saw an almost pleading look in its eyes.
Olivia’s eyes rolled back, and she fell to the ground, blonde hair falling limply across her face.
Several seconds later the hair parted as a ball of slime, mucus and tiny tendrils pulled clear of Olivia’s mouth. She shuddered as Casnek scurried along the ground and flopped onto the Dremak’s chest. Rangi held down the Dremak’s head as Casnek squeezed herself into a pried-open mouth. Lowe spared one last glance at the Dremak, trying hard to ignore the tears forming in her eyes. As Casnek disappeared inside, a flood of yellow mucus flowed out. The Dremak convulsed even more violently then before, tossing them aside, and then she went still. 
Lowe grabbed his rifle and pointed it at the Dremak. “What do you think?”
Rangi inched closer and gave the body a kick. “Bugger looks dead. But I’ve been wrong before.”
The Dremak’s eyes sprung open. “And you are wrong now,” she said in garbled tones. 
Lowe kept his rifle pointed at the demon’s head. “Casnek?” 
The Dremak jumped up and flexed her limbs. “If I wasn’t, you’d be dead.”
Lowe edged back to the groaning Olivia and brushed the hair from her face. “Is she alright?”
Casnek pulled something from her belt. After adjusting it, she pointed it at Olivia, and a bright red beam flashed over her. “She is fine. I have healed her wound. She should come to her senses momentarily.”
Lowe looked on as Olivia’s eyes flashed open, then she vomited for several seconds. 
“I haven’t seen that much vomiting since my brother’s wedding,” said Rangi. 
“Olivia?” asked Lowe.
Trembling, Olivia looked at Casnek, “I feel like I’ve just eaten a dead rat.” Her eyes narrowed. “I can still feel her inside my head. She’s been lying to you. She’s a murderer. She’s killed millions.”
Lowe didn’t know if Olivia was lying, but he wasn’t taking any chances. He and Rangi swung their guns at Casnek. Before either man could fire, Casnek raised her arm and fired two metal projectiles out of her arm armour, knocking the weapons from their hands.
“That is strange,” said Casnek. “There should be no after memories. I guess humans retain more memories then most species. Too bad.”
Lowe was about to dive for his rifle when Casnek fired another projectile next to his boot.
“Easy sergeant. You don’t have to die.”
“We had a deal,” growled Rangi.
Casnek replied with an unsettling laugh, “I changed my mind.”
“Is what Olivia said true?” asked Lowe.
“Yes. I’ve killed billions in service to my leaders. Unfortunately, they considered me to a little overzealous in culling native populations, so they locked me away. You humans have proven redoubtable fighters. I believe this world will be a fine place to rebuild my army. I’ll start with you three. Soon I’ll have enough of you under my control to clear this world and bring in my allies.”
Lowe clenched his fists. “Bitch. We trusted you, and you pay us back with this.”
Casnek laughed again. “Don’t be a hypocrite. I will be doing nothing your own army isn’t doing here.”
Lowe reddened. “It’s not the same.”
“I’m sure Rangi would disagree.”
Lowe glanced over at the stone-faced native who replied, “If I’m not laying down for them, I’m sure as hell not laying down for you.”
Casnek smiled. “The pair of you hasn’t been properly motivated. Fortunately, I can rectify that. Meet my children.”
Casnek opened her mouth even wider, and several seconds later three dragonfly like creatures crawled out, flittering across to land on her shoulders. As they preened themselves Casnek said, “Beautiful aren’t they. I couldn’t hatch them in Olivia, but now that I’m in a proper body it is no problem.”
“What are they supposed to do?” said Lowe.
“They’ll enter through your ear and implant themselves in your brain. They’ll grow and incubate for a few years until they’re ready for a proper host. But until then, they will give you the motivation to follow my orders.”
Lowe imagined them crawling inside his head and shuddered. “Rangi, you thinking what I’m thinking?”
“First time for everything.”
The pair charged. The Dragonflies flew straight for them. Lowe knew he’d never be fast enough to stop them. They were just inches away when they exploded in bursts of light.
“No!”
All three spun around to see Olivia standing and holding the gun dropped by the Dremak, forgotten till Olivia saw it and picked it up.
Casnek said, “Now child....”
Olivia fired several bursts from the lightgun, hitting Casnek, her skull melting before their eyes. Her body fell to the ground, smoke rising from the wound. Olivia advanced, firing round after round in Casnek’s chest. “That’s for Father!” 
Lowe shouted, “Olivia, stop! She’s dead!”
Olivia spun around, fury in her eyes as if she might take a shot at him. Lowe took an involuntary step back, but the anger slowly burned out, and she said, “Move.”
The two men complied. “You’ve trapped us in here,” said Rangi. “Only she could lower the wall.”
Olivia walked up to Casnek’s still smoldering body and pulled a device from her belt. “Another lie.” She hit something on the device, and the sky shivered. “It’s down.” 
“What did you do?” asked Rangi.
“I learned many things while it was in my mind.” She shook her head. “Too many things. Cover your ears.”
A massive explosion lit up in the distance. “What was that?” asked Lowe.
“The Dremak’s ship.”
Lowe’s jaw dropped. “And you destroyed it? We could have given it to the Governor.”
 “It was too powerful,” replied Olivia, “which is also why I’m destroying this.”
“No!” said Rangi.
 Casnek’s corpse went up in an explosion of blue light. Seconds later her weapons followed. 
Lowe thought he saw the tiniest smile come over Olivia’s face as it happened. 
Rangi cursed, “I could have used those.”
“These weapons are too dangerous for any group,” said Olivia.
“Not your choice to make,” said Rangi.
Her eyes narrowed. “That thing was in my head. It killed my father, my friends. That makes it my choice.”
Sobbing, she rushed forward and began pounding Rangi’s chest with her fists.
Lowe pulled her away, and she started crying on his shoulder. “It’s alright,” he said. “It’s over.”
Rangi stood silently, eying her. “Believe that if you will, but I think this was more about her carrying out Utu for her family then any sense of saving the world.”
Olivia looked at Lowe who replied, “It means revenge.”
Olivia looked away. “We should grab supplies now, so we can leave first thing in the morning before anyone else turns up.”
“We can’t just leave,” replied Lowe. “I’m a soldier. I have to stay here to explain what happened.” He studied her. “And get you back to your family.”
“Father was my only family,” said Olivia. “Besides, with no proof, if we stay here and tell them what happened, the government will think we’re mad and lock us up or think we know too much and lock us up. Either way, we lose.” She sighed. “I’m tired of losing.”
Lowe looked at Rangi. “What do you think?”
“I’m not staying here,” replied Rangi. “I got a war to fight. I intend to grab everything not nailed down and get the hell out of here. If you’re smart you’ll do the same.”
Lowe shook his head. “You can’t win.”
Rangi shrugged. “We’ll see. Sometimes it’s more important to make a stand, or didn’t this mess teach you anything?”
Olivia forced a smile. “Well Mister Lowe? A young lady shouldn’t be roaming these forests unescorted.”
 Lowe thought about it and realised that he’d been contemplating a change to his restless lifestyle. The army life had lost whatever appeal it had. He’d had his fill of death. Now was as good a time as any to leave. Slowly he nodded. “Alright, we’ll leave, but there’s something you have to see.”
He escorted her to the location of her father’s body. Wiping her eyes, she said, “Can the two of you help me take him back to town for burial?”
“Of course,” replied Lowe.
Rangi gave a solemn nod.
As the sun set they buried him beside the blockhouse, Olivia putting a crude cross on top with his name on it. As Rangi wiped his brow he said, “Let’s get something to eat. It’s been a long day.”
Lowe looked at the burnt ruins of The Digger and remembered his men cremated inside. “Too long.” He replied.
THE END
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Tales of Far Americay
 
by Robert Neilson (Dublin, Ireland)
 
A small, soft fist knocked gently on the door of Johnny Power’s cottage. He recognised the sound; it could only be little Aoife. “Don’t be standing there on the doorstep all day,” he called. “You’re making the place look untidy.”
The door creaked open, and three children entered. They stood just inside the door, blinking as their vision adjusted to the gloom of the interior. The cottage’s windows were tiny, and even in the height of summer admitted little sunlight. On an overcast winter’s day it was close to pitch black. Johnny smiled at his niece’s brood, cocking a quizzical eyebrow towards their companion.
“This is Geoffrey,” Killian said, pushing the other boy forward into the circle of illumination cast by a turf fire so that his great uncle could see clearly. “Doctor Shiner’s son,” he added by way of qualification.
“Ah!” Johnny said, nodding. Carrakill was not big enough to warrant a doctor of its own, and once a fortnight Doctor Shiner made his way up from Killorglin to hold surgery in the upstairs room of Langan’s pub. The doctor had brought the boy before, if he was on holiday from school and under his mother’s feet, but this was the first time the youngster had ventured away from his father’s care. “Sit down, sit down,” he said, waving an arm towards a huge, old, broken-down couch, which leaked stuffing like heavy snow clouds.
A large birdcage hung on a wooden stand to the left side of Johnny’s chair, away from the fire. The door stood open, and its occupant, a mynah bird as big as a crow and plump as a Christmas turkey, stood guard on the back of its master’s chair. “Good afternoon,” the bird said, flapping its wings as though in greeting. 
The children sat, turning expectant faces up to the old storyteller, although Geoffrey seemed more interested in the mynah initially. Uncle Johnny Power sat back in his chair and began to tamp his pipe with a calloused thumb. He smiled and stuck it in the side of his mouth. “I expect you’ve come for a story,” he said rhetorically. “Was there anything in particular you had in mind?”
Killian looked at the Doctor’s son who shrugged. Aoife wriggled slightly forward on the couch and cleared her throat.
“Yes, love?” Johnny said.
“You’ve told us lots of adventures and things, but I’d really like to hear about how you went to Americay and what it was like when you arrived and that sort of thing.”
Somehow it sounded to Johnny like a prepared speech. He was almost certain the words weren’t her own. “Are you sure? There’s a great story I haven’t told you about a Skraeling chief and a Viking princess.”
Both Killian and Aoife looked to their guest. 
Geoffrey furrowed his eyebrows. “No. Something real,” he said. “Like the journey to Americay.”
Had one of the village children been so rude as to suggest that not all of Johnny’s stories were one hundred percent fact, he’d have thrown them out of the cottage without ceremony. But it was obvious that Killian and Aoife were intent on impressing their new friend, and he didn’t want to disappoint them. He reached his hand above his head to the mantelpiece and took a spill from an earthenware jar. Bending over, he lit the spill from the fire and began to puff his pipe into life. As a thick pall of grey smoke began to build over his head, the old man tilted his head back slightly and began to speak, as if addressing the blackened ceiling. The mynah bird made repeated harsh sounds in its throat and blinked concern at the old man.
“In the year of our Lord, Nineteen Hundred and Forty Seven,” Johnny began, “I turned my back on the village of Carrakill to see what the wide world had to offer me; I was almost twenty-five years of age, and I had never been further than Killarney. On my back I had a pack, which held all my worldly goods: a change of clothes, a tin whistle and a bible.
“Heading south through the Reeks, I walked to Kenmare whence I took an omnibus to Cork, and from there another one to Cobh. There I sat for hours and stared in wonder at the seemingly endless stream of ships that sailed through the harbor: iron-sided, Yankee steamers laden with cotton and tobacco and slaves from the new world, funnels belching thick, black smoke; sleek Vinland clippers with their proud demon’s-head prows, filled to the gunwales with wheat and maize and dried beef. 
“I had no money, so my plan was to work passage on one of these transatlantic giants. Perhaps one trans-shipping automobiles from Great Britain or the continent. I spent four hungry days that felt like four weeks trying to find a berth on a ship bound for New York. Eventually I was taken on by the captain of a small merchantman carrying farm machinery. I thought it an odd cargo for New York but said nothing, as I was desperate to find a berth. He needed a galley hand since the cook’s assistant had fallen ill and would have to be left in Cobh to recover. 
“I had, even in the depths of the MacGillicuddy’s Reeks, heard of seasickness. I had even supposed that it was likely to affect me. What I had not imagined was the severity of the malady. For the rest of the trip I spent more time in my bunk or with my head stuck out a porthole than I did in the galley. A less understanding man than the cook I was supposed to assist would probably have petitioned the captain to have me thrown overboard. There were times when I wished he had.”
“I’ll bet there were,” said Aoife with a shudder. “I don’t ever want to go on a ship.”
“You don’t ever want to do anything except stay in Carakill and marry Peadar Spillane,” Killian said.
“That’s not true,” Aoife protested.
“When I’m grown up I’m going to take off for Americay like Uncle Johnny,” Killian continued, ignoring his sister. “Except I won’t be coming back to this....”
An elbow spearing him in the ribs stopped his gallop. “Take that back,” Aoife demanded, the hint of a wail in her voice. “You know I don’t even like Peadar Spillane.”
“You do so. I saw you sitting with him in church last Sunday and you holding his hand.”
“Don’t you say another word,” Aoife yelled.
“Children, children,” Johnny said, a patient smile on his face. “There’s no call for this. Let’s all settle back down. Maybe what we need is another sort of tale, one with a little more fun in it.” 
Johnny Power was uneasy telling stories about himself, especially with a stranger present. He was also unused to steering a course so close to the facts. But he felt that he owed at least that much to Killian and Aoife. The doctor’s son was another matter. 
The boy sat in silence and stared at Johnny with a trace of what could have been derision on his lips, as though he were weighing up the old man and finding him wanting. Johnny had seen octogenarians with more naiveté and trust. It would be easier by far for him to return to a well-honed and trusted fiction, considering the critic in the audience. He could tell his niece’s children the story of his journey another time… any other time.
“Sorry for messing, Uncle Johnny,” Killian said. “Don’t stop. We’d really love to hear this through to the end. You haven’t even got to Americay yet.”
“Please continue, Mr. Power,” Geoffrey said, smiling as though at a secret. “This really is very entertaining.”
“Yes, Uncle Johnny,” Aoife said in her most winning tone. “Please?”
The Shiner boy sounded like he’d swallowed a dictionary, Johnny thought. The mynah bird screeched from the back of his chair. It sounded almost like an admonition. The old man threw a dark glance at his feathered companion before somewhat reluctantly continuing the story. “Where was I?” he asked.
“Somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic, wishing you were dead,” Killian reminded him.
“Nearly at New York?” Aoife enquired excitedly.
“Well,” Johnny said, “this story isn’t really about Americay.”
All three children sat up a little straighter, puzzlement on their faces. Johnny was glad to see Geoffrey looking more like a child and a little less like a member of the Inquisition.
“You see,” Johnny said, “the ship wasn’t going to New York as I’d been told, nor was the cargo farm machinery, so I discovered when I innocently remarked to one of the crew on how cold it was getting. He must have presumed I was in the know.”
* * * 
 
“It’ll be getting a lot colder before Newfoundland,” he said.
I had great difficulty not blurting out my surprise. We were leaning on the rail, staring out into the great banks of fog that drifted by. He was probably on watch for icebergs or the like. “We’re not actually putting ashore in Newfoundland, though,” I said, trying to sound casual.
“Of course not. We’ll be making rendezvous with the Skraelings about five miles out. There’s no way the captain’d take a chance of landing on Vinish territory with a cargo like that.”
I was totally confused. I laughed. “They don’t much like ploughs.”
“Especially semi-automatic ploughs in the hands of insurrectionists,” he chuckled, continuing the thread of what he thought was my joke.
I bade him goodnight and moved farther along the rail to empty my stomach in peace. The realisation that I’d got myself mixed up with a bunch of gunrunners brought on a relapse of my mal de mer.
* * *
 
“Mal de mer?” Aoife asked.
“Seasickness,” Geoffrey explained. “It’s French.” 
He definitely sounded smug. It wasn’t just that Johnny simply didn’t like him. He was sorry that he’d subjected the girl to Geoffrey’s show of superiority. Why was he trying to show off to an eleven year old? Why was he letting the youngster get to him?
“What happened next, Uncle Johnny?” Killian asked, sounding a little annoyed at the interruption.
“Next?” Johnny asked. “Well, three days later we rendezvoused with the Skraeling vessel in a fog so thick it took us two hours sailing round in circles before we could find them. Like yourselves, I had heard tales of the fierce and proud race of warriors, but I had thought that if I ever saw one it would be on the streets of New York, wearing a suit and maybe a derby hat. But there on the wide ocean, as they threw across their grappling hooks and pulled us alongside, their quiet determination seemed far more frightening than their reputation as warriors. In silence their aspect was fierce: coal black hair worn long and decorated with bones and shells, and not all of the bones looked to be an animal’s; dark, sun-reddened skin and broad faces that reminded me almost of the Mongols in the kingdom of Russia I had seen pictured in books. Despite the cold, only some of them wore furs. Several stood about the decks bare-chested, traditional warpaint smeared across their ribs. I’m sure that was for effect. It was probably their way of ensuring the gunrunners thought twice about cheating them.
“I retreated to the galley, suspecting that there could well be discussions regarding the quality of the goods and the price. It struck me that blood was a currency which both sides dealt in.”
“Were you scared?” asked Aoife.
“Sshhh!” Killian hissed. “Don’t interrupt.”
Tears welled in the little girl’s eyes.
“It’s all right, child,” Johnny laughed, holding his arms out.
She climbed out of the couch and went to sit on his knee. The old man hugged her fondly. “I’m afraid your old Uncle Johnny was about the scaredest man on either of those boats,” he said.
Geoffrey stared hard at him, uncertainty creeping into his eyes. The story was the sort of high-adventure fiction he had expected, but where was Johnny Power, hero?
“Being scared probably saved my life,” Johnny went on, “because somehow the deal did go sour. One minute boxes of weapons were being passed from one vessel to the other, and the next, guns were being fired off all over the place. The captain fell in the first exchange, and our crew was beaten from the start. I was at the opposite end of the ship from the fighting, and the Skraelings probably weren’t even aware of my presence. Stopping only to pull an inflatable life raft and survival pack out of a locker, I slipped over the side into the freezing water of the Atlantic. 
“I got away unseen in the fog. Of course, I couldn’t tell where I was going. Even if I could, there was probably nothing to see except ocean, which is how it was when the fog cleared. Unfortunately, I had not thought about charts or a compass, and you don’t learn much about navigating by the stars or the sun while working in the galley, so I was lost, completely and totally. And lost I stayed for nine days. Sometimes I rowed, but mainly I just drifted. What was the point in using energy to row in what could have been the wrong direction? The current was as likely to take me toward land as not. The few scraps of rations lasted six days, mainly because most of the time I was too seasick to eat. At least I had no problem with water. It rained most days, most of the time. It was easy to fill a container. Keeping dry was impossible.
“On the ninth day I was picked up by a flying machine, a huge airship hundreds of feet in length with a cabin the size of a small trawler slung underneath. The dirigible, as I later learned that type of machine was called, was powered by four enormous propellers that looked as though they’d been carved from whole oak trees. I could hardly believe my eyes when it appeared across the horizon. I had not known that such machines existed or even that they were possible.”
“A flying machine?” Geoffrey said, clearly disbelieving.
Killian and Aoife looked at old Johnny expectantly.
“This all happened in 1947,” Geoffrey said. “But if I’m not mistaken, the first powered flight didn’t take place until 1954.”
“The first recorded flight,” Johnny corrected.
The doctor’s son smirked. A look passed between the boys. Aoife shifted uneasily on his knee.
Johnny ploughed on with the story, attempting to generate excitement in his nephew’s children at least. 
* * *
 
 The incredible machine hovered over me, and a rope ladder dropped from it. It crossed my mind that it might be safer to stay in the boat, but I was more afraid of the sea than of what might await me above. A figure beckoned at the top of the ladder. I started up the ladder towards the door in the rear of the cabin where I was helped inside by a short Skraeling with only one arm. He was dressed in a field grey uniform the likes of which I had not seen before. I thanked him effusively, but he stared back stone-faced.
“Come,” he said.
The Skraeling shut the hatch and led me through what was obviously a storeroom onto the flight deck. There I saw three more Skraelings and a huge blond man in late middle age who, in spite of a tight haircut and a beardless face, was undoubtedly a Viking. All four wore uniforms similar to that of my one-armed guide. The Viking’s was a little more elaborate, with gold braid at throat and cuffs. He stood and held out his hand in greeting. “Captain Anders Magnusson at your service,” he said in perfectly accented English. “Sit down and tell me all about your adventures.” He indicated a bank of four armchairs surrounding a knee-high table. All the furniture was bolted to the floor, I noticed. He said something in rapid Vinish to the one-armed Skraeling and the helmsman before giving me his undivided attention.
Feeling that I was an innocent victim of circumstance, I decided it was best to tell the truth. During my story Magnusson questioned me closely about what I had seen of Cobh, the harbour and its traffic. It was only natural for him to show interest, Cobh being the main destination in Europe for New World merchant ships. When I finished I was still unsure whether the good captain believed me or not.”
* * *
 
The children stirred uneasily. Johnny watched the young outsider exert a strange power over his niece and nephew. It could just be that they were growing up, growing out of the magic that he wove with his tales, but Johnny could not afford to give up the fight for them. They were all he had: the only ones who loved him, the only ones that made what was left to him worthwhile.
“For ages,” Johnny went on, speeding up his delivery, “the captain stared at me as though trying to make up his mind whether he should deliver me up to the authorities or just throw me over the side. 
* * *
 
The one-armed Skraeling appeared from the storeroom, skillfully balancing a laden tray on his single hand. He slid it onto the table before us. “Thank you, White Bear,” Magnusson said. The Skraeling saluted and turned to other duties.
Without formality the captain set me to the food, which was wholesome though somewhat poorly prepared. To accompany me, Magnusson nibbled at some cheese and drank a little wine. While I demolished the remainder of the fare without difficulty, my rescuer talked.
“By your accent, you are Irish,” he said. “And Johnny... may I use your given name?” he asked, to which I nodded, my mouth being otherwise occupied. “And Johnny, you have not the look of a sailor, and your words have the ring of truth to them. So, it seems to me that you have been cast adrift on the sea of fate, as I myself have been.”
I stopped shoving food into my mouth and stared at him, chewing hard to make space for a question. The captain smiled.
“As you can see, my crew consists entirely of Skraelings as you people call them. They prefer Native Vinlanders, themselves,” he explained. “My own people have shunned me for most of my adult life because of my meddling in things that they consider best left untouched,” he said bitterly. A sweeping motion of his arm encompassed the whole airship in his statement. “Too many people in the world are not prepared to accept the evidence of their own eyes. Most of them think that scientists are still searching for the philosopher’s stone. Anything new is suspect. Anything as radical as flight can only be achieved by something akin to magic. Nothing as simple as engineering would be acceptable as an explanation.”
I nodded, swallowing a large gobbet of Atlantic salmon. This was not the time to express my agreement with his countrymen’s sentiments.
Captain Anders Magnusson threw back his head and laughed. Something had amused him greatly. He slapped his right knee repeatedly with his hand and continued to laugh until tears ran down his face and breathing became short. He stopped, gasping for air, a broad smile still etched onto his face. “I watched your rescue through my telescope,” he said. “I only wish that there was a camera that could take pictures at such a range so that you could see your face. Had I swooped down from the clouds riding on the back of a dragon, I don’t think you would have been any more reluctant to accept rescue.”
I saw the funny side and began to laugh. Magnusson joined in, though not so heartily as before. “Well boy,” he chuckled, “it would seem to me that you might be in need of a job, what with all your worldly possessions lost when you abandoned ship. If you’d work for a magician, I’d be glad to have you. If not, I’ll get you to the Vinish mainland as soon as I possibly can.”
“Where are we headed now?” I asked.
“Greenland,” he replied. “That’s where I make my home these days. It’s difficult enough even there to go about my work undisturbed.” The captain drained his wineglass. “Johnny,” he continued, “after hearing you tell your story, you strike me as a man with an eye for detail and a memory to go with it. I could use someone like you.”
“To do what?”
“To go to New York and walk about with your eyes and ears open; to see all the sights that you always wanted to see; to keep me in touch with what’s going on. I think I can trust you to answer me honestly.”
“That’s a job?” I asked, disbelieving my ears.
“Yes,” he replied.
“And you’ll pay me to do it?”
“Yes,” he repeated.
“You’ll pay me to go to New York and just tell you what the latest news is?” I was having difficulty believing that anyone could be stupid enough to offer to pay someone for such a service.
“Once you’ve learned what to look and listen for, yes,” he said. “Of course, it won’t always be that easy getting your news to me, and there may be some danger involved from time to time in collecting the data that I require.”
Despite mention of difficulty and danger, which is easy to dismiss unless you’re right in the middle of it, I decided to accept quickly before he had time to rethink and withdraw the offer. I was going to New York. What I didn’t realise was that it would be almost eighteen months before Captain Magnusson considered me trained for the task of intelligence gathering. It was an eighteen-month apprenticeship amongst the wonderful machines that were crammed into his Greenland base, housing other feats of engineering that he said would someday make him a rich man… someday, when the world was ready for them. 
* * *
 
It would be twenty years before he deemed the time was right for introducing the ornithopter to the world. I’m still waiting to see his sun-powered car appear and the thing he called air pictures. Like radio it is, except you can see people as well as hear them. Sort of a small version of the kinetoscope films you can see in the big cities. I often wondered, was Captain Magnusson the genius he portrayed himself to be, or were there others behind him? I worked for him for almost forty years, and I never could decide.”
The sun had moved past the cottage’s small windows. Outside, early evening shadows were beginning to lengthen. Aoife had begun to fidget nervously on Johnny Power’s knee, and Killian sat picking at his nails, head down. Occasionally the two of them would look toward Geoffrey, checking his reaction. The doctor’s son stared directly into the storyteller’s eyes, a faintly amused smile on his lips. Johnny felt as though roles had been reversed, and he was an eleven-year-old faced with the world-weary skepticism of an adult in whom he had confided a belief in fairies. What was worse, the outsider’s attitude had infected his niece’s children.
Normally Killian and Aoife would be demanding that he continue for just another five minutes, or they would be peppering him with questions about Greenland or Captain Magnusson or the machines he had hinted at—but not today. Today they seemed agitated, almost embarrassed. He lifted Aoife down from his knee and slid forward in his seat to poke some life back into his fire.
“I think it’s about time you were going home for your tea,” Johnny said. “And you, Geoffrey, I’m sure you’re father will be finishing up pretty soon, if he hasn’t already.”
“Yes of course, Mr. Power,” Geoffrey said. He went to the cottage door, the other children in his wake. He opened it and ushered them through. 
Johnny could see that Aoife felt awkward at not giving him his usual kiss goodbye. It would be better if he didn’t make an issue of it. 
Geoffrey stood in the doorway, bathed in the dying rays of the sun. “Thank you, Mr. Power,” he said, “for a most...,” the pause was just long enough to squeeze the maximum of insolence into the next word, “... interesting afternoon.” There was a look in his eye that seemed to say: We must do this again sometime. You can tell me where you really were during all those years you claimed to have spent in Americay. Turning to place his arms about the shoulders of his new friends, Geoffrey flicked the door shut with his heel.
Johnny Power stood up from his seat and bent over the basket of turf at the hearthside. The mynah bird danced across the back of his chair and squawked loudly in his ear.
“Don’t say I didn’t try to warn you,” the mynah said.
“Shut up,” Johnny replied succinctly. He threw a couple of sods onto the fire, raising a shower of sparks. Ash and embers were thrown past the grate to land on the hearthrug. The old man stamped on them vigorously.
“Temper, temper,” the bird admonished.
“If you don’t shut your beak this second, I’m going to squash you flat like I should have done years ago.”
“The Captain wouldn’t like that.”
“So what? I don’t work for him anymore. I’m not answerable to him, and I don’t need you.”
“And who’s going to protect you if you get rid of me?”
“Protect me!” Johnny forced a laugh. “Protect me from what? The villagers would be more likely to burn me for witchcraft if they found out about you than anybody else is to do me any harm.”
“There are still those that would see you dead. You made enemies working for the Captain. You think I wouldn’t be more use to him elsewhere? You think Magnusson’d leave me here defending you if you didn’t need it? He may be sentimental, but he’s not a fool.”
The old man sighed and returned to his seat. He was too tired and too dispirited to argue. “Maybe you’re right,” he said quietly.
“Of course I’m right,” it replied. The machine lifted back to its cage without benefit of its wings. There was no need to expend energy on artifice if there was no one around to appreciate it. “Shall I secure the cottage perimeter?”
“No,” Johnny said. “Not yet. It’s not quite dark. One or other of the children might drop back up when they get rid of young Shiner.”
“Yes,” the mynah said. Sometimes it was better to humour the old man.
THE END
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The Adventure of the Copped Tea Cozy
 
by Larry Lefkowitz (Modiin, Israel)
 
Holmes and I were sitting in Holmes’ quarters when we heard footsteps, which were soon followed by two knocks.
“We have an important visitor,” observed Holmes.
Before I could inquire how he knew, Holmes signaled me with the pipe held in his hand to admit our guest.
An elderly woman, veiled, entered.
At once Holmes’ sober face underwent a profound change. It writhed with inner merriment, his two eyes shining like stars. It seemed to me he was making desperate efforts to restrain a convulsive attack of laughter. Finally, failing to do so, he emitted a robust laugh, rare indeed in these premises blessed occasionally at most with a chuckle. “Disraeli, I presume,” he said.
Both the visitor and I were amazed.
“How did you ever know?” asked the prime minister, lifting his veil to reveal the familiar, sensitive face.
“The knock. A person who knocks with a gavel invariably employs the same knock when knocking at a door. Your gavel knock is known throughout England: authoritative, yet not lacking a touch with the common people.”
Disraeli bowed, “If I knew that, I wouldn’t have bothered to come in drag.”
Holmes bade him sit. “And what can I do for you?” the great detective inquired of the great prime minister.
The premier’s thin, blue-veined hands were clasped tightly over the ivory head of his umbrella. His ascetic, worried face looked gloomily from Holmes to me. “Not for me so much as for her royal highness—and for Albion, as I shall explain. H.R.H. had planned as the centerpiece of her Crystal Palace Jubilee Celebration, now in its planning stage, the tea cozy knitted for her by Albert. It was to hold pride of place next to her darning egg, also on exhibit, under the title chosen by the queen: ‘The Real Heart of England.’” 
“And the tea cozy is missing,” said Holmes.
“How could you know that?” said Disraeli, with that quick, decisive manner for which he was famous.
“It is my business to know, Prime Minister. Crime is my business as foreign relations is yours. I have an underground telegraph network that is efficacious.”
“You must get the cozy back,” said Disraeli and I in that all but too rare meeting of minds that occurs on occasion.
Holmes nodded in agreement. “Only one man could have carried off this theft: the Baron Adelbert Gruner. In addition to augmenting his personal tea cozy collection, the nefarious baron wishes to strike a blow against England on behalf of the Triple Alliance.”
“The Baron wishes to strike at the very fiber of England,” I said, thunderstruck. 
Disraeli nodded. “Our whole international position could be threatened. Even India endangered.”
“India!” I exclaimed, looking at the prime minister. “I was stationed in India at the time of the Second Afghan War. I served at the battle of Maiwand. There I was, struck in the shoulder by a Jezail bullet, which shattered the bone and grazed the subclavian artery. I should have fallen into the hands of the murderous Ghazis had it not been for the devotion and courage shown by Murray, my orderly, who threw me across a packhorse, covered me with an afghan (small “a”), and succeeded in bringing me safely to the British lines.”
“The Baron,” reminded the premier, ever able to put his finger on the gist of any matter.
Holmes nodded and turned to me. “I will need your help on this one, Watson.”
 “I hope I won’t have to pose as a tea cozy expert with the baron. I posed as a Chinese porcelain expert once, you will remember, Holmes, until he saw through me.”
“It must have been porous porcelain, indeed,” observed the prime minister.
Holmes was the first to chuckle politely, being quicker to perceive the prime minister’s wit. Holmes was invariably quicker than I in all matters of perception, but then perception was his forte.
“Don’t worry, Watson, tea cozying is a narrower field than Chinese porcelain—and it is all English. I suggest that you consult my monograph On English Tea Cozying, considered by experts as the last word on the subject. Ah, permit me to correct myself—not quite the last word.” Holmes proceeded to tell Disraeli that he had invented a revolutionary steam-operated tea cozy, which retained the steam from the pot after it boiled. 
His success with that project had led him to invent, with the assistance of the hydraulic engineer from The Adventure of the Engineer’s Thumb, a steam-driven automatic carriage, which he hoped would be a replacement for the horse-drawn hansom. It would thus obviate the horse droppings that made London’s streets a bailiwick of odoriferous waste, which Holmes insisted was responsible for the surliness oft observed in the city’s cab drivers. Holmes had thought his vehicle would get us to the scene of a crime more rapidly than a hansom. “Steam punctual,” he characterized this ability. To date its rate of speed was not improved on that of the horse-pulled vehicle. It did give Holmes a somewhat unwelcome celebrity status in the form of finger pointing by adults and running-after by children. 
“The wave of the future,” Holmes assured us. 
Disraeli had listened politely, if a trifle distracted, to Holmes’ discourse. Perhaps he feared Holmes would ask for government financial backing for his project. He said that the queen had commented that she heard at times a strange hissing sound passing by outside the palace, but he was not sure the cause was Holmes’ “remarkable vehicle.” 
“Did the queen actually refer to my vehicle as remarkable?” Holmes asked, pleased. 
“I’m afraid that is my description,” clarified Disraeli to Holmes’ disappointment. Seeing it, he added, “But a prime minister’s praise is also a commendation.”
I strove to bolster Holmes’ mood by levity, suggesting that his steam whistling calliope be fine-tuned to whistle Land of Hope and Glory. Holmes and Disraeli exchanged “Is he joking?” looks. Disraeli then ventured that if Holmes would take upon himself the more modest task of tinkering with the tea cozy to whistle the eminent tune, he would make a gift of one to the queen. I decided it was time to return all to our current problem. “Holmes, speaking of tea cozies—I do not possess one to offer the baron.” 
“I will knit you one, Watson. I am among the best tea cozy knitters in the realm.”
He saw Disraeli frown. 
“—after Albert,” Holmes added.
“Quite,” said the prime minister, standing. “Well, I have to get back to report to Vickie, err, the queen. Of course, I will have to change into something else first.”
“Watson, be good enough to oblige….” Holmes signaled me to offer a jacket and trousers. Holmes shook his hand, and the prime minister, somewhat hindered by my tight-fitting outfit, paused at the door to run his fingers briefly over the wall at the point where the bullet-pocks from Holmes’ pistol practice had formed a patriotic ‘V.R.’ “I’m sure the queen would be pleased,” Disraeli observed before exiting.
Holmes worked all the next day on the tea cozy. “It must reflect the height of the genre, Watson, to impress the baron.” When it was finished, he held it up for inspection. “It’s good, Watson, very good. No finer piece ever passed through Christie’s or Sotheby’s. The sight of this should drive a tea cozy connoisseur like the baron wild.”
While Holmes worked assiduously on the tea cozy, I worked assiduously on achieving tea cozy connoisseurship, sucking in knowledge and committing names to memory. Holmes’ monograph was a storehouse of information. From it I learned the hallmarks of the great tea cozy knitters: of the mystery of each local tea cozy’s signature elements, the distinguishing marks of the Sussex tea cozy and the Wessex tea cozy, and of every tea cozying region throughout the width and breadth of England. I mastered the intricacies of the early tea cozy period and of the modern. 
Holmes questioned me on my comprehension. When we had finished, he bestowed upon me the ultimate accolade. “You are worthy of writing your own monograph on the subject, Watson.”
I took a hansom as close as I could to the baron’s massive residence. I could not arrive in Holmes’ vehicle because of its noisy wheezing and whistling, not to speak of its tendency toward abrupt stopping and starting. The latter a facet had caused Disraeli, according to the wags, to bring a rare smile to the queen’s lips by suggesting that Holmes’ invention be called “a Gladstone” (in honor of the indecisiveness of his political rival). It was precisely the eccentric qualities of the vehicle that, while ruling it out for transporting me in the present instance, made it the talk of London.
I walked the path from the gate to the entrance of the building, regretting only that Holmes’ remarkable vehicle was not working nearby, since the hiss of escaping pressurized water vapor would drown out the beating of my heart and my footsteps on the gravel path. I was shown in by the same butler who had showed me in on the previous occasion of my porcelain visit. 
Then, I described him as worthy of adorning a bench of bishops. Now, more hoary, he was worthy of adorning a bench of archbishops. Fortunately so, perhaps, for he hardly deigned to look at me, which was in my favor in that he did not recognize me. He then passed me into the hands of the same, mean-tempered, if graying, plush-clad footman from my last visit. He looked me up and down in that insolent way of his, if more slowly, which I attributed to his having aged.
“There is something familiar about you,” he said, not unmenacingly. “Something Chinese.”
My blood froze. Did he remember my posing as a Chinese porcelain expert on my last visit? I tried to think how Holmes would react to such a quandary. “I am a frequenter of Chinese restaurants,” said I. “The eggroll I prize particularly.” Before he could react to this, the baron arrived.
 He looked surprisingly well considering the vitriolic attack he suffered in the closing phase of our last encounter at the hands of a woman he had wronged. His face had apparently been mended by the best surgeons the worst money could buy.
Dispensing with preliminaries, he began to question me about the field of tea cozying to see if I was indeed an expert. It was well that Holmes had had the foresight to equip me with the knowledge contained in his monograph. Thus, I was able to satisfy the baron’s questions relating to the burgundy tea cozy from the time of The Roses and how it influenced the outcome of that war… and of how Ann Bolin’s tea cozy placed a dramatic part in her trial. 
Suddenly the Baron looked at me closely. “You look somehow familiar. Something Chinese,” he said in a threatening tone, the little wax tips of hair under his nose quivering like the short antennae of an insect.
This time, prepared, I did not hesitate. “I dote on eggroll,” I explained.
“That must be it.” The baron’s features relaxed, if the switch from an expression of severity to one somewhat less severe can be so described. “Well, let’s have a look at your tea cozy. If it is a rare specimen, I am prepared to pay handsomely for it.”
There was no more stalling for time. I took the cozy carefully out of my frock coat pocket and held it out to him. The baron seated himself at his desk, pulled over the lamp and scrutinized the tea cozy. Suddenly he turned livid and glared at me. “This is Holmes’ work! No one else knits a tea cozy like this! You must be his damned lackey, Watson. I thought there was something Chinese about you. You once posed, ultimately unsuccessfully, I remind you, if penultimately successful, as a Chinese porcelain expert.”
 My position was becoming increasingly less cozy, but as the baron sprung to his feet, he must have suddenly remembered something from our last meeting, for he stood listening for a moment. “Ah!” he said. “Ah!” He pushed me aside and dashed for his study, uttering a string of oaths in German. I could not understand but needed very little help to grasp their overall meaning, which was that this cursed Holmes had found the locus of his tea cozy collection and, more particularly, its prize, the queen’s own cozy.
 Holmes, as on the previous occasion, was fortunately one step ahead of the baron. Actually, two, as the baron tripped in his haste, thanks to my thrust out leg, which may have made all the difference. Because Holmes, instead of finding himself undesirably closeted with the baron, was already leaping from the window, royal tea cozy in hand. I heard the crash of his body among the laurel bushes outside. With a howl of rage the master of the house ran after him, but too late. Holmes then reentered through the great front door of the mansion, accompanied by Inspector Lestrade and two constables whom, with his usual foresight, he had arranged to be placed outside. The timeliness of their entry prevented the baron from venting his frustration and rage on me, which was just as well, as even Holmes’ close-knitted tea cozy was hardly a defense.
Declining to travel in his percolating vehicle, Holmes had taken a hansom to come to my aid, as we had agreed that he would arrive while I was inside with the baron. 
“Too bad my expertise on steam-propelled vehicles has not yet approached my steam tea-cozy expertise,” he said. “Back at Baker Street we’ll raise a celebratory cup—my steam-retaining tea cozy assures that it will be ready and piping hot.”
THE END
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The Great Dinosaur Roundup of 1903
 
by Renee James (Colorado, USA)
 
12, March 1903
 
My Dearest Bess,
 
I take pen in hand to inform you of the possible untimely death of your brother, Pete. I know for a fact he loved you dearly and regretted all the things he said that last time in Wichita. He was drunk that night, and a man will say stupid things when in such a state. I am still here in Wisconsin—a town called Milwaukee—with the Wild West show and will send his last wages and belongings as soon as old Buffalo Bill settles accounts. I’m certain Pete would want your mother to have them, so please see that she gets them.
I say possible untimely death because Mr. Tesla says, strictly speaking, Pete died a few million years before he was even born. Be that as it may, he was still alive the last time I saw him, though his situation seemed dire enough. Bess, sit yourself down, and I’ll try and explain, as best I might, just what happened and how Pete wound up trying to break a dinosaur with a Bowie knife.
Well, it all started with the two of us finally getting some time off so we could take in the local culture of the fair city of Milwaukee. 
You’d think that getting massacred at the Little Big Horn twice a day plus an extra matinee on Sunday wouldn’t be all that hard, but it gets to you after a while. Me and Pete got a little happy before one show and decided that maybe Custer should win that night—just as a change of pace. Now, the way it works is the Indians ride around us shooting lots of fake arrows at us. We troopers wear padding under our outfits that those arrows stick into, and we stumble around dying heroically. These city folks just eat it up. That particular night we just stayed up, getting shot at until we both looked like a couple of porcupines. Finally, one of the Indians, big old son of a gun called Cold-Wind-In-Spring, dismounts and stomps over, picks Pete up by his shirt and throws him at me. We both go flying right onto General Custer—Bill Cody himself—who gets up and starts whacking us with his hat and using words that I shall not repeat here. So, we had us a week off.
Now, Milwaukee makes some mighty fine beers, and just to be neighborly, me and Pete had us a few more than might normally be considered temperate. Well, we got into a sort of roping match to see who could lasso and hogtie this yahoo in a funny uniform and helmet. I won, and Pete was about to use a cigar as a branding iron when we were accosted by a horde of men in funny helmets. To make a long story short, that yahoo turned out to be a policeman with no sense of humor at all, so we got us a night’s lodging in the local calaboose. The next morning Cody shows up to throw our bail. With him is this real refined gent in a three-piece suit, spats and a top hat. That was our introduction to Mr. Nicola Tesla, inventor of the time machine, among other things.
After he got us outside Bill, blistered our ears for a spell. He finally finished up by saying that if we weren’t the best damned straight-up trail hands he had ever seen, he would have let us rot. Luckily for us, it seemed he needed us for a special deal he was working with Tesla. Bill had met the man ten years earlier at the Chicago World’s Fair, and they hit it right off. Mr. Tesla had him an idea about something he called “time travel,” and they had set up a secret base up there in Milwaukee where land was cheaper. Bill had fronted the money for the whole operation because, it turned out, he’d loved something called “archeology” since he’d met some fella years ago digging up dinosaur bones out west somewhere. 
With this here time machine, me and Pete were going to go back a few million years and round up some critters called Tyrannosaurus rex for the show. Bill is always lookin’ for new exotic acts for the show. If we refused to help, we were informed we could spend the next sixty days in the jug and be left stranded in Milwaukee. Cody had us by the short hairs, so we were in whether we liked it or not. Tesla explained it all to us in detail, and I understood not a word of what he said. He is the only man I’ve ever met more in love with his own voice than Bill.
After a while Pete kind of warmed to the idea and allowed as how it might be fun. You will recall that your brother’s idea of fun also included riding your Pa’s prize bull through town in hat, spurs and the suit God gave him on his birthday. I remained skeptical but enjoyed the Havana cigars he had offered us.
Traveling through time turns out to be loud and flashy but not as uncomfortable as you might think. Tesla had set up the whole shebang in an abandoned brewery, with big old machines with dials and electric lights and wires everywhere. Strangest of all was a whole line of poles with lightning climbing up and down them, made my hair stand right on end. One wall had a huge rolling metal door set to roll up and down like a curtain. Right up against it was a great big cage with three sides tall enough to hold a two-story house. 
The plan was that we would ride out through that metal door, and on the other side would be those rexes and other such critters. Then we’d herd them back into the cage, the door would drop down behind them, and we’d have us some dinosaurs. There was a smaller escape door on the side of the cage that me and Pete would be let out through. It sounded simple enough. Bill gave us pictures of what the rexes looked like and told us that if we couldn’t find none of them we should get a three-horned varmint called a Tri-ceratops. So, we said we’d keep a look out.
I was on a fast little pinto pony, and Pete had him a roan he was particular to, both top-notch cow ponies, but the noise and lights had them plum skittish. I’ve never enjoyed riding a rearing horse, but I understood that pinto’s point of view. When that big old door started rolling up, I thought they would go loco. I certainly felt the urge myself. Up till that moment, I hadn’t actually believed what little I could understand of Tesla’s explanations. I fully expected that when that big old door raised up I would see the woman selling flowers we had passed coming in. We’d all wind up looking a mite foolish, and that would be an end to it. But there, on the other side of that door, looking like something out of a picture book, was a jungle all hot and humid, alive with sounds that hadn’t been heard on this earth in millions of years. Pete’s horse reared up on its hind legs, and Pete let out a whoop of pure joy. He set off at a gallop into the forest primeval. Against all good sense, I lit out after him. 
Bess, you know how they say the buffalo herds used to be, going on and on as far as the eye could see? Well, that’s what this was like, but not just one kind of animal, no, there were critters of every shape and description grazing everywhere or lolling around in watering holes and rivers. It was so pretty, Bess, I wish you could have seen it. We rode around for a while, trying to find us a rex, to no avail, so I suggested we have us a little picnic and see if we couldn’t maybe catch one of the little ones running around on two legs… lure him in with a biscuit and grab him. I pulled out some chicken legs and fresh biscuits, while Pete produced a bottle of whiskey. Whatever else I might have thought of your brother, I always admired his priorities.
We got to toasting one thing and another, and Pete fired off a couple of rounds just to celebrate our not being in jail. I guess he must have winged one of the big old leathery birds that kept flying overhead, because it suddenly dived at us like an owl looking for a mouse lunch. I rolled back and grabbed my pistol, just managing to snap off a shot as that vulture snatched Pete’s hat—almost took his head along too, just for good measure. I must have stung it though, because it lit out, wanting nothing else to do with us. We finished off those chicken legs fast as we could, so we could get back to the job at hand.
Every now and then as we ate, one of these cute little critters—looked like a salamander walkin’ around on two legs, bright red, about three foot tall—would get curious about us. None, however, was enticed to come very close by the food we offered. Then, just as we were about ready to ride, one little guy came right up to Pete and offered him his lost hat. That big bird must have dropped it, and this salamander was sharp enough to know to bring it back to Pete. On an impulse I grabbed him up and clutched him to my chest, him squawking and struggling to get free. He was handful, but we finally got him quieted down, Pete making soothing noises. I was trying to figure out how best to transport him when we heard a blood-curdling screech and saw something jump from the undergrowth and land a couple of yards away. It was another salamander, but this one stood a good six feet tall and had a spear clutched in one paw. He had a real determined look, and his other paw was ready to draw a bone knife from the woven belt slung round his torso. I dropped the little one and put my hand on the butt of my gun, not drawing it for fear of making things worse. There was no telling how many more might be out there. We stood there, eyeball to eyeball for a good minute, the little one cowering behind his daddy. 
It was then that Pete put himself between us and made a big show of putting his hat back on and waving back at the youngster. Then, in a stroke of genius, he took a swig from the bottle of whiskey and offered it to that big old salamander fella. Hesitantly, he took the bottle from Pete and sniffed it real good before tipping it back just like Pete had done. It was a mite comical the way he let out a big old belch and started blinking real fast. Well, he took a second swig and then tried to hand it back to Pete. Your brother motioned that he should keep it. 
That red devil lifted Pete’s bottle and let out three blood-curdling whoops, and three more salamanders dropped out of trees. Well sir, the daddy started makin’ all kinds of clicks and barking sounds. We’d both been around Bill Cody long enough to recognize a speech when we heard one—even if we didn’t know what was being said. At the end of his remarks, we all sat down and passed that bottle around till it was bone dry. Then, without so much as a by your leave, they hopped up, whipping around fast as lightning, and were gone into the trees, leaving the bottle lying on the grass.
Me and Bill stared at each other a moment, and then we both started laughing like jackasses. After we had laughed ourselves dry, we crawled on our horses and got down to some serious rex hunting. Fun was fun, but we still had us a job to do.
Eventually Pete got bored and started cutting out critters from this group of duck-billed critters with horns on their crests. He was herding them right and left, plying his trade so to speak, when all of a sudden he ran smack dab into a greenish brown wall with four legs and three horns. He had found us a Tri-ceratops!
Now, neither Bill nor Mr. Tesla had mentioned how bad tempered one of these things might be. It started swinging its head around right and left, gorging and throwing duck-things all around it. It was about to have a go at Pete, but I rode in through the herd, whooping and hollering and blazing away with my Colt. The bullets didn’t hardly faze that critter none, but I had distracted it enough that Pete could get to a safer distance. Once we had the beast confused with our fancy horsemanship, we just kept at it, riding in circles and putting ropes on him till we figured we’d plum tired him out. He was big but none too bright, and I started to think of him as just another really cantankerous steer. Just as we thought we had him, that three horned devil gave one last huge jerk of his head and sent me and my pinto flying towards the trees. I got up, rubbing my back and using foul language. 
Spying my Winchester on the ground, I determined that maybe I could make a larger caliber impression on that son of a buck with the right tool. All of a sudden, from behind me, I heard a roar and a high-pitched squeal that ended abruptly. Turning slowly, I saw four horse legs flailing in the air, and where its body should have been all I saw were long, pointy teeth and two eyes straight out of a nightmare.
That picture we had been given by Bill was off in several minor details. If this was a Tyrannosaurus rex (and I had a suspicion it was) it wasn’t some slow, tail-draggin’ oaf like in the drawing. This thing looked fast and mean as a scorpion on a hot rock. The teeth looked a lot bigger than in the picture too. 
Old three-horn took one look and tore off like a bat out of Hell, pulling Pete right off his roan, dragging him through the dirt and ferns. I ran over, grabbed the reins to Pete’s horse and was in that saddle faster than a flea on a hound. The one bright spot in all this was that the Tri-ceratops was heading right in the direction of that time-travel door, so I took off after him. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that the rex was crunching away on his pinto lunch. Nonchalantly, as he chewed, Mr. Rex was studying all the action with his eyes. After a few minutes of hard riding, I spotted the Tri-ceratops standing there breathing hard. In the distance ahead of him, I saw a dark square on the horizon that I knew had to be the time door. Missing from the scene was any trace of your brother. I made my way carefully around the heaving brute, fearing what grisly remains I might find on the mouth-end but was puzzled when I found nothing. I had no idea where Pete could have gotten to. 
Then I heard a whump in the distance, followed by a second and a third and so forth, each one getting louder and closer together. Suddenly, I saw that rex barreling at me, crashing through the undergrowth like a runaway freight train. Three-horn took off like a shot, heading straight for the dark patch. I am ashamed to admit that my pony and I froze right there on the spot. I thought I would soil myself when that big old monster stopped right in front of me and opened wide, letting out a roar that could have stripped paint from a barn. All of a sudden something dropped right out of the branches overhead, landing on the varmint’s back. It was Pete, clothes all shredded and covered in mud and leaves, somehow still wearing his hat. He lifted that big old Bowie knife of his and plunged it into the critter’s hide. Pete let out howl and held on for dear life as that lizard tried to shake him off. Roused from my stupor, I put spurs to that roan and went off like lightning after the Tri-ceratops. 
It must have been a strange sight for those boys back in 1903: having a three-horned mountain barreling at them, followed by a screaming maniac on a strawberry roan who was trying to get away from a big old dragon weaving from side to side, the dragon ridden by a laughing madman. 
The Tri-ceratops went right through the big door and proceeded to tear through that cage like pages from a Sears & Roebuck. That critter started smashing machines and lightning poles to beat the band. By the time I rode through there were people running everywhere and explosions like it was the fourth of July. I thought it the better part of valor to get out of there fast as I could. As I made for the cage door, I turned one last time, and through the fireworks I could see Pete still on the other side of the big door riding that wheeling, bucking Tyrannosaurus rex, with Pete waving one hand in the air and singing the Yellow Rose of Texas at the top of his lungs. Just before the smoke got too dense to see, I would swear I saw a spear hit the beast right under one of its tiny arms. I heard three loud whoops as I was unceremoniously shoved through a side door and out onto an overcast Milwaukee street corner.
Once we were out, that building started shaking and tearing itself apart. It finally just up and imploded into itself with a big old whump of air. By the time the volunteer firemen showed up there wasn’t much left to see. Men in white coats gave statements to bewildered policemen as I sipped a beer offered me by an understanding soul. Nicola Tesla was off to one side, covered in dust and debris, scribbling madly in a notebook that was now charred slightly at the edges. Buffalo Bill sat hunched up on a curb, hat in hand, crying softly for his lost dreams of dinosaurs at a dime a head.
So, my dearest, Pete is gone. The professor says he will rebuild his machines one day—Bill says not with his money he ain’t. So rescue seems out of the question. The common sense thing to assume is that your baby brother is long gone, a meal for monsters. But Pete was never one much for common sense. I lay awake some nights wondering if, somewhere back in pre-history, Pete didn’t manage to bust that rex after all. If so, then maybe my old partner has managed to start himself the world’s first and only dinosaur ranch. Never count a cowboy out till he’s six foot under, that’s what I always say.
Hug the children for me. I will be home from my travels in the spring. 
 
Your loving husband,
 
Sam
THE END
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Sacred Ground
 
by Terry Phillius (Colorado, USA)
 
Luc stared into the eyes of his father. They were set in a ghostly pale face, translucent in full moonlight. The pain of memory welled in Luc’s eyes as he remembered his grandfather callously tell a 15-year-old Luc his father had been killed in a lumbering accident.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you, son,” the shimmering form whispered, its voice carried on a breeze that ruffled Luc’s hair. “The world is losing something precious, and yet it must be saved… preserved. In order for that to happen, you must run.”
Luc turned and ran naked through an ancient forest of massive jack pines that towered sixty meters above him, twice the size of their normal brethren. Patches of bright moonlight formed staccato islands amidst the black and gray surrounding him. His feet crunched in the light snow that covered everything. He could hear wolves behind, growling as they paced him, waiting for him to fall. Bright shafts of red light blazed from their eyes, flickering past trees and occasionally flashing upon his pale flesh as they pursued. 
Terror drove Luc’s feet pounding through the forest, his raspy breath disappearing into the chill air that bit and clawed at his flesh. He spotted a rivulet that stitched its way through the trees, steam rising from its slowly rippling surface.
Luc angled towards the dark, snaking water that seemed to offer an inexplicable sense of sanctuary. Closer he drew, and as he approached the water’s edge, he felt an unnatural warmth rising from it. His feet kicked up water as he ran, splashing across his bare skin with a stinging warmth that surprised him. Hope and renewed strength filled him as he raced upstream, the sound of splashing drowning out the wolves behind, but he felt them getting closer. 
Coming around a bend, his foot caught on a root hidden beneath the surface, and he went sprawling. His momentum carried him past the edge of the water to land in a shallow drift of snow that burned as it sucked warmth from his body. Luc heard the wolves behind racing up and howling their triumph, certain they were about to taste human flesh. His eyes wide in terror, he raised his head, gasping for air as the cold burned, and stared directly into the muzzle of a massive grizzly.
Luc screamed at the site of it, twice the size of any bear he’d ever seen. The muzzle, a silvery contrast to the rest of the dark brown fur, drew back into a snarl, and a low growl rumbled from the beast like the beginnings of an earthquake drawing strength before shaking the world to pieces. The bear reared up upon its hind legs and let forth a sound of fury and defiance that made Luc’s body shudder with the force of it. The wolves let loose, howling and growling as they closed in. Luc turned to see three dark, canine shapes stalking up through the darkness, their eyes glowing like hot coals. But there was something different about them. They had no fur, and their smooth bodies seemed to be made of strange, glinting angles that were swallowed in the darkness. Luc closed his eyes and prepared himself for death, wondering if it would be the wolves or the bear that finally ripped his life away. The bear leapt in answer to his question.
* * *
 
The high-pitched staccato drone of cutter motors went unheard, and the heavy crunch-thwang of their iron feet crushing branches and limbs failed to wake Luc from his restless slumber. It wasn’t the hiss-clank of steam-driven hydraulics as spindly steel legs lifted and settled into soft turf along the shore of Lake Caumont that woke him either. He’d grown accustomed to the machines after his first few weeks. What woke him from the nightly dream of the grizzly and wolves were the whoops and hollers of the men still left in camp, cheering Dumont, the Camp Poissant foreman. He’d brought back something special, but for the life of him, Luc couldn’t figure out what it could be. “A grizzly?” Luc thought, “A wolf? A deer for the camp cook?” Luc opened his eyes to the dim gray interior of his tent and watched his breath drift away from his face towards the ceiling. “Unless it’s another….”
Luc dreaded that last alternative, too grisly to think about, but the delighted sounds of the men outside made him increasingly certain there were more dead natives outside, trophies for Dumont and his cronies: bounties to be paid by his grandfather. Ever since the first cutter pilot had been found dead two weeks prior, pierced by arrows and chewed upon by wolves, it had been war.
As the sound of the droning motors faded into peaceful silence, Luc threw back the heavy wool blankets and rose into the chill, morning air, shivering as he reached for the dingy clothing he’d been wearing since he first stepped off the zeppelin two months earlier. He slipped the now loose-fitting blouse over his head, buttoned it up and tried to fluff out the frilled cravat at his throat. Once white and as full as a blooming rose, it drooped down his chest in a lifeless, gray wilt. 
Luc sighed, wishing he was home in Paris, studying languages and talking impressionism with Claude, but his grandfather had forced the young man to travel to America and “… become a business man,” as the old piss-pot would say. For Luc’s grandfather, manhood translated into becoming a vulgar, greedy tyrant who cared not at all for humanity and saw this existence as merely a lengthy opportunity to profit and stand upon the backs of others in the name of progress.
Eight of Dumont’s men had been killed in the past two weeks, five to the weapons of natives and the other three found mauled and torn to pieces inside their cutters. Several of the men had seen natives in war paint disappearing into the trees after taking pot shots with bows, so Dumont sent a letter to Luc’s grandfather, Jean-Paul Poissant. The old man had responded by granting a bounty of twenty-five Francs per dead native.
Luc slipped on his tan trousers, now streaked with dirt and stained with the slop served to every member of the Poissant crew each day. Pulling his heavy boots over threadbare stockings, he labored to lace them up. The boots were the only aspect of his attire well suited to the forested uplands of the newly confederated province of Quebec. His original, black leather shoes hadn’t lasted a week, and he’d been forced to requisition the ugly—albeit practical—work boots worn by the rest of Poissant crew. Standing, he peered at his face in the small mirror hanging from the single tent-pole and took in an increasingly unfamiliar visage, one growing more and more gaunt… too much like his grandfather. 
In Paris he’d prided himself on a clean-shaven face and bright, blue eyes, but the brightness was gone, and his sunken eyes now peered out from weary sockets above a rough beard that made him look shabby. He shook his head, a momentary bout of self-pity welling up in those foreign eyes, and then he pulled his long brown hair back into a wavy ponytail that he secured with a leather thong plucked from the top of the mirror. He’d never become like that wretched, greedy old man… or Dumont… he’d die first, no matter how much they push and punished him.
A deep blue coat finished off the ensemble, dusty tails sagging behind him as if from a weary horse too long at the plough. He picked at the threads fraying on his high, wide collar and faded elbow, lamenting the absence of even a proper needle and thread to mend them.
“Merde,” he mumbled as he vainly tried to brush a stain off of his lapel.
“Poissant!” a deep, ever-angry voice bellowed from outside. “Come see the surprise I have for you!” Dread swelled within Luc, washing and mixing with his self-pity. A deadening melancholy numbed his senses into a mindless resolve to see what lay beyond the confining sanctuary of his tent flap. He turned dead eyes to the canvas and pushed it aside, ducking and stepping out in a brisk September morning. Another light dusting of overnight snowfall coated most of the camp, whereas the previous morning it had been rainfall. The morning-bright sunlight blinded him, forcing him to shade his eyes. As they adjusted, he focused on the hulking shapes of the three machines now parked and silent at the center of camp. 
There were nine vehicles in all allocated to Camp Poissant, but six of the cutters were still out either scouting for new sites or actively felling the unusually massive boles that populated the mountainous landscape for miles around. The cutters were tall, gleaming constructs of brass, copper and steel, hydraulics powered by steam engines and their controls powered by aether-driven motors. Cutters stood nearly four meters tall, with a brass pipe cage for a cockpit in which the pilot stood as he operated the controls. The spindly, spidery contraptions ran on six legs and could move across open ground even faster than a man running at full speed. In uneven terrain they moved more slowly but were exceedingly stable platforms for the two, clawed arms attached at the shoulders and the multi-jointed cutting-arm of the chainsaw suspended underneath. 
The cutting arm resembled an inverted scorpion’s tail that could retract and fold itself up the back of the chassis. In use it would extend underneath, stretching between the six legs to direct a two-meter cutting chain that angled up or down to cut the notches in the trunks of trees or rotated ninety degrees to cut felled trunks. 
The ninth machine, called Le Taureau, was all-together a different beast, and at over seven meters, a beast it was, deserving of the name The Bull. Dumont was just climbing down from the monstrous bulk of The Bull as Luc stepped out from his tent.
The Bull was the heavy-lifter of the bunch and could lift and shove around sections of trees four meters thick and thirty meters long. Where the cutter’s cockpits were exposed cages, the whole of Le Taureau was encased in heavily plated bronze and steel. The torso and head were joined into a single enclosure shaped almost like a human head that squatted upon three stout, wide-set legs that could lower almost to the ground and lift up at steep angles to get better purchase on thick tree trunks. 
The arms were longer than the torso, with two thick, reversible joints each below its massive shoulders. They allowed it to get better purchase on the bulky trunks it was designed to carry. It would lift them over the first joint and cradle them in the second. Each arm ended in thick claws with serrated teeth that bit into the wood in an unbreakable grip. 
Bolted to the top of the chassis was a set of jet black Texas Long Horns that were nearly as wide as the body. Dumont had ordered them installed the moment he saw the great machine rolled out the hold of The Napoleon, the company’s trans-Atlantic cargo carrier.
As Luc approached, he saw that two of the cutters held the lifeless bodies of Indian braves, while a third held the limp body of a massive wolf. Two more braves, their hands bound behind their backs, had ropes tied around their necks, tethering them to the back of The Bull. Their faces were bloody and badly bruised, eyes blackened and nearly swollen shut. Rivers of dried blood streaked their way down from their noses across their chest and onto their loincloths. Their earlobes were bloody and appeared to be torn, presumably after someone had ripped out the traditional hoops that many of the native warriors wore. Bloody and beaten, their hair matted with blood from gashes in their scalps, they both still glared defiantly at Dumont as the big man landed upon the turf with a smiling, satisfied grunt.
Dumont was dressed eternally in heavy work boots, faded jeans and a red and black checkered flannel shirt. He was a huge man: burly, muscular and as mean-looking as The Bull. His bald head shone in the sun, and his thick, white mustache and beard were a stark contrast to the weathered red of his flesh. His exposed forearms, corded and muscular, were covered with thick, white curls of coarse hair. He smiled triumphantly as he stood and gazed first upon the dead bodies and then the two prisoners behind his giant machine.
A sickening wave passed through Luc. He wanted to vomit but refused to give Dumont the satisfaction… or his vile grandfather, for that matter, who would undoubtedly hear of such weakness via the next mailbag. Luc took a deep breath to steady his nerves and approached Dumont who was whispering something into the ear of Sun Dog, the Ojibwe who had led the Poissant Lumber Company to Lake Caumont. 
Dumont had found Sun Dog in a Montreal saloon, dirty and destitute, trying to convince any of the lumbering companies that there was an ancient forest to the north with the largest jack pines anywhere. Most of the French and English hadn’t bothered with Sun Dog, because he didn’t speak English or French and he looked like a dirty native they all assumed was just looking to con someone out of a fast franc or pound. Dumont, however, had sensed something in the young brave and called for Luc who, with his gift for languages, quickly picked up several different Native tongues over the winter in Montreal. 
Translation was the entire reason Luc’s grandfather had forced him to go to Quebec… “Put that expensive education to good use. You’re going to become a businessman or die in the attempt, you great poof!” the old bastard had said as he bade Luc farewell at the Paris air terminal. Luc had flown in The Napoleon and been met by Dumont, grandfather’s lackey for over forty years. Both older men were still as mean as snakes and as dangerous as wolves.
Dumont, with Luc translating, had taken terrible advantage of Sun Dog, promising a decime a day to guide and two decimes for every five trees felled. It was a ridiculous pittance paid for lumbering rights, one tenth of the normal rate offered to native tribes all across Canada. But Sun Dog was eager to close the deal, asking only for a twenty-Franc advance. Dumont was more than happy to provide it, because it put Sun Dog in his pocket. There was something else during the negotiations, however. Sun Dog was certainly ignorant of the standard fees, but he seemed to Luc to be more interested in the decimation of the forest than he was in any monetary gain. He kept asking about how long it would take to fell trees as massive as he described. Dumont assured him that with their cutters, time was not a factor. During those early conversations and ever since, the two men—the old, vicious Dumont and the much younger, all-too-hungry Sun Dog—seemed to share an appetite for destruction that made them fast friends, almost like father and son.
With his advance, Sun Dog cut his hair and purchased a suit of European clothing and European work clothes as well. He also picked up a pair of Chamelot-Delvigne revolvers that he wore in a bandolier he was seldom seen without. A black bowler topped off his attire, and he habitually wore it at a rakish angle. 
They had all boarded The Hercules, a smaller but none-the-less capable company zeppelin used to transport equipment into forested areas and haul cut lumber back to the mill in Montreal. They made their way to Lake Caumont and the wide expanse of jack pines, finding them just as massive as Sun Dog promised.
As Luc crossed from his tent to the center of camp, he heard Dumont and Sun Dog laughing, sharing some private joke. Sun Dog placed a hand on one of his revolvers, resting it there and eyeing the two braves tied to The Bull. Dumont turned to face Luc once again with an evil grin upon his face.
“Come on over, Poissant,” Dumont ordered almost cordially. “These braves seem unwilling to speak to Sun Dog here, although I simply can’t imagine why not.” Sun Dog laughed. “Maybe you can help us out with all that education you’ve had?” Dumont reached out a burly arm coarse with white, curly hair and a lifetime of laborers scars. Luc stepped up carefully, habitually fearful of whatever the big foreman had planned. Dumont draped his arm over Luc’s shoulders in an almost fatherly way and led him over to The Bull, placing the smaller man before the two braves who glared back at both of them. “You won’t believe what we found this morning, Poissant…” Dumont was beaming, “Sun Dog said that they had some sort of graveyard up there in the hills, and it was surrounded by the biggest damn pines I’ve ever heard of. It seems these boys wanted to keep us from it.”
“Graveyard?” Luc asked incredulously. He turned to Sun Dog. “A burial ground? Sacred ground?” Sun Dog was silent, but the sneer on his face hid something insidious. In that instant, Luc was certain Sun Dog was hiding something. 
“I suppose,” Dumont said dryly. “Just a bunch of deaders up on sticks. And this is business.” The big man squeezed almost hard enough to hurt and turned Luc back to the two braves. “Now, get to work... figure out which one’s the smartest and get him to talk.”
Luc shrugged Dumont’s hand off his shoulder and sighed. Resigned that he had no choice, he looked at both braves and tried to smile, but it felt strained and artificial. “Bozhoo,” he said, with as much compassion in his voice as he could muster. It was the formal way to say “hello” in Ojibwe. He wanted to offer apologies to the braves for what had happened to them and their fallen brothers. Sun Dog would understand and most certainly translate for Dumont, who would beat Luc in his ongoing attempts to make the young man as mercenary as grandfather required. “Can you understand me?” he asked in Ojibwe. The braves were silent.
“You need to pick one to work with, Poissant.” The friendly tone was now gone, replaced with impatience and something else. Luc could feel Dumont staring down at him with malice. “And be quick about it! I want to get back to making your father more money.”
Luc sighed, a disgusted look on his face as he cast his eyes quickly to the foreman. The eyes of the brave on the left shifted between Luc and Dumont, clearly reading something into the tones and gestures. 
“Algonquin?” Luc asked quietly. The brave on the right looked to the other, as if he were seeking permission to speak. They both remained silent, the features of the brave on the left solidifying into steely resolve. “Nipissing?” The one on the left huffed, looking as if he’d been insulted. “Chippewa?” The brave’s eyes rolled inside his swollen lids, and he shook his head.
“Manitosaugas,” the brave on the left said slowly through swollen lips.
“Thank you,” Luc replied, although he’d never heard the word before. If he was translating the compound word correctly, it meant Spirit People. “I’d like to help you if I can,” he continued. 
In answer, the brave gave him a dirty look, turned slightly and waved his bound hands. Sun Dog laughed, a vicious little chatter that made both braves scowl even more deeply. 
“What was that?” Dumont asked, looking at Sun Dog.
Sun Dog’s hand rubbed the grip of his pistol, and he smiled at Dumont. “Poissant offered to help, and it seems that Waynsunmokwa here feels the only thing he needs is to be cut loose.” Luc recognized the name as “little bear,” and it meant that Sun Dog knew the brave.
Dumont guffawed, a tumbling, thundering laugh that filled Luc with dread. “Now don’t you go getting any ideas, Poissant. You’re here to talk to them not grant them a reprieve. We have big plans for one of them. You just need to pick which one.” Dumont’s hand squeezed Luc’s shoulder in an iron grip, making him flinch. “So get on with it!” Dumont hissed into Luc’s ear.
Luc tried to pull away but was held fast. “That one….” he almost whimpered, pointing at the brave who had spoken.
“Thank you,” Dumont said with a satisfied snarl. “Sun Dog….”
The gun went off practically in Luc’s ear, deafening and stunning him as he flinched away. From a great distance he heard a piercing cry of fury and despair that seemed to last a lifetime—and the laughter of white men. Luc opened his eyes to see Waynsunmokwa standing before him, head bowed and shivering with fury as tears rolled down his face and chest. The other brave was lying on the ground, a crimson bloom in the center of his chest that flowed, pulsing with his fading heartbeat. He gasped, coughed up a gout of blood that spattered down the side of his face, and then, with a final shudder, he lay still.
“Murdering bastard!” Luc screamed, spinning and diving towards Sun Dog whose pistol was still extended, smoke drifting into the still air. A massive hand gripped Luc’s shoulder before he could take a step towards the Indian. The hand spun him around, and in his rage Luc swung at the first face that came into view. It was Dumont, and his eyes were wide with surprise as the small, unscarred fist caught the big man across the jaw. Dumont’s face shot to the side with the impact, and his eyes glazed over. Luc came again with a cross that caught Dumont on the other side of his jaw. “I’ll kill you!” Luc hollered, filled with rage and a sense of bloodlust he’d never known before.
Luc never saw the pistol butt that slammed into the back of his head; he merely crumpled on the ground at Sun Dog’s feet, breathing shallowly.
* * *
 
Luc kneeled on all fours at the edge of the rivulet. He raised his eyes and stared up into the face of an ancient Indian, ghostly pale, his translucent shape misty and faintly glowing in the moonlight. A fan of delicate, white feathers perched on his forehead, mostly covering his eyes. Silver braids hung nearly to his waist, splitting an intricately beaded shirt of supple doeskin.
The old Indian spoke Ojibwe in a worried tone, “You are at a crossroads. The Great Spirit reaches out to you, and you must decide. But it will take courage… courage you do not yet possess. Without it, the Sacred Ground will perish forever.” 
“What must I do?” Luc asked, his eyes wide with fear.
“You must run. Run… and decide.”
Luc turned and ran through the forest, skirting the edge of the rivulet. His heart pounded in his chest, but he felt no fatigue. He ran like the wind, sprinting effortlessly through the forest and reveling in the warmth of the water that rose in misty streaks in moonlight that broke here and there through the canopy. The ground started to rise before him, lifting up towards a ridgeline and a wall of gigantic boles that cut off almost all view beyond them. They were close together like a fence, and beyond them Luc could just barely make out an open area bathed in full moonlight. The rivulet appeared to flow from beyond the trees, and the water moved more swiftly as it came down the hill, babbling and sparkling. There was a gap ahead, the water pouring through it. Luc headed for the opening, now running through the warm water, and as he drew closer, he could see wooden structures beyond the line of massive trees. 
Luc passed between the last trees, slowing to a walk, and stepped out onto a wide perfect circle hundreds of meters across formed by trees that towered seventy meters above him. He followed the rivulet towards the center. Hundreds of wooden platforms were arranged in concentric circles around the center, and atop each platform was a body wrapped in hides and bound with leather straps. All were intricately decorated with beads and feathers. He walked quietly towards the center, gazing at the heads of each platform. All of them pointed towards the spring, and attached to each was the skull of an animal. He saw bear and wolf and eagle; there were fox and caribou and deer and buffalo. At the center of the many circles was a small circle of stones, and from within that the water poured forth, bubbling up from the earth. 
Luc kneeled down before the gurgling source of the rivulet and dipped his hands into it, reveling in the heat that poured into him through it. Cupping his hands, he scooped up some and held it to his face.
* * *
 
Freezing water cascading over him shocked Luc out of the dream, and he stared directly into the glowering face of Dumont, standing over him and holding an empty bucket in his hand. Luc was naked, freezing and sitting with his back to the post of a barren tent illuminated by a single lamp hanging from above his head. 
“You’ve run out of time, Poissant,” Dumont said, grinning viciously through the purpled swelling on both sides of his jaw.
“Murderer,” Luc hissed as he pulled at the ropes he’d suddenly realized bound his hands behind him. He was tied to the tent post, and he wasn’t the only one secured there. Someone else was tied behind him.
“You don’t know the half of it, Poissant,” Dumont gloated as he pulled a letter from his pocket and opened it. He kneeled down and held the letter up to Luc’s face. It was dated a week prior and must have come in on The Hercules on its most recent run.
 
 
Dumont,
 
After reading your last report, I’m afraid that I must agree with you. Soft living and that damned university has spoiled my grandson in the same way it spoiled my son. I should have taken the boys upbringing upon myself rather than letting it fall to my disillusioned son. But regret is not something I dwell upon. Business is business and progress is everything. It may very well be that the boy should follow in his father’s lamentable footsteps. We cannot permit Luc to go native as his father did.
 
I leave the decision in your capable hands as it was before. You have served me well for over forty years, and your judgment I trust above all others. If the boy will not join us in our mercantile pursuits, then do what must be done.
 
Jean-Paul Poissant
 
 
Luc was thunderstruck by the implications. His face went ashen, and his eyes widened with the vulgar truth of what sort of vermin his grandfather truly was. He wanted to vomit. He wanted to cry. He wanted to scream at his grandfather and tear the foul old swine to ribbons and trample upon the remains… and… and... and then do the same to Dumont.
Dumont laughed as he stood and folded the letter gently, placing it back in his pocket. “So, on the morrow, I’ll take you out to the forest where you will unfortunately suffer a lamentable lumbering accident, just as your father did.”
“What are you going to do?” Luc asked, his voice full of dread.
“Oh, nothing that hasn’t been done in France for centuries. Of course, we don’t have any horses, but four cutters will be more than adequate to draw and quarter you... and him.” Dumont nodded to the prisoner behind Luc and spoke as if he were conversing about a bright, sunny day. “It’s your own fault, you know.”
“My fault?”
“Had you adapted to the necessities of the family business rather than shirking them as your father did, an empire would have been yours for the taking. You never heeded your grandfather’s first rule of business: ‘One must be willing to do anything to achieve one’s goals.’”
“You’re insane,” Luc growled through clenched teeth. He’d never felt such hatred. All he wanted, more than anything else in the world, was to be covered in the blood of Dumont and his grandfather. And in that moment he realized what his grandfather’s words meant. Luc’s face was flat, deadpan, and he merely stared at a man he fully intended to see dead.
Dumont laughed again and kicked Luc in the belly. The air shot from Luc’s lungs, and he gasped as he regained his breath, but his eyes never left those of Dumont.
“On the morrow, then, young Poissant. If you’re lucky, that lamp will run out of fuel and you’ll freeze to death. That’s the only thing that will keep you warm this night. Of course, I filled it myself, so it should last long enough for me to hear you screaming as your limbs are torn off.” With that, Dumont turned and passed through the tent-flap into the night beyond, his feet crunching lightly in the dusting of snow that was coming down. 
Luc stared at the flap for long seconds, trying to think how he might escape. He yanked again at the ropes and tried to pull his hands through the tightly knotted loops that bound his hands.
“Don’t bother,” the man behind him said in Ojibwe. Luc recognized it as the voice of Waynsunmokwa. “Sun Dog tied us both, and you’ll not be able to get loose.”
“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about what’s going on here… and about your friend… and the other braves… and everything.” Luc looked over his shoulder and saw the back of Waynsunmokwa’s head, his long black hair dusty and matted with blood. He too was naked.
“I believe you, but sorrow is of no value to either of us.”
“True enough,” Luc admitted. “You know Sun Dog, don’t you?” He asked, changing the subject to give him time to think about an escape plan.
“Yes.”
“How?”
“He was one of my people, once….” Waynsunmokwa sighed, and his voice was full of shame. “And he is still my brother.”
“Your brother?” Luc asked, appalled. “Then why would he… how could he…”
“How could he lead your people to this place and do what he has done?”
“Yes,” Luc replied quietly.
“He called it progress.” Waynsunmokwa’s voice was resigned, as if talking about an ancient hurt—an amputation—the scars of which were long healed over.
“What sort of progress?”
“Years ago, many days’ journey from this place, he met white men. They had things with them… ma-sheens you call them… and during the time Sun Dog spent with them, he changed into one of you. He came back to us, excited and full of visions that spoke of taking our people into a new future with these machines, where we would want for nothing and never have to labor as we do again.”
“I take it he was not well received?”
“Our grandfather, the leader of my people, heard Sun Dog out, listening carefully, and then he consulted the spirits of the Sacred Ground. My grandfather came back and told Sun Dog that there would be no such progress amongst the people. We would stay as we had, since the time when the Great Spirit first formed the land and the people. Sun Dog was outraged. He fought with grandfather in the way of our people, trying to take over leadership of the tribe. He failed, and as it is with our people, he was cast from the Circle to live out his life alone.”
“And then he led my grandfather here,” Luc concluded with shame.
“Yes.”
“And he wants revenge, doesn’t he. For being cast out.”
“No.” Waynsunmokwa’s voice was calm and almost prideful, but mixed with something Luc didn’t recognize.
“What?” Luc asked, confused.
“He wants what he thinks is best for our people.”
“Destroying this place is best?” Luc was incredulous.
“Progress, remember?”
“That progress will see the end of this place.”
“Yes.” Waynsunmokwa sighed, a long sound full of fatalism and regret. “But you don’t understand. My grandfather took Sun Dog and me aside and told us of his dream. The dream showed him two futures, one following the path of our people and one following Sun Dog’s path. Grandfather told us that both futures led to the end of this place. That is when they fought.”
“Both?”
“Yes. With or without progress, this place will disappear from the land, lost forever.”
“I don’t understand.”
“It’s alright. Sun Dog believes in what he’s doing, and that’s enough, for so do I.”
“I’m sorry, Waynsunmokwa. This is all my grandfather’s fault.”
“Not so,” the brave corrected.
“How can you say that? It was my grandfather’s men who brought the machines here. Dumont and the others, they’re the ones destroying the forest and killing your people.”
“And if it wasn’t them, would it not be someone else?”
Luc was silent. He knew the truth. As much as he despised his grandfather, as much as he wanted the old wretch dead, Waynsunmokwa was right. European greed was already seeing the end of so many things.
“I’ll still get us out of here,” Luc finally promised, still having no idea how.
“Unlikely.”
“No, really. I’ve seen it.”
“Seen it?” his companion asked, confused.
“Yes. For weeks now I had the same dream… over and over. Of a night… and snow… and being naked… and running.”
“Tell me all of it,” Waynsunmokwa said, his voice now full of something beyond curiosity. 
So Luc did. He spoke of his father and the wolves, the forest and the rivulet, the bear and the burial grounds. Waynsunmokwa never said a word. He simply listened, his breath deep and steady, as if he were focusing on some immense effort he was about to undertake. The Indian remained silent for a long while when Luc finished.
“Perhaps grandfather is right,” he said finally, “but at such a cost. He told me to fight Dumont’s men outside the Sacred Ground and allow myself to be captured. He knew what would happen.”
“What?” Luc asked, not sure he’d heard his fellow prisoner correctly.
“Nothing. You had a vision, a powerful one, and you may yet see it come to pass. Everything may depend entirely upon you.”
“I’d like to believe you, but you were right. I have no idea how to get out of this.”
Waynsunmokwa’s breathing quickened, as if he was straining at something, but Luc did not feel the brave move nor the ropes shift. There was a grunt and a groan from behind him, the groan rising in pitch and softening, as if coming from a distance or a much smaller throat.
Luc looked over his shoulder again, only to find that Waynsunmokwa was no longer there. He spun his head the other way and still saw nothing. “Waynsunmokwa?”
Silence.
He heard something he didn’t quite understand. It was like the sound of leather stretching and bones popping, and the sound filled him with uneasiness. He was afraid to look behind him, and his eyes grew wide with fear. “Waynsunmokwa?” 
Luc suddenly felt hands pulling at the ropes that bound him. His hands were released. He pulled them in front of him and rubbed his wrists, trying to get the circulation back into cold fingers. Steps sounded from behind him. Waynsunmokwa stepped before him, and for a moment, just a moment, Luc would swear that there was something wrong with Waynsunmokwa’s eyes, as if they belonged to a snake. 
The Indian blinked and stared down at Luc with normal, brown eyes, and his hair was now a glistening black in the lamplight. There were no marks on his face, and his eyes were no longer swollen.
“But how?” Luc asked in utter disbelief. 
Waynsunmokwa reached out a hand. “Come,” he said quietly. “It is time to run,” he added as he smiled.
Luc grasped the brave’s hand and stood. As their hands touched, Luc found himself filled with a warmth that dissolved the chill that had soaked into his bones. His strength was renewed, buoying his spirits in a way he’d never experience before. The Indian held up his hand, turned to the tent flap and pulled back a corner, peering out into the darkness. Turning back, he held up a single finger, reached behind Luc and turned the knob on the lamp. The light slowly faded down into darkness, and Luc was virtually blind.
“There is only one,” Waynsunmokwa whispered from the inky darkness. “And he appears to be asleep. Wait here. When you hear a bird call, I want you to step out of the tent, turn around the corner and run towards the moon. I will catch up. Understand?”
“Yes,” Luc said, and the lack of nervousness in his voice startled him.
Waynsunmokwa stepped quickly and silently through the tent flap. Luc heard the gurgling of someone having his wind cut off and then a rifle falling to the ground. He waited for what seemed like an eternity, and then he heard it: a warbling call of some bird that had no business being awake in the dead of night. Without hesitation he stepped through the flap as silently as he could and quickly darted around the corner of the tent. The snow under his feet bit at him, and the cold air washed over him like so much ice water. Crouching behind the tent, he scanned the darkness for any sign of Waynsunmokwa. There weren’t even footprints. Bewildered, he stared up at the sky and gazed at a full moon shining like a beacon over the forest. 
He bolted from the tent like a startled deer, sprinting past several more tents and out into the open, running through the wide field of tree stumps that lay behind Camp Poissant for several hundred meters. His breath came hard and heavy in his throat, his breath blasting out like the billowing of a steam engine, but he didn’t tire. The moon leading his way, he finally broke into the forest and headed for a deep ravine that he knew broke across his path. It was a three-meter gap that dropped down six meters into a small, rocky creek. Dumont’s men had cut logs to form a rough bridge for the cutters about thirty meters to his left. He didn’t stop. He didn’t even slow down. He simply kept running, and when he came to the edge of the ravine, he leapt. The strength granted him by Waynsunmokwa carried him over the gap, and he landed with a huff of air without slowing down.
Another twenty paces carried him past the bole of a large jack pine, and just as he neared it, an arm came out of the darkness behind the tree and slammed into his chest. The air blasted from his lungs with the blow, and his legs lifted off the ground. He did a complete backwards somersault, still sailing forwards, and landed face down, sliding through the snow.
Then he heard an Indian war call that carried back through the forest towards the camp. Luc rolled over in the snow and watched Sun Dog step out of the shadows. “I knew he would send you this way, Poissant,” the Indian said in French as he pulled both revolvers out. Both barrels were rising towards Luc when another shadow appeared and smashed into Sun Dog’s back. The pistols disappeared into the snow, and both Sun Dog and Waynsunmokwa stood up. The sound of men shouting and cutters starting up drifted from the camp.
“You and I must sort this out amongst ourselves, Sun Dog,” Waynsunmokwa said. “In the old way. Leave him to the white men,” he added, nodding to Luc.
“You could never beat me, little brother,” Sun Dog said simply, smiling with a certainty borne in years of victory.
“I don’t have to beat you, Sun Dog,” Waynsunmokwa said through deepening breaths, “but one never knows.”
“I’ll kill you this time, little brother,” he warned, and his shoulders appeared to grow before Luc’s eyes. “The days of sparring are over.” Luc heard the sound of ripping clothing and watched as Sun Dog’s shape flowed. His boots split, and his heels stretched away from the ground. His clothing tore away, replaced by thick, gray fur.
“It will be as it should,” Waynsunmokwa’s voice trailed off into a growl as his own body undertook a similar transformation, but his fur was white.
Both Indians transformed into massive timber wolves before Luc’s eyes, and then they leapt at each other, snarling. They crashed together, their heads flailing and lashing at each other, and then they came apart. They circled, and the white wolf seemed to drift backwards towards the ravine. Luc stood and watched in horror as the two massive wolves paced each other closer and closer towards the edge. Sun Dog leapt, but Waynsunmokwa merely rose up on his rear legs and took the charge. Sun Dog’s momentum carried them over the edge, both snarling and biting at each other as they disappeared into the ravine.
A pair of spotlights blazed through the trees and focused on Luc. The staccato crunch-thwang of three cutters coming up from the camp filled the night air, and then Luc heard The Bull starting up, it’s deep, timbering powerplant a stark contrast to the high-pitched chattering of the cutters.
Luc turned and bolted through the forest, the ancient jack pines becoming larger and larger as he ran, finally towering sixty meters above him. Patches of bright moonlight formed staccato islands amidst the black and gray that surrounded him. His feet crunched in the light snow that covered everything around. He could hear the cutters behind, chattering and stomping as they paced him. Bright shafts of white light glared from their searchlights, flickering past trees and occasionally flashing upon his pale flesh as they pursued after him. 
Terror drove Luc’s feet pounding through the forest, his raspy breath disappearing into the chill air that bit and clawed at his flesh. He spotted a rivulet that stitched its way through the trees, steam rising from its slowly rippling surface.
He changed course and angled towards the dark, snaking water that seemed to offer a familiar sense of sanctuary. Closer he drew, and as he approached the water’s edge, he felt the warmth rising from it, the same warmth he felt when he’d taken Waynsunmokwa’s hand. His feet kicked up the water, splashing across his bare skin. Hope and renewed strength filled him once again as he raced upstream, the sound of splashing drowning out the cutters that chased, but he felt them getting closer. 
Coming around a bend in the rivulet, his foot caught on a root hidden beneath the surface, and he went sprawling. His momentum carried him past the edge of the water to land in a shallow drift of freezing snow that burned. Luc heard the cutters behind, their pilots hollering in triumph, certain they were about to recapture their prisoner. His eyes wide in terror, he raised his head, gasping for air as the cold burned through his flesh. He stared directly into the muzzle of a massive grizzly.
Luc screamed. The beast was gigantic, and its muzzle, a silvery contrast to the rest of the dark brown fur, drew back into a snarl. A low growl rumbled from the beast like the beginnings of an earthquake drawing strength before shaking the world to pieces. The bear reared up upon its hind legs and let forth a sound of fury and defiance that made Luc’s body shudder with the force of it. The cutter pilots let loose, screaming and swearing as they closed in. Luc turned to see three dark, mechanical shapes clattering up through the darkness, their searchlights glowing like dancing suns. Luc closed his eyes and prepared himself for death.
He felt and heard the massive bulk of the grizzly leap over him, and the night was filled once again with his thunderous roar. Luc opened his eyes and saw the great beast land on the far side of the rivulet. It leapt directly towards the lead cutter. The man inside screamed, and in his terror didn’t raise the arms of the cutter to protect himself. The grizzly leapt again and crashed straight into the brass cockpit, knocking the whole machine over as the rear legs of the cutter crumpled with the weight. 
The other two cutters shifted their course and headed straight for the grizzly, but in the glow of their lights, Luc saw shadows fly out of the darkness. A great eagle dropped from above, its talons coming through the top of the cage and slashing at one driver while the bodies of wolves crashed in from the sides and began tearing into both remaining pilots. Their agonized screams filled the night, piercing shrieks that cut through the drone of the cutters. 
Perched atop the upturned cutter, the grizzly raised a massive claw and swiped down at the man trapped in the crushed cockpit. There was the sound of tearing metal, and Luc watched the top of the cage, the back of the cutter and the top of the man trapped inside disappear into the darkness with a flash of crimson trailing behind. Its engine went silent with a shudder of thrashing gears.
The grizzly leapt again, and the wolves that had been tearing the nearest pilot apart leapt away, disappearing into the darkness. The great mass of the bear landed upon the rumbling chassis of the cutter. It squatted down under the weight, and its engine went silent. Turning its massive head, the great bear stared at what was left of the other pilot. Blood covered the top of the cutter, splashed in buckets over the gleaming brass and steel. The eagle stood perched upon the bloody cage, its talons and beak covered in blood as well. With a huff from the grizzly, the eagle leapt from the cage and disappeared into the forest.
The bear walked purposefully towards the last machine, snarling and sniffing. The beast went berserk; it swatted at the front legs, bending them sideways and causing the cutter to tip forward. Another swipe tore the cockpit from its housing and sent it into the trees. The bear reared up and brought its massive front paws down onto the chassis. The steel and brass plates buckled. The engine sputtered and coughed with the impact. Again the bear reared up and came down with even more force, growling with madness. It pounded again and again upon the machine. The engine started squealing as its housing caved in around it. With one final impact, the engine and the last of the spotlights went dead. Darkness folded in around them, and Luc’s eyes strained to adjust.
That’s when they heard it: The Bull with Dumont inside as it crashed through the forest. Luc and the grizzly turned their heads to see twin lances of light a hundred meters off through the forest, coming at them. Closer and closer it came, its legs stomping and crushing the vegetation in its path. When it was within thirty meters, its searchlights started flashing back and forth over them. The lights stopped shifting with its movements and the torso swiveled slowly as it came to a halt, the lights tracking to focus on the wreckage that surrounded the grizzly and the crushed cutter beneath it.
Three massive wolves stepped out of the darkness and placed themselves between the grizzly and The Bull. The eagle came down and landed upon the grizzly’s shoulder. Thirty seconds passed, the engines of the machine rumbling while the white-haired pilot within calculated the damage illuminated in his headlights, wondering if his machine
could withstand a similar onslaught.
The engines revved up, The Bull turned in place and began walking back down the hill to disappear into the darkness. 
Luc’s eyes finally adjusted to the darkness. He watched all five animals turn to face him. He still sat in the snow, now shivering at the edge of the rivulet where he’d fallen. He gulped, thinking he was next. 
The eagle spread its wings, leapt and disappeared into the night. The three wolves howled in unison and then lit off up the hill. Only the bear remained. It lifted its massive paws off the ruined cutter and began walking up to the rivulet. There it stopped and gazed upon the pale, naked, shivering man before it. For long seconds it just stood there, watching Luc with strangely familiar eyes. With a huff, it threw its head to the side, motioning towards the top of the hill. Without another sound, it bolted, following in the path of the wolves and disappearing into the darkness.
Luc stood, bewildered, and stepped into the stream. The warmth filled him once again, washing away the cold. Running again, he began following the rivulet up, surrounded by the wispy, warm vapors that filled the moonlight whenever it shone through the massive trees around him. The ground started to rise steeply before him, lifting up towards a ridgeline and a wall of gigantic boles that cut off almost all view beyond them. They were close together, and beyond them Luc could just barely make out an open area beyond bathed in moonlight. The rivulet flowed more swiftly as it came down the hill, babbling and sparkling through a gap in the trees. The water poured through, originating from some place beyond. Luc headed for the opening, and as he drew closer he saw wooden structures beyond the line of massive trees. 
He passed between the last trees, slowing to a walk, and stepped out onto a wide, perfect circle hundreds of meters across formed by trees that towered seventy meters above. He followed the rivulet towards the center. Countless wooden burial platforms were arranged in concentric circles around the center. Atop each platform was a body wrapped in hides and bound with leather straps, each decorated with beads and feathers. He walked towards the center, gazing at the heads of each platform where the skull of an animal was bound. He saw bear and wolf and eagle; there were fox and caribou and deer and buffalo. At the center of the many circles was a small circle of stones, and from within that the water poured forth, bubbling up from the earth. 
Next to the head of the spring sat an ancient Indian in doeskins. He wore a square of bearskin draped around his shoulders. A fan of delicate, white feathers perched on his forehead, mostly covering his eyes, and his silver braids hung nearly to his waist, splitting an intricately beaded pattern of two concentric circles cut by a cross.
The old Indian spoke Ojibwe in a worried tone, “You are at a crossroads. The Great Spirit has reached out to you, and now you must decide. Without you, the Sacred Ground will perish forever.” 
“What must I do?” Luc asked, his eyes wide with fear.
“You must choose to follow in your grandfather’s footsteps but do so without becoming him. And to do that, you must drink.”
In a flash, Luc understood. He knew what he had to do. He kneeled down before the gurgling source of the rivulet and dipped his hands into it, reveling in the heat that poured into him through it. Cupping his hands, he scooped up some and held it to his face. The old Indian smiled and nodded his head. Luc drank deeply of the waters, and their warmth filled him, coursing through his body like fire. It blazed into his mind and he felt himself losing consciousness.
“We will speak again in the morning. Now dream.”
Luc dreamed of a storm and his grandfather and a smaller grizzly. All the while, his father watched in silence.
* * *
 
Luc woke to storm clouds and a light drizzle that had melted most of the snow. He was still naked, but not at all cold. He opened his eyes to see the water gurgling a few inches away. He sat up and looked at the old Indian who didn’t seem to have moved at all.
“There’s no turning back, is there,” Luc asked.
“No. Not for either of us.”
“I’m sorry for what my people have done.”
“Sorrow is of no value to either of us….” the old man started, sounding very much like Waynsunmokwa.
“… only action,” Luc finished for the old man and smiled. “You could fight them… the whites.”
“How can we stop the world?” the old man replied tiredly. “Even the strongest net cannot hold back a river. Do you see?”
Luc nodded, understanding the truth of it… of progress. “You’re leaving, aren’t you?” he asked after a long pause.
“We must, but it will take a long time to gather the energy… months… and then this place will fade away into the mists, lost forever to the Anishinabe nation… and even to the whites.”
“But preserved, right?”
“You understand,” the old man said.
“It’s something my father was trying to tell me. I didn’t understand at first, but now I do.” Luc stared deeply into the eyes of the old man. “You need me to buy you those months, don’t you?”
The Indian smiled but said nothing.
“Can you stop that machine? The big one? I don’t think that grizzly, as big as it is, will be able to peel open The Bull.”
The Indian looked up to the sky, and as if in answer, rain began to fall in earnest from the low, dark, simmering clouds that swelled and swirled overhead. All he did was smile.
They heard the sound of cutter chainsaws as they bit into massive boles. The thick trees had masked the approach of Dumont’s men, the remaining six cutters and Dumont himself, safe within the thick metal skin of The Bull, but the sound of the chainsaws chewing through the trees carried through the tree trunks and filled the great circle with a drone that tore at Luc’s heart.
“They’re here,” Luc said, fear creeping into his voice. “And it sounds like all of them.” He looked around, seeking a place to make a stand from… but only the wooden platforms surrounded him. “Will you and your people fight them here?”
“My people are hidden, far from here and safe.”
Luc’s jaw dropped. “You mean it’s just you and me?” The sound of the cutters had intensified, and Luc knew they would be felling the trees soon. 
The Indian smiled in response, shrugged off the bearskin from his shoulders, closed his eyes and began singing. The sound of wood cracking and creaking pricked up Luc’s ears, and he saw the tops of three trees begin swaying slightly at the far end of the circle, well away from where the rivulet exited.
All Luc could do was stare at the old Indian rocking in front of him and singing a rhythmic song the words of which Luc could not make out. They were not part of any of the languages he had learned and seemed vastly different from the base Anishinabe and its Ojibwe derivative. A wind stirred, swirling around both men and ruffling the feathers and leather straps of each burial platform.
The sound of splintering boles and shivering branches filled the circle. Luc stood and watched three trees begin to gracefully drift away from the tree line that surrounded them. He stared back at the old man who was now staring into the sky, the rain pouring over his face and his voice carrying upwards, causing the clouds to swirl even faster. Peering through the forest of platform supports, Luc saw all three trees disappear from view into the forest beyond. To his surprise, he saw the trunks lift up four meters, elevated upon a short but thick section of tree that had been cut elsewhere and dropped upon the ground for just that purpose. The shorter log held the three trees clear of the ground so Dumont’s men and machines could enter the burial grounds quickly.
Dumont’s men rushed in, all thirty of them, each with a rifle in his hands. They spread out, forming a line around the opening and peering through the wooden supports. Their eyes seemed to pass right over Luc and the old man. The six cutters came through, their engines chattering and their legs undulating as they crawled through and formed a picket line behind the riflemen. Luc could see one of the massive boles lifted from atop the log and shoved aside. The heavy drone of The Bull filled the circle of trees, echoing and rebounding, amplifying itself on top of the other engines. It stepped through, towering above the other machines.
“Forward!” Dumont’s voice broke upon them like thunder from the speaker set at its waist. “Leave nothing and no one standing!”
The formation moved forward in unison, and Luc watched in horror as the first of the burial platforms were knocked to the ground and trampled by first the men and then the cutters. A number of them were already destroyed when the old man’s voice rose over the grinding of the approaching machines. Luc turned and saw the old man’s face still turned to the sky, his eyes now glowing with a fierce inner light. He stood, raising his arms, his singing filling the circle like a wave that started pressing the men back. Wisps of light drifted away from his bright, glowing eyes, and the wisps scattered themselves upon the swirling wind, grasping onto the nearest shrouded figures atop the platforms. As the singing rose further in volume, the shrouds started glowing. The men and cutters stopped moving, each of them staring at the glowing bodies that filled the gloom with a bright, ghostly light.
The light intensified upon each shroud, and then, with a clap of thunder from the swirling clouds above, the glow that surrounded each shroud pulsed and shot into the skulls set at the head of each burial platform. Each and every skull dropped to the ground, and Dumont’s men watched in horror as every skull transformed into the living beast it had originally belonged to.
In an instant, the circle was full of beasts, and as one they turned towards the terrified lumbering crew and charged. Guns went off and animals flickered into non-existence, only piles of scattered bone fragments remaining. Metal claws clamped shut, and more animals flickered into non-existence. But the men were quickly overwhelmed. They screamed as they died, one by one, and their blood flowed across the sacred ground they had desecrated. The cutters lasted longer than the riflemen, but even they slowly fell before the onslaught. Finally, only The Bull remained, and its massive arms flailed and crushed and hewed at the beasts that threw themselves at it.
Finally, The Bull stood alone, triumphant, surrounded by a wide swath of bone scattered across the ground. The great machine rose to its full height and swiveled back and forth, scanning the circle. “Aha!” Dumont yelled from within the beast. “I’ve got you now!” Luc started moving back, but an old, wrinkled hand stopped him.
The old man began singing again, and the clouds above swirled even more fiercely. The Bull drew closer, its long stride closing the gap quickly. Luc started to shrink away and then noticed the old man’s eyes were glowing again. The feet of The Bull boomed as it approached, steel pounding into the earth and crushing everything it its path. 
And then the old man shouted at the sky.
The sky responded with a swirl of lightning that coalesced in the clouds directly above The Bull, coming down in a bolt as thick as a tree trunk and as bright as the sun. The thunderclap knocked Luc from his feet, and his eyes were blinded by the flash. Luc felt the air swirl around him harder and faster, and dust began pelting his naked skin, stinging and forcing him to cover his eyes. Faster and faster it went, and a droning sound of continuous thunder filled his ears.
The air ripped at his flesh, and he thought he would be consumed by it. And then, with a final clap of thunder, all was quiet. He opened his eyes and gasped. The old man was gone, but everything else was just as it had been when he had awakened before the gurgling water. The sky was overcast and a light drizzle spattered across his skin. The circle of trees was intact, and each burial platform was in place. He looked up to the sky and saw something fluttering down towards him. It fell at his feet, so he reached down and picked it up. It was the letter Dumont had shown him the night before.
* * *
 
Luc shaved his face clean and spent the night in his old tent, a long, dreamless slumber—the first in weeks. He woke the next day but decided to not put on his old clothes. He rummaged through the camp, found a pair of jeans in another tent, pulled those over his naked legs and then slipped his work boots over his bare feet. He sat upon a stump in the middle of camp, staring out at Lake Caumont and waited.
Several hours later, The Hercules came over the tree line. As it sailed towards Camp Poissant, Luc made a decision, smiled and pulled off his boots, followed by his pants. Pulling the letter from a pocket, he stared up at the approaching zeppelin and waited. 
The great airship came to a near-motionless position six meters off the ground, its fore and aft propellers maintaining its position quite easily in the still air. A platform in the belly of the gondola was lowered down on cables at its four corners, and Luc saw Captain Remillard, four of his crew and his grandfather standing in a small group at the center of the platform. It touched the ground and the cables went slack. All six men stared at Luc and then began looking around the camp. The crew wore light blue uniforms, the Captain’s set off by gold at cuff and collar as well as a tall, white captain’s hat. Luc’s grandfather wore a long, black woolen coat and a slim top hat that was perched atop the old man’s gaunt, grizzled skull. Wisps of white hair drifted from under the hat, but his face was clean, albeit long-wrinkled by anger and worry.
“Dumont!” Jean-Paul yelled. He was greeted only by silence. “Dumont!”
“He’s gone, grandfather. They all are.” Luc finally replied quietly. His face was a picture of serenity.
“Gone? What do you mean gone? Are they all up in the forest cutting? And why are you naked?” Jean-Paul turned to the captain. “Imbeciles! They knew I was arriving.”
“No, grandfather,” Luc corrected, his voice placid. “They’re gone… as in dead.”
The captain and his four men raised their eyebrows in surprise and focused their attention upon Luc. Jean-Paul turned slowly, his face a slight shade of purple.
“What do you mean?” he asked. “They can’t all be dead. Dumont is….”
“Dead.” Luc reiterated quietly. 
The old man picked up a smile in his grandson’s voice, and it unsettled him.
“What happened here, Luc?” Captain Remillard asked officiously.
“It seems the natives were restless, Captain,” Luc said slowly, as if he were conversing about a bright, sunny day
“Then how did you survive, you little piss-ant?” Jean-Paul almost shouted. Slight purple had changed to a deeper shade that exposed the pulsing veins in his temples.
“I was the only one not cutting anything down, grandfather… or killing anything,” and Luc didn’t hide the satisfaction in his voice.
The old man’s head cocked to the side, and his hat nearly fell from his head. “Insolent wretch! I told you to go put some damn clothes on!” he ordered.
“I don’t think I feel like taking orders from you today, old man,” Luc replied, stony resolve in his voice. Jean-Paul’s eyes narrowed, and he stood up straight, sizing up his grandson in a more calculating fashion than he ever had before. “Perhaps we should go for a walk… just the two of us,” Luc suggested with a smile. “I can show you what happened to your men.”
“Mr. Poissant, I don’t think that….” Captain Remillard started.
“Shut up, Captain,” Jean-Paul called over his shoulder, as he unbuttoned his coat. His eyes never left those of his grandson. “I’ve got the Delvigne here if we run into any… trouble.” Jean-Paul opened his coat and placed a hand on the revolver he always kept with him.
“Yes, sir,” the captain said quietly.
“After you, my boy,” Jean Paul added with a barely veiled smile upon his face.
Luc turned his back on his grandfather and began walking towards the forest. Luc led them along roughly the same path he and Waynsunmokwa had taken during their escape. This time, however, he aimed for the makeshift bridge used by the cutters and, after crossing over the ravine, turned back to the right, ending where the two great wolves had fought.
“This is far enough, don’t you think, grandfather?” Luc said quietly.
“I believe it is,” the old man said with malice seeping through his words. 
Luc heard the sound of a pistol coming slowly out of a holster and a hammer being pulled back. He turned around calmly and held out the letter he’d had folded tightly in his hand, the paper just brushing up against the Chamelot-Delvigne pistol held extended and pointing at Luc’s belly.
“What have you got there?” Jean-Paul asked. His eyes narrowed to slits and he reached out, snatching it from Luc’s hand. Luc stepped back as Jean-Paul shook the folded paper out and started reading it, the pistol never wavering. “Bah! So you know. Its better that you do. At least you’ll know why I had to put you down, you worthless cur.”
“Actually, grandfather, I wanted to thank you.”
“Eh?” Jean-Paul was decidedly confused.
“I’ve finally become what you always wanted, grandfather… just not in the way you expected.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, boy,” the old man growled. “You still believe this place should be saved and concern yourself with a bunch of doomed primitives. Look at all this money just waiting to be torn from the earth.” He spat at Luc’s feet. “You’re no grandson of mine! I only wish you’d died rather than Dumont. He was a man fit to be my heir!”
“But grandfather, isn’t it you who preaches that one must be willing to do anything to achieve one’s goals?” Luc thought of the dead wolf held by a cutter. He thought of Waynsunmokwa appearing before him fully healed in the tent before their escape and the brave’s transformation after. He thought of the great bear that tore the cutters to pieces. He thought of the rivulet he’d drunk from and fire that coursed through his body. And then he thought of his murdered father…. and the fire coursed through him once again.
“I do at that… but you don’t have any goals, you pathetic little fop.”
“Oh, but I doooo….” Luc’s voice trailed off into a deeper, inhuman growling sound, growing in volume as his body changed. The pistol went off, once, twice… the slugs burying themselves deep into Luc’s belly, but it was too late. He kept growing and changing. 
For the first time since he was a boy, Jean-Paul Poissant was terrified. Already Luc’s body was covered with dark brown fur, and he had grown a foot, with an elongated muzzle and jet-black eyes now peering down upon Jean-Paul from above bared, snarling teeth. Jean-Paul was transfixed with terror, unable to believe what his grandson was becoming before his very eyes. 
The beast started shaping words. “We… just… have… different… goals…,” Luc managed to get out before the transformation took him completely. His body towered over Jean-Paul now, four meters of bristling grizzly full of blood lust and vengeance.
* * *
 
The captain of The Hercules stared down at the tattered remains of Jean-Paul Poissant, his eyes calculating possibilities in silence. He then looked at Luc who stood before him, now wearing jeans and work boots. Luc had dragged the remains back to camp and dropped them at the base of the platform. 
“My grandfather and I were attacked by a grizzly bear, Captain Remillard,” Luc explained. “I survived. My grandfather did not. His pistol must have frightened the bear off as it attacked him. I believe you work for me now, n’est-ce pas?” 
Captain Remillard, an honest and honorable man, looked into the young face of Luc Poissant and saw a hardness that he’d not seen in Luc’s father and never expected to see in Luc. Remillard knew what sort of man Jean-Paul was and had heard the rumors about the demise of Luc’s father. He could only hope that Luc, possessed now of his grandfather’s hard eyes, was still possessed of his father’s kind heart. “Yes, Mr. Poissant.” 
Luc stepped up onto the platform and motioned for the captain to join him. 
“Your grandfather?” Captain Remillard asked, looking back at the bloody corpse. 
“Leave it,” Luc said. “Let the wolves feast.” They stepped upon the platform and rose into The Hercules, leaving Jean-Paul to the forest he so desperately wanted to possess. 
“Can I trust you, Captain Remillard?” Luc asked. 
“I serve the company, sir, and the Poissant family. I therefore serve you.” The captain stood up straight and saluted. “Yes. You can trust me.” 
“Then I want you to hire thirty decent men. Offer them double a normal day’s pay and feed them well. Spare no expense.” 
“To do what, sir?” the captain asked, disbelief filling his face. 
“To guard Camp Poissant for three months.” 
“That’s all?” 
“They are to guard it with their lives from any and all outsiders but must leave the natives alone and in utter peace. Any man caught hindering or hurting natives is to be shot. Can you ensure that this happens?” 
“I… believe I can,” the captain answered, slightly confused. 
“Good, because in three months time I will come back. I will know if you have done as I’ve asked. If the place has been guarded and the natives unharmed, I will give you The Hercules to do with as you please. Use it in my name or consider it a retirement gift.” 
“Sir!” the captain replied, shocked but delighted. 
“And if I find out that the Indians or the forest have been harmed,” Luc turned his head and stared into the captain’s eyes, “I’ll tear you to pieces and feed you to the wolves.” 
Captain Remillard swallowed hard, thinking back to what had been left of Jean-Paul Poissant. “I understand, sir. It will be as you ask.” 
“Then take me to Montreal. I’m done here for now, and I must return to France to begin undoing all my grandfather has done in the name of progress.”
As they lifted off, Luc looked through the wide windows of the command deck, and for a moment, just a moment, he thought he saw an old man standing at the edge of the forest between great, white wolf a massive grizzly bear with a gray muzzle and his father’s eyes.
THE END
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Iron Angel 
 
by Cayleigh Hickey (Wisconsin, USA)
 
DERYN
 
I love dreaming that I can fly... until I wake up tangled in the sheets on my bed in the room that has been my home for the past sixteen years of my miserable, wingless life. Every inch of these walls makes me want to scream, so perfectly I’ve memorized them. The sprawling, luxurious bed my father built when I was six, with its dark, sweet-smelling wood and its gauzy white canopy; I want to tear it all to shreds and demolish the room that has been my prison.
The only small comfort I can find in glancing around it is in Corbin’s drawings. They’re everywhere, pinned to the walls, stacked on my nightstand, dangling from the ceiling. Pictures of me, of him, of the townspeople, of the forest that lies just outside my balcony but is as untouchable as the sky the rest of my race soars through on beautiful, glossy wings I’ll never have. The pictures depress me sometimes, but they’re nearly all I have, so I hold them close.
I’ve got Corbin’s pictures… and Corbin. They’re the only things that will ever put a smile on my pale, elfin face.
After waking, I lie in bed for long, tense minutes until I absolutely can’t stand it anymore—until I know the sanity of walking will outweigh the agony of it. It takes a full quarter-hour for me to drag myself up and hobble, step by excruciating step, over to the balcony adjoining my room where I collapse against the rail, taking all the weight I can off my fragile legs. Even this, the most freedom I can have, drives an awful reminder deep into my heart. My balcony is the only one of hundreds that has or needs a railing, for a painfully obvious reason.
If anyone besides me were to fall, they’d have five hundred feet to spread their wings and fly to safety. I don’t imagine flapping my arms all over Hell would offer much lift, and a soft landing it wouldn’t be. My legs would shatter, even if my spine or skull didn’t. Hell, my legs would crumble if I fell the ten feet to my living room. By design, my people are born with weak legs. We aren’t supposed to need them much, after all—we’re supposed to be able to fly. There’s a few keywords there—supposed to be.
I’m an anomaly: twisted and malformed. I came into this world without wings and with nothing to compensate for the loss of them. I was sick—still am. My bones are even frailer than most—they’re like glass. I can’t walk faster than a crawl and could never run any more than I could fly. There’s no going anywhere, no doing anything. My dad put together a ladder leading to the lower floor of my house, but only on a good day can I manage that, and I have very few of those. 
I peer through the sturdy, utilitarian rail at the beautifully vast world sprawled out before me and contemplate screaming. It’s positively gorgeous, all of it, and I can reach none of it: the trees that soar as high as my sister can, with their lovely, gnarled trunks a mile thick; the houses that wrap around them like chains, strung with moss and flowers that ooze colors so vibrant they hurt my eyes; the leafy canopy hanging overhead, fluttering in a breeze I can’t feel this far down, offering tantalizing glimpses of clear blue sky, bits like broken eggshells. I can see a few of my people dancing with the clouds, their outstretched wings just as stunning as the torturous vista engulfing me.
Screaming seems all the more tempting. 
“Deryn?” It’s my mother calling, and I’m tempted not to answer. She’ll find me within moments; I can’t exactly hide anywhere. But I call back anyway, because I know how much she frets over me. She’s convinced that I’m going to tumble right off of the balcony, even though the railing could halt a charging bull, and I’m not that clumsy. Weak, maybe, but plenty coordinated enough to keep my feet on the ground, exactly where I wish they weren’t.
“I’m out here!”
She flutters through my room to where I sit, her feet barely grazing the ground I suffered over. My mother is ridiculously lovely: all long, lanky limbs and shiny red curls that I might’ve been envious of if I hadn’t already been so distorted. As it is, my plain, dark hair is the least of my discontents. 
“Good morning sweetie,” she says, leaning down to give me the lightest of hugs, afraid I’ll break in her arms. I know she’s being careful not to let her wings brush my skin, and part of me is grateful while the rest roils with irritation. They’re huge and dark brown, with just the faintest dusting of white peeking out from underneath. They’re elegantly beautiful, and they could’ve been mine. My sister got them. I got nothing.
“Morning mom,” I mumble back, making it more one word than two. I pull my arms back and tuck them tightly over my chest, crumpling bits of my silky white nightgown between my fingers. 
“Do you want anything to eat?” she asks, crouching beside me so that that the tips of her pinions brush the wooden floor. “There’s some stew leftover from last night, or I can make you something else….”
She lets her voice trail off to leave the statement as a question. I answer with a gentle shake of my head and a noncommittal sound that could be taken a dozen different ways. My mother frowns, distraught by my sullenness. “Alright then....” she struggles upright with a groan, her legs despising her for making them bear so much weight. She presses a feathery kiss to the top of my head. “Let me know if you need anything. Is Corbin coming by at all?”
I sigh, wishing she hadn’t asked but knowing all along that she would. It wasn’t like the answer wasn’t the same everyday lately. “I don’t know,” I enunciate, trying to bang the idea into her head. “He might. I don’t know.”
My mom walks away and leaves it there, and for that, at least, I’m thankful. A few weeks ago I wouldn’t have minded her asking—a few weeks ago my answer would’ve been an undoubted, unshakable yes. It used to be that everyday Corbin would fall to my balcony with a huge, manic grin, a folder of sketches under one arm and a breakfast for two hanging from the other. I’d clamber out of bed to meet him. If it was a bad day, he’d come to me, and we’d sit in my room for hours eating and talking and laughing as he told me about the world, drawing pictures in the air with his fingers and on paper with the pencil that was forever perched behind his ear. 
But now... there are days when he doesn’t show at all, and when he does, it’s never for more than an hour. There’s something different now in the way he carries himself, some sort of apprehension. Either he or I have built a wall between us, and I can’t, for the life of me, tell how thick it is… or if I can bring it crashing down if I just try hard enough. 
Forty-five minutes I wait for him there, my legs dangling off into space through the gaps in the railing, my chin pillowed on my forearms, my eyes scanning the skies for any glimpse of his dark wings and hair. When my limbs start to fall asleep, I admit defeat and haul myself back inside, gritting my teeth through it all. 
CORBIN
 
Sarika is just about the craziest, most eccentric woman on or off the face of the planet, but she’s the best bet if you’re trying to hunt down something city-side. And my tall order of metal plating, pipes, motors and a dozen other gizmos is definitely up her alley. 
She has everything you could ask for buried in the massive cave of wonders she calls home. She goes into the city, her wings glamoured from human sight, and trades with the best inventors she can find. She gives them magic secrets and returns for what they make from them. 
There are people who hate her, who think she’s meddling in the timeline of humanity, giving them things that are too advanced for them to handle. But everything she has works, and that’s all I care about. 
“What is it you’re looking for this time?” she asks as she sifts through a heap of screws and bolts, tucking some away into the pockets of her apron and binning others. She’s wearing men’s trousers and a shirt that hang like a pillowcase over her bony frame, her white wings peeping from frayed holes. There’s a pair of thick goggles perched atop her head, cushioned by her graying blond hair. 
“I need another motor,” I explain, casting my eyes around the shop. There’s metal and glass everywhere, from twisted hunks of iron to delicate aluminum framework to decorative designs in silver and gold. “Lighter than the one you gave me last time.”
Sarika bites her lower lip, centering the glasses that are eternally slipping down her nose. “Hmm, I’m nearly positive that was the lightest I have,” she says, her brows knitting together with thought. “I’ll look though. Maybe there’s something hiding from me.”
Clattering like a metal man, Sarika wades down the aisle, stepping carefully over fallen bits of shrapnel and weaving her arms through contraptions hanging from the ceiling, raw ideas made into wood and iron flesh: a long, thin tube with narrowed ends and flat, featherless wings poking from either side; a wire box with four wheels running along on air. These are things Sarika will show to the humans, things they will build long before they would’ve thought of them themselves. 
Sarika is a million miles ahead of me, clanging through her workshop, and I have to scramble to catch up with her. She stops in front of a series of shelves, and I’m moving so carelessly that only a frantic pin-wheeling of arms keeps me from running right into her.
The shelves she’s contemplating are packed full of gadgets and hardware of all shapes and sizes, twisted and smooth, fragile and sturdy. I can’t count them all, but she runs her eyes over them with the air of someone glancing over a collection of books they know by heart. It sounds like she’s murmuring something under her breath, but I can’t make out anything concrete.
She lets out a triumphant breath, and her nimble fingers dart forward, digging out something about the size of a baby’s head and about as lumpy. She dumps it into my open hands, and I weigh it tentatively, not daring to get my hopes up until my mind has fully registered the feather-lightness… and then those hopes soar right off.
* * *
 
When I alight on our front step, the first thing I hear after the rush of flying fades is someone arguing, her words pointed and tipped with venom. Fluttering inside with the bag of parts dangling from my shoulder, I find my brother Bran in the middle of the living room. He’s tall and intimidating, even slouching as he is, cowering in the face of a pint-sized, whip-thin fireball that looks like she could as much do damage to him as a fly could to a buffalo. Her twiggy arms cut through the air like knives, illustrating some grand point that apparently my brother can’t get through his head.
“Well where the hell is he?” she rants, cutting off with disturbing suddenness as the creaking of the shutting door interrupts. Whirling on the tips of her toes, her skirts fanning out about her knees and her wild, crimson hair flaring around her pale, freckled face, she glares at me angrily. “There you are.”
It’s Arlette, Deryn’s older, tinier, scarier sister. The woman that would hardly come up to my shoulder is overflowing with bloodlust, all of it directed straight at me. I don’t dare say anything, knowing that she’ll take the reins without any prodding. 
“Where the hell have you been disappearing to for the last three weeks?” she shrieks, hands flying instantly to her diminutive hips. Folded at her back, the dark brown feathers of her wings are ruffling with anger. Only when she’s this furious can you see any familial resemblance between her and Deryn. They have the same frown, the same quirk of wrinkling their noses and drawing their eyebrows together.
“What do you mean?” I ask, figuring that feigning ignorance is the best plan of action here... acting like I have absolutely no idea whatsoever about the elephant in the room she’s referring to.
“You know exactly what I mean,” she says, shooting me full of glares. “You’ve hardly been to see Deryn in nearly a month. She’s going to go mad soon if she doesn’t have anyone to talk to!”
Now I know exactly what she’s talking about, and I know that I would never consider abandoning Deryn to her miserable fate, but I can’t figure any other way to get Arlette out of my hair. I’ll have to feign cruelty, callousness, all the things I never ever show. 
I don’t dare tell her the truth without knowing how she’ll react. There’s every possibility she’ll stop me now, that she’ll dash Deryn’s last hope without a second thought. If she doesn’t trust me enough, all she’ll see is her sister in danger, and she won’t stand for that. So I cross my arms and try on the most withering look I can manage. “I’m not her keeper,” I say, trying to channel some of Arlette’s irritation into my voice. She’s got plenty to spare. “It’s not my job to check in on her twenty-four-seven.”
This stops her short. I don’t know what she was expecting me to say, but it definitely wasn’t that. “I....” There’s a long pause during which her mouth closes and opens again, gaping like a dying fish. “Well then,” she finishes with a huff, tugging at her skirt with fingers made clumsy by shock. I think she might be trying to smooth out some wrinkles, but if she is, it’s a lost cause—she’s just making them worse.
Hiking her chin, she glances over her shoulder at Bran who’s staring like the idiot he is. She tosses him a terse nod before blazing past me towards the door. I doubt her bony shoulder clipping my upper arm as she passes is any sort of accident.
Arlette pauses at the threshold without looking back, fingering the doorframe. “I always thought you were a better boy than that. I guess I was wrong.” Then she’s gone, and Bran collapses onto the old couch, his long spider legs dangling over the end.
There’s a strange look on his face, caught in a fight between anxiety and pain. “Thanks for not telling her,” I mumble, knowing that he must’ve borne the brunt of Arlette’s anger before I came and knowing exactly how hard that must’ve been for him. After all, he’s been head over heels in love with her since he was a gangly twelve-year-old that hadn’t yet grown into his height.
“No problem Corbin,” he breathes, running a big hand over his face, pushing back the long, messy fringe that just loves
to fall in his eyes. He sends me a tired grin, and for someone like Bran who hands out his smiles like war rations, that means something. “I’m not that much of a sellout. Did you get the last part you needed?”
I bob my head, hiking the bag off my shoulder and ripping open the drawstring. My fingers search for the motor and find it easily, holding it out for him to see. 
“It’s twice as light as the other one,” I say, unable to keep the edge of juvenile excitement from my voice. It is a very neat toy resting in my hands, even though the small knot of metal and gears may not look like much. “This thing might actually work.” 
There’s a glimmer of madness in my brother’s eyes to match my own as he hauls himself over, his eager fingers absorbing the motor’s surface. He picks it up, weighing it in the palm of one hand. “It might,” he whispers, every word drenched in disbelief. “It actually might.”
DERYN
 
It’s been a month now since Corbin’s been here for any longer than a quarter of an hour. It feels like pixies snuck into my room in the middle of the night and sawed off the top of my skull so they could steal my mind. I used to always be scared as a child that they would do just that, and now it seems like the fear has finally become reality. I can hardly think anymore. Corbin was the one who made the world I hardly knew make sense, and now everything’s gone wonky. 
Arlette stops by to visit more, but it isn’t the same—listening to my tiny, emotional sister rattle off stories—as it would be listening to my best friend do the same. Maybe you think I’m pathetic, going so crazy over something so small in the grand scheme of everything, but you have no idea. You don’t know what it’s like to be so completely imprisoned and have your link to the outside world severed.
You don’t know.
CORBIN
 
I can picture Deryn laughing at me as I truss up a stack of books like a present, my fingers fumbling at the knots they can’t seem to manage. The thought makes me ridiculously sad. Even if I had a perfectly good reason for not visiting these last few weeks... that doesn’t make me miss her less. The build has needed my full attention, and I couldn’t risk letting something slip or forgetting to take a sketch out of my folder, but still.... I wish she was here now, sitting on the end of my bed like I’ve sat so many times on the end of hers. Maybe, if this works, she’ll be here before long. If she forgives me.
No, no, I know she’ll forgive me. 
The image of the smile that I know will break across her cheeks keeps my hands moving, dragging the books across the floor because they’re too heavy for me to lift on my own. They weigh as much as Deryn does, or as much as I remember she did. Hopefully she hasn’t put on much weight since then. 
Bran walks in from outside to give me a hand, and together we manage to haul the ballast onto the balcony where my baby is waiting. It’s not literally my baby, of course, but it might as well be. It’s been swallowing my blood, sweat and tears for four weeks now and consuming my mind for three times as long. 
I can hardly believe that it’s sitting here, in front of my own eyes, completely finished. It’s beautiful, with wooden bones and metal skin, clockwork organs and a leathery smile.
They’re the wings of an iron angel. They’re Deryn’s wings, or they will be: if they fly now, if they can bear the weight and keep on going. My people don’t have any specific god like the humans do, but I send out a prayer towards the general vicinity of the sky, figuring that it can’t hurt any.
“You ready?” Bran asks me, setting the stack of books in front of the wings and wiping his hands on his trousers, leaving greasy smears where his fingers were. 
Bran was the one who was at my side every second, warning me away from stupid mistakes, advising on the shape of the feathers, the positioning of the motor and throwing in an extra bit of muscle when brute strength was needed. The idea might’ve spawned from my head, but he built the contraption as much as I did. I still haven’t quite figured out how to thank him.
I nod and set to work affixing the books so there’s not a chance they could fall if they tried. As I finish, I rise to my feet and flutter my wings a little, my toes just barely brushing the ground. Leaving one wing for Bran, I take the other, and together we lift it up and over the balcony’s edge. Even though I know its weight down to the gram, it feels shockingly light in my hands, probably because Bran’s taking more than his share of the burden, like always. 
The books don’t plummet, and neither do either of us, though the art of hovering level has taken on new difficulty. We manage though, and I’m the one that frees one hand to pull the motor’s ripcord, setting it coughing and chugging with reassuring regularity. It might work. It might fly.
The wings, with their sculpted aluminum feathers, start to whisper back and forth, faster and faster, until Bran and I are ducking every which way to avoid been smacked upside the head. The motor is snarling like a living beast now, curls of smoke polluting the air.
“Ready?” I ask. I can see people peering out of their windows and stealing onto balconies to watch with huge, curious eyes. I hear children shouting and laughing, and I know they’re pointing. Maybe they think we’re mad. Probably they do, and probably we are, but I start counting down anyway when I catch Bran’s nod.
“Three, two, one!”
And without another word we let go, our fingers uncurling at the same moment, our wings twitching in anticipation of a dive that’s never necessary.
Because it flies. 
DERYN
 
I’m lying on my bed on top of the blankets, my head propped up against the headboard, when my favorite voice breaks the non-silence of the forest at midday.
“Is the ceiling really all that interesting?” he asks, sending my neck snapping upwards. My gaze locks onto the entrance to my balcony where he’s waiting. He looks just the same as ever, if a little wearier. There are darkish purple rings hanging under his sky-blue eyes, a pale undertone lurking beneath his sun-browned skin. His arms are hanging limply at his sides, his palms turned outward in a gesture of peace. The set of his shoulders is hopeful as he stands completely, utterly still, waiting for me to make the first move.
That move takes a minute, because first I have to work through the surprise that has flash-frozen my thoughts. It’s been so long since I’ve seen him, I mean, really seen him… like this. No walls wrapped around him, no apprehension hiding in his eyes. My instinct is to jump to my feet and fling myself into his arms, but even if I could do that without fracturing something vital, I’m wary. I have no explanation of his disappearance, and I’m not sure how angry I am with him yet. Maybe he had good reasons, but until he shares them, I think I’ll stay right here, thank you very much.
“Not gonna talk to me, are you?” he asks, and I know he’s expecting no answer, so I give none. I just sit up a little straighter, folding my hands into my lap as I watch him, waiting. “That’s okay; I didn’t really expect you to.” He takes half a dozen steps forward until he’s barely a yard from me, approaching like I’m prey that’ll bolt any second—as if I could bolt. That’s almost funny.
“I’m sorry, Der,” Corbin says, real pain and remorse saturating his voice, care weighing down his nickname for me, the one I don’t let anyone but him use. “I’ve been really, really busy. I’ve been building something, and I couldn’t risk you finding out about it until it was finished.” He polishes off the sentence with a sweet, white grin, shocking my defenses. “It was a surprise; I didn’t want to ruin it.”
That brings a withering look surfacing from under my impassive mask. “I can’t imagine any surprise that would be worth a full month of near-solitude.” I shake my head, knowing he can’t imagine, can’t step into my shoes and see exactly what I’m getting at. No one could, so I can’t really blame him for it. “I’ve being going insane here, Corbin. There are times when I think I already am. I can’t imagine anything you could’ve made that I would have chosen over your company, had I known.”
And I really, truly can’t. Corbin’s companionship is one thing I will never, ever be able to put a price on, because he has no obligation to me, and we both know it. He spends time with me—or did—out of a genuine like of me, out of compassion, and—I might as well admit it—there was some pity there, at the beginning at least. I would never even consider trading something as precious as his true, pure friendship away. 
The smile he gives me is unhinged, the sparkle in his eyes just as strange. I wonder if he’s joined my spiral into madness. “Of course you haven’t imagined it,” he says, not like I’m an idiot but with an irrepressible excitement that has me intrigued. “I’m the only one crazy enough to do it.”
When he reaches out a hand to help me up, I take it without question. I don’t know if anything could ever make me stop trusting him. I’d probably jump from a thousand foot cliff if he was right there beside me, fingers wrapped around my own. 
Clearly pleased with my reaction, he takes nearly all of my weight as he leads me along. First, off the bed and onto my feet and then, more slowly, across the open floor. I can feel him pulsing
with exhilaration, and it’s got me shaking too. 
I ponder and ponder what he could’ve possibly built, but I can’t think of anything. He hasn’t really given me much to work off of, except that whatever it is, it’s insane and wonderful. 
I realize that it’s not just the two of us there when we’re halfway across my room. I can hear a set of pacing footsteps that clashes with our own. And, if I listen hard enough, I can hear someone whistling, low and soft, under his breath. I’m eighty-percent sure I know who it is when we cross the threshold, and then it jumps the extra twenty-percent to make it an even hundred. 
Bran tosses me a wave and one of his rare smiles from where he’s leaning against the rail. I make a move to smile back, but then the entirety of my attention is stolen away by something waiting just to his left: something amazing, something beautiful, something that tears a squeal from my gaping lips. 
A pair of wings built from wood and leather and metal, covered in layer after layer of perfectly wrought feathers. The sun beats down, setting the edges aglow with light, turning the silvery surface to deep orange-gold, the color of phoenix wings. There are no words to capture the beauty before me.
I’m even more floored when I realize... these are meant for me. I see the motor strapped to the back, and I know that they will fly, that they will bear me as they do so. This is Corbin’s secret—he’s been building me my freedom.
Before he can say anything, I spin around and pull him into the tightest hug my fragile arms can stand and press my lips to his in a moment of whimsy. “Thank you,” I say, the words shaking as they fall from my mouth just as badly as the rest of me is. I think my mind’s stopped working, because all I can do is say “thank you” over and over and over again.
Corbin is grinning at me, gentle color flushing his pale cheeks as he takes both my hands in his and leads me over to the where the wings are resting. They’re even lovelier up close. My breath catches in my throat, and my eyes prickle with the forerunners of a flood, no matter how ridiculous I know that is. Why the hell should I feel like crying now?
“I hope you forgive me, Der,” he says, watching from behind as he lets me go, lets me sink to my knees and explore every inch of his invention, my eyes wide and shimmering. I want words for this moment, but no matter how hard I search, I find none. “I figured it would be more special this way.”
And I’m just giggling like an idiot, my hands resting atop the motor, the sun warm on my cheeks. “Can I fly?” I plead, beaming up at him and Bran who’s lurking and snickering behind his shoulder. 
Corbin laughs a laugh that morphs into a smile as he crouches down beside me. “’Course you can,” he says, reaching around my hands so he can get a good grip on the leather backing. Bran joins him, holding onto the wingtips so that, together, they can lift it off the floor and maneuver it around to my back. I stand and spread my arms in anticipation for the straps that come up onto my shoulders, the whole thing sitting like a backpack. I bear as much of the weight as I can. Bran easily takes the rest so that Corbin can focus, tightening me into the harness until the leather straps are on the verge of suffocating me, and I have to tell him to stop.
Corbin nods at me and then at Bran who tears at something attached to the wings. I feel my torso jerk, and the motor grumbles against my back. I cough as a puff of greasy smoke ventures down my throat. 
Hands on my shoulders, holding me fast, Corbin appraises me with his eyes as the wings begin to flutter, growing lighter as they start to support their own weight. I hear Bran fumble out of the way.
“I tested these with some weight, so there shouldn’t be a problem,” Corbin says, each word slow and steady. “But if there is, Bran and I will catch you, I swear. We won’t let you fall.”
I bob my head, not in any sort of mindset to care about my own well-being.
He shows me a set of dials affixed to the straps. “This one will let you go higher,” he explains, pointing to the larger one. “This one will drop you down,” he adds, indicating the smaller. “You’ll need one of us to come to a complete stop, okay?”
I’m just nodding and nodding, so eager to fly that I might shake my way right out of the harness. 
“Alright then.” Corbin lets me go and hops easily onto the edge of the railing, holding out a hand to help me up. I take it gratefully and stand there a moment, my bare toes hanging off into the abyss. “Let’s hope this works so your parents and Arlette don’t have anything to kill us about, yeah?”
I snort and flip up the big dial, my teeth chattering as the wings work so hard my feet are already slipping away from the wooden rail. I’m nearly hovering, and it feels amazing, but it’s not enough.
I was born to fly, and instead I’ve been grounded all my life.
I throw myself off the edge, laughter torn carelessly from my lips as I spread my arms to catch just that extra bit of air....
And I fly free of my cage on iron angel’s wings. 
THE END
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Living
 
by Lynette Mejia (Louisiana, USA)
 
“Hush now,” I say to the baby, holding her tiny little body next to mine. It's dark in here, smoky from the cheap tallow candles, but at least it's warm. Outside its cold and slushy-rainy, not what most people think of when they think of New Orleans, but it happens.
Through the thin walls I hear Mama going about her business, the soft grunts and snarling voices of the men who give us money to eat. She comes in a couple of times a day to drop off a few pennies—her share after the boss man, Mr. Leblanc, takes his cut for expenses—and I drop them into the rusted coffee can we keep in the corner. Every few days we have enough money to buy enough food for a stretch.
The baby fidgets in my arms, feverish and hungry. Mama bound up her tits after the baby came, 'cause she said men don't want a whore that spills milk. I've been feeding the baby watered down gruel one drop at a time from my fingertips, but it's never enough. She's always hungry and fussing… and so thin. Sometimes I lay awake at night and cry, wishing I was older, wishing I had a way to feed her better, wishing she was mine for real. Wishing don't make things so, though, does it?
A while later Mama comes in. She goes to the washstand and pours some water into the big bowl, using a rag she keeps hanging there to clean herself up. There's a hard look in her eye, and her mouth is tight and drawn, so I know the last one must have been rough and really dirty. Mama can't stand to be dirty.
She spits in disgust. “I hate the smell of 'em,” she says by way of explanation. “The ones from the docks—they always smell of fish and shit.” After a few minutes she rinses out the rag and hangs it back on the hook above the mirror, carrying the basin to the window before dumping it out into the alley below. Faintly I can hear the splash of it crashing down into the mud of the street. When she turns I can see a faint ring of purple swelling up around her left eye.
From her skirt pocket she pulls out a handful of coins, pouring them into my hand as she takes baby Sarah from my arms. “Go take these and get us some supplies,” she says, gesturing with her head to the doorway. “A little milk and some porridge and bread if they have it.” Sarah whimpers, just a tiny coo of sound, and Mama stares down at her as if she's an alien thing. Without looking at me she adds, “Don't forget my tobacco.” She sighs, bouncing the baby and staring out the window into the rain, and I can tell she is very, very tired. 
I grab my coat from the hook beside the door, a threadbare thing that used to belong to Fat Annie, one of the whores who died last year. At least it's big enough, and it's warm. Mama and I share it, since we rarely go out together anyway. In the hallway I pass chamber pots and men waiting their turn. “How much, darlin?” a soot-stained man with greasy black hair asks, fingering my clothing as I walk by. I wonder myself. How much? How much longer before Mr. Leblanc won't listen to Mama anymore, and I have to go to work to earn my keep? So far she's been able to hold him off, since she's one of the hardest workers and earns him a lot of money. Still, he's a greedy man, and I know it. He won't let me off forever. One day soon I'll have to have an answer ready when I get that question, and I wonder what will happen to baby Sarah then.
Outside the air is cold and icy, but I breathe deep and relish it, because the temperature keeps the smell down. Today it smells only faintly of the shit and piss that clog the gutters and slime-coat the muddy streets. I even catch a tiny whiff of the Mississippi, faintly fishy but much better than the thick swill it becomes in summertime. The cold washes the air and makes it breathable again, and I'm thankful for the few minutes I get to be out in it. 
Overhead a zeppelin moves, creating a giant shadow that covers the street. They come and go, great silent beasts that seem to patrol the city day and night. The men in the bar downstairs told Mama that people travel on them, go from city to city and even across the ocean much faster than horses or boats could make the journey. Sometimes I like to think that I'll ride on one someday, but I'm scared of heights, so I can't really imagine ever having the courage.
The grocery is down on the lower end of Decatur, and to make the time stretch I take a route that winds down past the fancier shops at the upper end of the Quarter. It's Saturday, shopping day for the ladies with money and well-to-do husbands. Gas lamps burn above the entryways, even though it's the middle of the afternoon, and the brass fittings on the doors gleam like gold in the warm light. I walk slowly, careful not to actually stop, and stare through the spotless glass panes as the women laugh and twirl in their new frocks. One window frames a tick-tock shop, the display full of intricately designed watches, scientific instruments and writing machines operated by tiny clockwork creatures that move in jerky, repetitive fashion. In another, a stack of wildly colored chocolates arranged like clouds and stars glitter in piles, and I wonder if their faint twinkling in the light is due to real gold dust. I stop, forgetting myself for a moment, and look up at the man chattering away inside. Do the rich really have so much that they can eat gold? I jingle the rough copper coins in my fist and continue on my way.
Half a block down the street a carriage passes too close to the sidewalk. Its wheels dip into a rut that sends muddy water splashing up where I stand, and when I try to jump out of the way, I slip in the offal that has collected along the corner and fall down into the dark, oozing mud of the street. It covers Fat Annie's coat in thick, black globs. When I go down I put my hands out to catch myself out of instinct, and the money flies out, scattering among the cold wet puddles and tracks of carriages. I'm immediately surrounded by boys of every age and size who seize upon my misfortune and grab up every single coin. They seem to have a preternatural sense of it, fishing out lost pennies from the opaque, muddy pools with fast accuracy. Their splashing and frantic searches cover me all over again, until I'm left sitting in a filthy hole and stinking of horseshit. Even though I hate myself for it, I start to cry.
Minutes pass by as I sob and wonder what the hell I'm going to tell Mama, how I'm going to look her in the eye and tell her I lost the money she gave away her body to get. She'll beat me, no doubt about it, but that won't be the worst part by far. The worst part will be watching her leave again to re-earn what I've lost while Sarah cries and sucks my empty fingertips. I can't stand the thought, and I cry harder than ever.
From what seems like a great distance I hear a voice, soft and lilting like honey.
“Child? Are you alright?”
I look up, and there is a woman dressed in every bit of high-style fashion from head to toe, looking at me with pity. When I turn my face to her, she sucks in her breath, stepping back and putting her hand to her lips while her face goes white. I suppose it is because of the way I look, but she recovers quickly, smiling faintly and offering a clean handkerchief. “There, there,” she says in that cooing way I always imagined mothers could talk. “It's not as bad as all that, is it? Wipe your face and stand up.”
I obey mainly out of shock that such a creature would ever notice, much less speak, to someone such as me. Fat Annie's coat is dripping as I step back onto the brick sidewalk. I can feel cold, wet liquid squishing between my icy toes.
“Thank you, ma'am,” I say, offering the handkerchief back to her even though it’s covered with mud. She takes it gingerly and shoves it into a brown paper bag under her arm. I turn to walk away.
Her voice stops me. “What's your name?” she asks.
“Jenny,” I say, looking down.
“And how old are you, Jenny?”
“Ten, ma'am.”
I look up and past her, and I realize that the carriage from which she has emerged is the very one that caused me to fall. It's one of the expensive ones, with steam-powered engines that don't require horses. It's oddly shaped, long and low to the ground, and it rumbles like steady thunder. The outside is decorated with brass plates that shine through the mud that spatters its sides, and through the open door from which she emerged I see seats covered in red velvet, padded with cushions thicker than any mattress I've ever slept on.
She moves closer to me, and when I look up into her face she's smiling. “Do you like my carriage?” she asks. “It's called an automobile.” It never occurs to her to apologize, but then I suppose it wouldn't.
“Yes, ma'am,” I say in my most polite voice.
She turns, putting both hands on my shoulders and dirtying her white gloves. “Why don't you let me take you for a ride?” she asks. “You can come to my house, and I'll clean up your clothes for you.” 
I'm baffled by her interest… and her generosity. My eyes sweep the ground again. “Thank you ma'am, but you don't have to do that,” I say. 
“Oh, pish,” she says. “It's no trouble at all.”
* * *
 
The ride to her townhouse takes only a few minutes. The driver, a giant Negro with hands as big as dinner plates, says nothing as he pulls levers and turns a giant wheel to navigate the streets. She lives off Bourbon behind an enormous wrought iron gate that is opened by another servant in immaculate clothes. I sit quietly in awe as we drive through a narrow courtyard to a stable house on the left. The Negro parks the car then opens the door for both of us.
“My name is Mary,” the lady says, sliding out ahead of me. “You don't have to call me ma'am,” she adds as she walks along the brick pathway to the house. Yet another servant is there at the top of the stairs, opening the door as we walk into the warm kitchen. As if coming to life out of my dreams, a pot of gumbo bubbles quietly over the fire in a large hearth. Mary and I continue on into the parlor.
“Come on in, Jenny,” she says to me, smiling and touching my hair with gloved fingers. Her voice is Creole, lilting and musical. I realize I don't know where Fat Annie's coat has gone—one more thing Mama will kill me for. 
Mary removes her own coat, which is taken from her still-gloved fingertips by the old, knotted woman who opened the door for us. She leads me down a long, narrow hallway past stairs set into the wall on the left side, and we come to a small washroom in the back. Everything is gleaming, just like the shops on Decatur. I feel small, wishing I could fold into myself and not dirty anything.
Mary smiles again. “Tilda,” she says, as the old woman appears again. “Would you run Jenny here a warm bath, please? She's had a little accident.” Tilda looks at me, her nose wrinkling slightly. She comes from my sort of people, I can see, and she doesn't like to be reminded of what she got away from. Still, she obeys, and soon steaming water is pouring from the copper pipes that look like they grew from the walls. I just stand there, stunned.
“Don't be afraid, Jenny,” Mary says. “Take off your clothes, and I'll see about finding you something more suitable to wear. Then we'll feed you. I know you must be starving.” She goes to a large cabinet that is attached to the wall, pulling out a small vial. “This is lavender oil,” she says sweetly before pouring several drops into the bath water. “It will help you relax.” Then she's gone, and I'm left staring at a dream I didn't even know I had.
The water is warm, like delicious tongues licking every inch of my body. I've never had a warm bath before… ever. The fragrance of the lavender is intoxicating, rising with the steam into my nose and mouth. All around the edge of the tub are bottles of perfumed soaps, so many that I don't know where to begin. I duck down under the water, rinsing the worst of the mud from my skin and hair before I begin. At random I choose one of the bottles with pictures of bubbles and begin to wash. The water is brown before I'm done, but I feel cleaner than I ever have. I'm drying with the biggest, fluffiest towel I've ever seen when a knock at the door brings Mary into the room once more.
“I found these clothes,” she says, her face and eyes slightly red. I wonder if she's been crying… and why. She lays a lacy pinafore across the counter and puts a pair of slightly scuffed, child-sized boots on the floor. On top of the dress she lays a pair of pure white, lacy underpants. She looks slightly embarrassed. “They seemed to be your size,” she says. “I'll be in the front parlor when you finish.”
When I emerge I feel like a different person, like someone else's Jenny. The shoes are a little tight on my feet, and I wonder what happened to my real clothes. 
Mary is waiting for me in the parlor. In her hands she holds a framed tin type, and in her eyes fresh tears pool beneath her lids. I walk up beside her and look down into the face of a girl who could be my twin. Mary draws a ragged breath and looks up at me. “My daughter,” she says. “Annabelle. I lost her… many years ago.” I understand now the look she gave me in the street, and I feel pity for the shock I must have been to her. I realize I’m wearing a dead girl’s clothes… that I’m an actor in Mary’s fantasy. She has to take care of me.
She sniffles, wiping the tears from her eyes and setting the picture down on a small table by her seat. “Tilda’s brought you some food,” she says, smiling again and gesturing behind me. A small cart has been set up, filled to overflowing with a large bowl of the gumbo I saw cooking earlier, along with some bread, cakes and a large glass of milk. As I sit down I look out the window and notice that the sky is growing darker, the grey winter clouds becoming slate and shadow. I need to get home. Still, it’s a hot meal, and I can’t turn it down. I look around as I sit and pick up the spoon, wondering if there’s anything—some small trinket—that I can take before I go, to make up for the money I’ve lost. 
Mary watches me as I stuff myself like a lost puppy, even though Mama’s told me a thousand times not to cram my mouth full. She doesn’t speak, and the silence is filled with an odd ticking sound I hadn’t noticed before. I wonder if she has a thing for clocks, and I imagine a room nearby filled with every sort of timepiece imaginable, all set to precisely the same time, all banging and gonging in unison. I almost laugh out loud as I think of the racket.
When I’m done I push the little tray away, trying to sit as politely as I know how, even though I’m sure I’m doing it wrong. The dress is itchy and uncomfortable.
“Thank you very much for the clothes and the food,” I say, “but it’s getting dark, and my mother is expecting me.” I stand up. “If you could show me the door.”
Mary smiles, and it seems a little colder now, slightly more mechanical. “No need to rush off,” she says sweetly. “If you’ll tell me your mother’s name and where she lives, I’m sure my driver John could get a message to her.” She stands and walks over to me, and I back away just a little. The ticking sound is louder now, and I start to feel fear.
“I lost my daughter,” she says, her voice far away. “I can’t lose you again.” I look up in time to see her finally slide the gloves from her hands, hands that are all brass and gears, ticking and clicking and whirring. “I can’t lose you again,” she repeats as one of the clockwork hands folds itself over my mouth, and Mary—with her faraway look and faraway voice—puts her arms around me in a grip that is unnaturally strong. She shapes herself into a cage, enclosing me before I have a chance to scream or even think to struggle. My eyes blur with tears, and my heart begins to race as she drags me across the floor. 
In the hallway beneath the stairs is a door I didn’t notice before, a door she now opens that is full of darkness and stairs leading down. I begin to kick, flailing and struggling, screaming against the mechanical thing that covers my mouth, but I don’t even slow her down. Into the darkness we go, without light. As she pulls me down, I wonder in some distant part of my brain how she sees the stairs, though somewhere deep inside I think I already know. 
At the bottom there is another doorway, this one with light peeking and flickering underneath. Mary lets go of my mouth long enough to open it, and I scream while I look up at her and realize with horror that my struggles have pulled off part of her face, that underneath is more clockwork and gears, and that Mary is a thing like the carriage outside or the zeppelins in the sky above. She smiles again, and her teeth, so white and so clean, shine in a mouth that is polished like a candlestick. Then it is dark.
* * *
 
When I wake up I’m on a table, and all I know is pain. My first thought is panic, sheer terror that makes my heart feel like it’s going to burst from my chest. The light is blinding, and I shake my head, screaming as I remember where I am. Someone pushes the light away, though it’s a few minutes before my eyes adjust to the new dimness, and I can focus. It’s a man, tall and thin, with a small black mustache trimmed very carefully. He wears spectacles and is in his shirtsleeves.
“Good morning,” he says. He’s not from here, not from New Orleans. I don’t know that accent. His words are clipped and precise. “How are you feeling?”
I answer by screaming and writhing against the leather straps that hold me down.
“There’s no use in all that, Annabelle,” he says. “This room is quite soundproof.”
I blink some more, trying to push the last of the fog from my head, and I see Mary across the room. She’s sitting in a chair, and her face is human again, though she’s bent over slightly and perfectly still. Her hands are once again gloved and folded precisely in her lap. “Mary!” I scream. She doesn’t move.
“She can’t hear you, sweetheart. Mommy is sleeping,” the man says.
“She’s not my mother!” I yell. I spit in his face, but he calmly pulls a handkerchief out of his pocket and wipes the drops from his skin. His eyes harden.
“If you’re going to be rude, I’ll have to put you to sleep again,” he says. “Is that what you want?”
No, no, no. I shut up, pushing my mouth into a tight line and forcing myself to breathe calmly. My right arm is throbbing. “No,” I say.
“Good,” he says. “Now, you rest for a few more minutes and be a good girl, and I’ll unstrap you soon. Then we can see how things are progressing.”
I look around some more. “I don’t understand,” I say, my voice weak. The instinct to escape, to flee this place is clouding my every thought. I think of Mama and of baby Sarah, and hot tears begin to slide down my temples into my hair. I wonder if Mama thinks I’m dead. I wonder if she cries for me.
“There, there,” the man says. “Daddy’s here.” He gently brushes my hair back with his hand, and I can feel that it’s warm, and real. “Who are you?” I ask.
He smiles. “Don’t you remember me dear? It’s Daddy.” His eyes are sad. “Oh, my sweet, sweet Annabelle. You and Mommy were in a terrible accident in the automobile. You were both injured, most… grievously. I brought you back here, and I repaired Mommy, though it took so much time that I couldn’t take care of you….” His face is suddenly etched with lines of grief. “Mommy and I have been so very, very lonely for you. We thought we’d never see you again.” His smile returns, a beam of joy. “And then, behold, a miracle, and here you are.”
I’m quiet, forcing myself to breathe evenly, looking around the room once again. It’s a laboratory of some sort, full of machines that hum and pump steam into pipes that rise into the ceiling. Tables littered with brass fittings and gears take up the center of the room, though I can make out partially constructed hands and a child-sized leg arranged at one end. Electric lights hang in the corners, though they’re dim and supplemented by kerosene lanterns on the tables. In the opposite corner I see the staircase, and tears fill my eyes again, but this time they’re tears of anger.
The man coos. “Shhhh,” he says. “Mommy told me how she found you, all dirty and starving. We’ll take such good care of you now, Annabelle. You’ll never be hungry, you’ll never want for anything. You’ll be the happiest, most well cared for little girl in the world. What child wouldn’t dream of that?”
I sniffle, blinking the tears from my eyes and pulling the faintest of smiles from my lips. “Yes,” I say.
He beams. “There, now, that’s better. Shall we see how your surgery went, then?” He begins to undo the straps across my arms and chest. I sit up slowly, pushing myself as the pain screams through my right shoulder once again. With horror I hold up my arm, now ticking and whirring faintly as the clockwork gears and pulleys inside flex my fingers. I gulp down a sob, but the man doesn’t even notice. He’s staring at my hand. He takes it, works the joints, turns it over and inspects it carefully where the mechanical meets flesh.
“Excellent,” he says. “Just as I’d hoped. Your muscles and bone are melding perfectly with the new limb.” He sweeps his arm behind him, gesturing to the table. “Now I can begin to repair you properly. Mommy will be so pleased when she wakes up.” He looks over at Mary, still slumped in her chair and motionless. 
Wincing, I flex my new right hand along with my left and find that, despite the pain, it seems to work just as well as the old one did. I smile at him, the sweetest smile I can muster, the smile I learned to give to customers while I served them drinks as they waited for Mama. “It’s perfect,” I say. I look around. “May I try it out?”
He smiles again, proud. “Of course.” He helps me off the table, and I wobble for a few moments before getting my balance. I’m still dressed in the dead girl’s pinafore, though now it’s stained with dark brown blotches. My feet are bare, but I don’t mind. I’m used to running barefoot, even in the cold.
I look around, spotting a long, thin blade on the table behind him, one end hanging off the edge. It’s not a knife, though it looks sharp—what I hope is sharp enough. I take a step in that direction and stumble a bit.
“Whoa, watch it,” he says, grabbing my shoulders gently. “Take it slow, sweetheart. The anesthesia was very strong, so it will take a while to wear off completely.”
I take another couple of steps. Closer now, the table and the blade are within reach. I turn to him, holding out my hand. “Help me, Daddy,” I say. The words choke in my mouth, but I manage to crinkle my lips into a smile.
He beams and comes over to stand in front of me. “Of course, my darling,” he says. “Of course.” I grab him around the waist and hug him tightly. I can hear his shuddering sigh of relief as his arms enfold me. “Oh, my Annabelle,” he breathes.
I pray this new arm is strong… as strong as it needs to be. I grab the blade quickly and slam it into his back as hard as I can. To my surprise, it slides in like soft custard, slipping out through the front with a wet squelch. Blood begins to color his shirt as he steps back, shock and sadness overrunning his features.
“Annabelle,” he whispers, sliding to the floor, and I know I’ve broken his heart. I look back at him. “I’m not Annabelle,” I say, turning away.
Mary sits in the chair, slumped and silent, a thing long dead and never properly mourned. I look at her for a long time and wonder who she was when she was alive. Before I ascend the stairs I smash every kerosene lamp on the floor, watching as the flames begin to lick the metal machines. 
Upstairs I grab a long coat from a rack beside the door, slipping a small crystal vase and two ebony statuettes into its deep pockets before I make my escape. Maybe Mama can sell them and get enough to buy herself a new dress.
Outside it’s daylight and still cold. I slip between the bars of the gate and walk into the street despite my bare feet. Within the folds of the coat I can hear my new arm, clicking and whispering. I squish the smelly mud between my toes, happy for the feel of it, and for the noisy, stinking city that surrounds me. I turn at the corner, lost in the crowds, and begin my journey home.
THE END
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A Tale of Negative Gravity 
 
by Frank R. Stockton (Pennsylvania, USA)
(1834 – 1902)
 
My wife and I were staying at a small town in northern Italy; and on a certain pleasant afternoon in spring we had taken a walk of six or seven miles to see the sun set behind some low mountains to the west of the town. Most of our walk had been along a hard, smooth highway, and then we turned into a series of narrower roads, sometimes bordered by walls, and sometimes by light fences of reed or cane. Nearing the mountain, to a low spur of which we intended to ascend, we easily scaled a wall about four feet high, and found ourselves upon pasture-land, which led, sometimes by gradual ascents, and sometimes by bits of rough climbing, to the spot we wished to reach. We were afraid we were a little late, and therefore hurried on, running up the grassy hills, and bounding briskly over the rough and rocky places. I carried a knapsack strapped firmly to my shoulders, and under my wife’s arm was a large, soft basket of a kind much used by tourists. Her arm was passed through the handles and around the bottom of the basket, which she pressed closely to her side. This was the way she always carried it. The basket contained two bottles of wine, one sweet for my wife, and another a little acid for myself. Sweet wines give me a headache.
When we reached the grassy bluff, well known thereabouts to lovers of sunset views, I stepped immediately to the edge to gaze upon the scene, but my wife sat down to take a sip of wine, for she was very thirsty; and then, leaving her basket, she came to my side. The scene was indeed one of great beauty. Beneath us stretched a wide valley of many shades of green, with a little river running through it, and red-tiled houses here and there. Beyond rose a range of mountains, pink, pale green, and purple where their tips caught the reflection of the setting sun, and of a rich gray-green in shadows. Beyond all was the blue Italian sky, illumined by an especially fine sunset.
My wife and I are Americans, and at the time of this story were middle-aged people and very fond of seeing in each other’s company whatever there was of interest or beauty around us. We had a son about twenty-two years old, of whom we were also very fond; but he was not with us, being at that time a student in Germany. Although we had good health, we were not very robust people, and, under ordinary circumstances, not much given to long country tramps. I was of medium size, without much muscular development, while my wife was quite stout, and growing stouter.
The reader may, perhaps, be somewhat surprised that a middle-aged couple, not very strong, or very good walkers, the lady loaded with a basket containing two bottles of wine and a metal drinking-cup, and the gentleman carrying a heavy knapsack, filled with all sorts of odds and ends, strapped to his shoulders, should set off on a seven-mile walk, jump over a wall, run up a hillside, and yet feel in very good trim to enjoy a sunset view. This peculiar state of things I will proceed to explain.
I had been a professional man, but some years before had retired upon a very comfortable income. I had always been very fond of scientific pursuits, and now made these the occupation and pleasure of much of my leisure time. Our home was in a small town; and in a corner of my grounds I built a laboratory, where I carried on my work and my experiments. I had long been anxious to discover the means not only of producing, but of retaining and controlling, a natural force, really the same as centrifugal force, but which I called negative gravity. This name I adopted because it indicated better than any other the action of the force in question, as I produced it. Positive gravity attracts everything toward the centre of the earth. Negative gravity, therefore, would be that power which repels everything from the centre of the earth, just as the negative pole of a magnet repels the needle, while the positive pole attracts it. My object was, in fact, to store centrifugal force and to render it constant, controllable, and available for use. The advantages of such a discovery could scarcely be described. In a word, it would lighten the burdens of the world.
I will not touch upon the labors and disappointments of several years. It is enough to say that at last I discovered a method of producing, storing, and controlling negative gravity.
The mechanism of my invention was rather complicated, but the method of operating it was very simple. A strong metallic case, about eight inches long, and half as wide, contained the machinery for producing the force; and this was put into action by means of the pressure of a screw worked from the outside. As soon as this pressure was produced, negative gravity began to be evolved and stored, and the greater the pressure the greater the force. As the screw was moved outward, and the pressure diminished, the force decreased, and when the screw was withdrawn to its fullest extent, the action of negative gravity entirely ceased. Thus this force could be produced or dissipated at will to such degrees as might be desired, and its action, so long as the requisite pressure was maintained, was constant.
When this little apparatus worked to my satisfaction I called my wife into my laboratory and explained to her my invention and its value. She had known that I had been at work with an important object, but I had never told her what it was. I had said that if I succeeded I would tell her all, but if I failed she need not be troubled with the matter at all. Being a very sensible woman, this satisfied her perfectly. Now I explained everything to her--the construction of the machine, and the wonderful uses to which this invention could be applied. I told her that it could diminish, or entirely dissipate, the weight of objects of any kind. A heavily loaded wagon, with two of these instruments fastened to its sides, and each screwed to a proper force, would be so lifted and supported that it would press upon the ground as lightly as an empty cart, and a small horse could draw it with ease. A bale of cotton, with one of these machines attached, could be handled and carried by a boy. A car, with a number of these machines, could be made to rise in the air like a balloon. Everything, in fact, that was heavy could be made light; and as a great part of labor, all over the world, is caused by the attraction of gravitation, so this repellent force, wherever applied, would make weight less and work easier. I told her of many, many ways in which the invention might be used, and would have told her of many more if she had not suddenly burst into tears.
“The world has gained something wonderful,” she exclaimed, between her sobs, “but I have lost a husband!”
“What do you mean by that?” I asked, in surprise.
“I haven’t minded it so far,” she said, “because it gave you something to do, and it pleased you, and it never interfered with our home pleasures and our home life. But now that is all over. You will never be your own master again. It will succeed, I am sure, and you may make a great deal of money, but we don’t need money. What we need is the happiness which we have always had until now. Now there will be companies, and patents, and lawsuits, and experiments, and people calling you a humbug, and other people saying they discovered it long ago, and all sorts of persons coming to see you, and you’ll be obliged to go to all sorts of places, and you will be an altered man, and we shall never be happy again. Millions of money will not repay us for the happiness we have lost.”
These words of my wife struck me with much force. Before I had called her my mind had begun to be filled and perplexed with ideas of what I ought to do now that the great invention was perfected. Until now the matter had not troubled me at all. Sometimes I had gone backward and sometimes forward, but, on the whole, I had always felt encouraged. I had taken great pleasure in the work, but I had never allowed myself to be too much absorbed by it. But now everything was different. I began to feel that it was due to myself and to my fellow-beings that I should properly put this invention before the world. And how should I set about it? What steps should I take? I must make no mistakes. When the matter should become known hundreds of scientific people might set themselves to work; how could I tell but that they might discover other methods of producing the same effect? I must guard myself against a great many things. I must get patents in all parts of the world. Already, as I have said, my mind began to be troubled and perplexed with these things. A turmoil of this sort did not suit my age or disposition. I could not but agree with my wife that the joys of a quiet and contented life were now about to be broken into.
“My dear,” said I, “I believe, with you, that the thing will do us more harm than good. If it were not for depriving the world of the invention I would throw the whole thing to the winds. And yet,” I added, regretfully, “I had expected a great deal of personal gratification from the use of this invention.”
“Now listen,” said my wife, eagerly, “don’t you think it would be best to do this: use the thing as much as you please for your own amusement and satisfaction, but let the world wait? It has waited a long time, and let it wait a little longer. When we are dead let Herbert have the invention. He will then be old enough to judge for himself whether it will be better to take advantage of it for his own profit, or simply to give it to the public for nothing. It would be cheating him if we were to do the latter, but it would also be doing him a great wrong if we were, at his age, to load him with such a heavy responsibility. Besides, if he took it up, you could not help going into it, too.”
I took my wife’s advice. I wrote a careful and complete account of the invention, and, sealing it up, I gave it to my lawyers to be handed to my son after my death. If he died first, I would make other arrangements. Then I determined to get all the good and fun out of the thing that was possible without telling anyone anything about it. Even Herbert, who was away from home, was not to be told of the invention.
The first thing I did was to buy a strong leathern knapsack, and inside of this I fastened my little machine, with a screw so arranged that it could be worked from the outside. Strapping this firmly to my shoulders, my wife gently turned the screw at the back until the upward tendency of the knapsack began to lift and sustain me. When I felt myself so gently supported and upheld that I seemed to weigh about thirty or forty pounds, I would set out for a walk. The knapsack did not raise me from the ground, but it gave me a very buoyant step. It was no labor at all to walk; it was a delight, an ecstasy. With the strength of a man and the weight of a child, I gaily strode along. The first day I walked half a dozen miles at a very brisk pace, and came back without feeling in the least degree tired. These walks now became one of the greatest joys of my life. When nobody was looking, I would bound over a fence, sometimes just touching it with one hand, and sometimes not touching it at all. I delighted in rough places. I sprang over streams. I jumped and I ran. I felt like Mercury himself.
I now set about making another machine, so that my wife could accompany me in my walks; but when it was finished she positively refused to use it. “I can’t wear a knapsack,” she said, “and there is no other good way of fastening it to me. Besides, everybody about here knows I am no walker, and it would only set them talking.”
I occasionally made use of this second machine, but I will give only one instance of its application. Some repairs were needed to the foundation-walls of my barn, and a two-horse wagon, loaded with building-stone, had been brought into my yard and left there. In the evening, when the men had gone away, I took my two machines and fastened them, with strong chains, one on each side of the loaded wagon. Then, gradually turning the screws, the wagon was so lifted that its weight became very greatly diminished. We had an old donkey which used to belong to Herbert, and which was now occasionally used with a small cart to bring packages from the station. I went into the barn and put the harness on the little fellow, and, bringing him out to the wagon, I attached him to it. In this position he looked very funny with a long pole sticking out in front of him and the great wagon behind him. When all was ready I touched him up; and, to my great delight, he moved off with the two-horse load of stone as easily as if he were drawing his own cart. I led him out into the public road, along which he proceeded without difficulty. He was an opinionated little beast, and sometimes stopped, not liking the peculiar manner in which he was harnessed; but a touch of the switch made him move on, and I soon turned him and brought the wagon back into the yard. This determined the success of my invention in one of its most important uses, and with a satisfied heart I put the donkey into the stable and went into the house.
Our trip to Europe was made a few months after this, and was mainly on our son Herbert’s account. He, poor fellow, was in great trouble, and so, therefore, were we. He had become engaged, with our full consent, to a young lady in our town, the daughter of a gentleman whom we esteemed very highly. Herbert was young to be engaged to be married, but as we felt that he would never find a girl to make him so good a wife, we were entirely satisfied, especially as it was agreed on all hands that the marriage was not to take place for some time. It seemed to us that, in marrying Janet Gilbert, Herbert would secure for himself, in the very beginning of his career, the most important element of a happy life. But suddenly, without any reason that seemed to us justifiable, Mr. Gilbert, the only surviving parent of Janet, broke off the match; and he and his daughter soon after left the town for a trip to the West.
This blow nearly broke poor Herbert’s heart. He gave up his professional studies and came home to us, and for a time we thought he would be seriously ill. Then we took him to Europe, and after a Continental tour of a month or two we left him, at his own request, in Göttingen, where he thought it would do him good to go to work again. Then we went down to the little town in Italy where my story first finds us. My wife had suffered much in mind and body on her son’s account, and for this reason I was anxious that she should take outdoor exercise, and enjoy as much as possible the bracing air of the country. I had brought with me both my little machines. One was still in my knapsack, and the other I had fastened to the inside of an enormous family trunk. As one is obliged to pay for nearly every pound of his baggage on the Continent, this saved me a great deal of money. Everything heavy was packed into this great trunk--books, papers, the bronze, iron, and marble relics we had picked up, and all the articles that usually weigh down a tourist’s baggage. I screwed up the negative-gravity apparatus until the trunk could be handled with great ease by an ordinary porter. I could have made it weigh nothing at all, but this, of course, I did not wish to do. The lightness of my baggage, however, had occasioned some comment, and I had overheard remarks which were not altogether complimentary about people travelling around with empty trunks; but this only amused me.
Desirous that my wife should have the advantage of negative gravity while taking our walks, I had removed the machine from the trunk and fastened it inside of the basket, which she could carry under her arm. This assisted her wonderfully. When one arm was tired she put the basket under the other, and thus, with one hand on my arm, she could easily keep up with the free and buoyant steps my knapsack enabled me to take. She did not object to long tramps here, because nobody knew that she was not a walker, and she always carried some wine or other refreshment in the basket, not only because it was pleasant to have it with us, but because it seemed ridiculous to go about carrying an empty basket.
There were English-speaking people stopping at the hotel where we were, but they seemed more fond of driving than walking, and none of them offered to accompany us on our rambles, for which we were very glad. There was one man there, however, who was a great walker. He was an Englishman, a member of an Alpine Club, and generally went about dressed in a knickerbocker suit, with gray woolen stockings covering an enormous pair of calves. One evening this gentleman was talking to me and some others about the ascent of the Matterhorn, and I took occasion to deliver in pretty strong language my opinion upon such exploits. I declared them to be useless, foolhardy, and, if the climber had any one who loved him, wicked.
“Even if the weather should permit a view,” I said, “what is that compared to the terrible risk to life? Under certain circumstances,” I added (thinking of a kind of waistcoat I had some idea of making, which, set about with little negative-gravity machines, all connected with a conveniently handled screw, would enable the wearer at times to dispense with his weight altogether), “such ascents might be divested of danger, and be quite admissible; but ordinarily they should be frowned upon by the intelligent public.”
The Alpine Club man looked at me, especially regarding my somewhat slight figure and thinnish legs.
“It’s all very well for you to talk that way,” he said, “because it is easy to see that you are not up to that sort of thing.”
“In conversations of this kind,” I replied, “I never make personal allusions; but since you have chosen to do so, I feel inclined to invite you to walk with me to-morrow to the top of the mountain to the north of this town.”
“I’ll do it,” he said, “at any time you choose to name.” And as I left the room soon afterward I heard him laugh.
The next afternoon, about two o’clock, the Alpine Club man and myself set out for the mountain.
“What have you got in your knapsack?” he said.
“A hammer to use if I come across geological specimens, a field-glass, a flask of wine and some other things.”
“I wouldn’t carry any weight, if I were you,” he said.
“Oh, I don’t mind it,” I answered, and off we started.
The mountain to which we were bound was about two miles from the town. Its nearest side was steep, and in places almost precipitous, but it sloped away more gradually toward the north, and up that side a road led by devious windings to a village near the summit. It was not a very high mountain, but it would do for an afternoon’s climb.
“I suppose you want to go up by the road,” said my companion.
“Oh no,” I answered, “we won’t go so far around as that. There is a path up this side, along which I have seen men driving their goats. I prefer to take that.”
“All right, if you say so,” he answered, with a smile; “but you’ll find it pretty tough.”
After a time he remarked:
“I wouldn’t walk so fast, if I were you.”
“Oh, I like to step along briskly,” I said. And briskly on we went.
My wife had screwed up the machine in the knapsack more than usual, and walking seemed scarcely any effort at all. I carried a long alpenstock, and when we reached the mountain and began the ascent, I found that with the help of this and my knapsack I could go uphill at a wonderful rate. My companion had taken the lead, so as to show me how to climb. Making a detour over some rocks, I quickly passed him and went ahead. After that it was impossible for him to keep up with me. I ran up steep places, I cut off the windings of the path by lightly clambering over rocks, and even when I followed the beaten track my step was as rapid as if I had been walking on level ground.
“Look here!” shouted the Alpine Club man from below, “you’ll kill yourself if you go at that rate! That’s no way to climb mountains.”
“It’s my way!” I cried. And on I skipped.
Twenty minutes after I arrived at the summit my companion joined me, puffing, and wiping his red face with his handkerchief.
“Confound it!” he cried, “I never came up a mountain so fast in my life.”
“You need not have hurried,” I said, coolly.
“I was afraid something would happen to you,” he growled, “and I wanted to stop you. I never saw a person climb in such an utterly absurd way.”
“I don’t see why you should call it absurd,” I said, smiling with an air of superiority. “I arrived here in a perfectly comfortable condition, neither heated nor wearied.”
He made no answer, but walked off to a little distance, fanning himself with his hat and growling words which I did not catch. After a time I proposed to descend.
“You must be careful as you go down,” he said. “It is much more dangerous to go down steep places than to climb up.”
“I am always prudent,” I answered, and started in advance. I found the descent of the mountain much more pleasant than the ascent. It was positively exhilarating. I jumped from rocks and bluffs eight and ten feet in height, and touched the ground as gently as if I had stepped down but two feet. I ran down steep paths, and, with the aid of my alpenstock, stopped myself in an instant. I was careful to avoid dangerous places, but the runs and jumps I made were such as no man had ever made before upon that mountain-side. Once only I heard my companion’s voice.
“You’ll break your ---- neck!” he yelled.
“Never fear!” I called back, and soon left him far above.
When I reached the bottom I would have waited for him, but my activity had warmed me up, and as a cool evening breeze was beginning to blow I thought it better not to stop and take cold. Half an hour after my arrival at the hotel I came down to the court, cool, fresh, and dressed for dinner, and just in time to meet the Alpine man as he entered, hot, dusty, and growling.
“Excuse me for not waiting for you,” I said; but without stopping to hear my reason, he muttered something about waiting in a place where no one would care to stay, and passed into the house.
There was no doubt that what I had done gratified my pique and tickled my vanity.
“I think now,” I said, when I related the matter to my wife, “that he will scarcely say that I am not up to that sort of thing.”
“I am not sure,” she answered, “that it was exactly fair. He did not know how you were assisted.”
“It was fair enough,” I said. “He is enabled to climb well by the inherited vigor of his constitution and by his training. He did not tell me what methods of exercise he used to get those great muscles upon his legs. I am enabled to climb by the exercise of my intellect. My method is my business and his method is his business. It is all perfectly fair.”
Still she persisted:
“He thought that you climbed with your legs, and not with your head.”
And now, after this long digression, necessary to explain how a middle-aged couple of slight pedestrian ability, and loaded with a heavy knapsack and basket, should have started out on a rough walk and climb, fourteen miles in all, we will return to ourselves, standing on the little bluff and gazing out upon the sunset view. When the sky began to fade a little we turned from it and prepared to go back to the town.
“Where is the basket?” I said.
“I left it right here,” answered my wife. “I unscrewed the machine and it lay perfectly flat.”
“Did you afterward take out the bottles?” I asked, seeing them lying on the grass.
“Yes, I believe I did. I had to take out yours in order to get at mine.”
“Then,” said I, after looking all about the grassy patch on which we stood, “I am afraid you did not entirely unscrew the instrument, and that when the weight of the bottles was removed the basket gently rose into the air.”
“It may be so,” she said, lugubriously. “The basket was behind me as I drank my wine.”
“I believe that is just what has happened,” I said. “Look up there! I vow that is our basket!”
I pulled out my field-glass and directed it at a little speck high above our heads. It was the basket floating high in the air. I gave the glass to my wife to look, but she did not want to use it.
“What shall I do?” she cried. “I can’t walk home without that basket. It’s perfectly dreadful!” And she looked as if she was going to cry.
“Do not distress yourself,” I said, although I was a good deal disturbed myself. “We shall get home very well. You shall put your hand on my shoulder, while I put my arm around you. Then you can screw up my machine a good deal higher, and it will support us both. In this way I am sure that we shall get on very well.”
We carried out this plan, and managed to walk on with moderate comfort. To be sure, with the knapsack pulling me upward, and the weight of my wife pulling me down, the straps hurt me somewhat, which they had not done before. We did not spring lightly over the wall into the road, but, still clinging to each other, we clambered awkwardly over it. The road for the most part declined gently toward the town, and with moderate ease we made our way along it. But we walked much more slowly than we had done before, and it was quite dark when we reached our hotel. If it had not been for the light inside the court it would have been difficult for us to find it. A travelling-carriage was standing before the entrance, and against the light. It was necessary to pass around it, and my wife went first. I attempted to follow her, but, strange to say, there was nothing under my feet. I stepped vigorously, but only wagged my legs in the air. To my horror I found that I was rising in the air! I soon saw, by the light below me, that I was some fifteen feet from the ground. The carriage drove away, and in the darkness I was not noticed. Of course I knew what had happened. The instrument in my knapsack had been screwed up to such an intensity, in order to support both myself and my wife, that when her weight was removed the force of the negative gravity was sufficient to raise me from the ground. But I was glad to find that when I had risen to the height I have mentioned I did not go up any higher, but hung in the air, about on a level with the second tier of windows of the hotel.
I now began to try to reach the screw in my knapsack in order to reduce the force of the negative gravity; but, do what I would, I could not get my hand to it. The machine in the knapsack had been placed so as to support me in a well-balanced and comfortable way; and in doing this it had been impossible to set the screw so that I could reach it. But in a temporary arrangement of the kind this had not been considered necessary, as my wife always turned the screw for me until sufficient lifting power had been attained. I had intended, as I have said before, to construct a negative-gravity waistcoat, in which the screw should be in front and entirely under the wearer’s control; but this was a thing of the future.
When I found that I could not turn the screw I began to be much alarmed. Here I was, dangling in the air, without any means of reaching the ground. I could not expect my wife to return to look for me, as she would naturally suppose I had stopped to speak to someone. I thought of loosening myself from the knapsack, but this would not do, for I should fall heavily, and either kill myself or break some of my bones. I did not dare to call for assistance, for if any of the simple-minded inhabitants of the town had discovered me floating in the air they would have taken me for a demon, and would probably have shot at me. A moderate breeze was blowing, and it wafted me gently down the street. If it had blown me against a tree I would have seized it, and have endeavored, so to speak, to climb down it; but there were no trees. There was a dim street-lamp here and there, but reflectors above them threw their light upon the pavement, and none up to me. On many accounts I was glad that the night was so dark, for, much as I desired to get down, I wanted no one to see me in my strange position, which, to anyone but myself and wife, would be utterly unaccountable. If I could rise as high as the roofs I might get on one of them, and, tearing off an armful of tiles, so load myself that I would be heavy enough to descend. But I did not rise to the eaves of any of the houses. If there had been a telegraph-pole, or anything of the kind that I could have clung to, I would have taken off the knapsack, and would have endeavored to scramble down as well as I could. But there was nothing I could cling to. Even the water-spouts, if I could have reached the face of the houses, were embedded in the walls. At an open window, near which I was slowly blown, I saw two little boys going to bed by the light of a dim candle. I was dreadfully afraid that they would see me and raise an alarm. I actually came so near to the window that I threw out one foot and pushed against the wall with such force that I went nearly across the street. I thought I caught sight of a frightened look on the face of one of the boys; but of this I am not sure, and I heard no cries. I still floated, dangling, down the street. What was to be done? Should I call out? In that case, if I were not shot or stoned, my strange predicament, and the secret of my invention, would be exposed to the world. If I did not do this, I must either let myself drop and be killed or mangled, or hang there and die. When, during the course of the night, the air became more rarefied, I might rise higher and higher, perhaps to an altitude of one or two hundred feet. It would then be impossible for the people to reach me and get me down, even if they were convinced that I was not a demon. I should then expire, and when the birds of the air had eaten all of me that they could devour, I should forever hang above the unlucky town, a dangling skeleton with a knapsack on its back.
Such thoughts were not reassuring, and I determined that if I could find no means of getting down without assistance, I would call out and run all risks; but so long as I could endure the tension of the straps I would hold out, and hope for a tree or a pole. Perhaps it might rain, and my wet clothes would then become so heavy that I would descend as low as the top of a lamp-post.
As this thought was passing through my mind I saw a spark of light upon the street approaching me. I rightly imagined that it came from a tobacco-pipe, and presently I heard a voice. It was that of the Alpine Club man. Of all people in the world I did not want him to discover me, and I hung as motionless as possible. The man was speaking to another person who was walking with him.
“He is crazy beyond a doubt,” said the Alpine man. “Nobody but a maniac could have gone up and down that mountain as he did! He hasn’t any muscles, and one need only look at him to know that he couldn’t do any climbing in a natural way. It is only the excitement of insanity that gives him strength.”
The two now stopped almost under me, and the speaker continued:
“Such things are very common with maniacs. At times they acquire an unnatural strength which is perfectly wonderful. I have seen a little fellow struggle and fight so that four strong men could not hold him.”
Then the other person spoke.
“I am afraid what you say is too true,” he remarked. “Indeed, I have known it for some time.”
At these words my breath almost stopped. It was the voice of Mr. Gilbert, my townsman, and the father of Janet. It must have been he who had arrived in the travelling-carriage. He was acquainted with the Alpine Club man, and they were talking of me. Proper or improper, I listened with all my ears.
“It is a very sad case,” Mr. Gilbert continued. “My daughter was engaged to marry his son, but I broke off the match. I could not have her marry the son of a lunatic, and there could be no doubt of his condition. He has been seen--a man of his age, and the head of a family--to load himself up with a heavy knapsack, which there was no earthly necessity for him to carry, and go skipping along the road for miles, vaulting over fences and jumping over rocks and ditches like a young calf or a colt. I myself saw a most heartrending instance of how a kindly man’s nature can be changed by the derangement of his intellect. I was at some distance from his house, but I plainly saw him harness a little donkey which he owns to a large two-horse wagon loaded with stone, and beat and lash the poor little beast until it drew the heavy load some distance along the public road. I would have remonstrated with him on this horrible cruelty, but he had the wagon back in his yard before I could reach him.”
“Oh, there can be no doubt of his insanity,” said the Alpine Club man, “and he oughtn’t to be allowed to travel about in this way. Some day he will pitch his wife over a precipice just for the fun of seeing her shoot through the air.”
“I am sorry he is here,” said Mr. Gilbert, “for it would be very painful to meet him. My daughter and I will retire very soon, and go away as early to-morrow morning as possible, so as to avoid seeing him.”
And then they walked back to the hotel.
For a few moments I hung, utterly forgetful of my condition, and absorbed in the consideration of these revelations. One idea now filled my mind. Everything must be explained to Mr. Gilbert, even if it should be necessary to have him called to me, and for me to speak to him from the upper air.
Just then I saw something white approaching me along the road. My eyes had become accustomed to the darkness, and I perceived that it was an upturned face. I recognized the hurried gait, the form; it was my wife. As she came near me, I called her name, and in the same breath entreated her not to scream. It must have been an effort for her to restrain herself, but she did it.
“You must help me to get down,” I said, “without anybody seeing us.”
“What shall I do?” she whispered.
“Try to catch hold of this string.”
Taking a piece of twine from my pocket, I lowered one end to her. But it was too short; she could not reach it. I then tied my handkerchief to it, but still it was not long enough.
“I can get more string, or handkerchiefs,” she whispered, hurriedly.
“No,” I said; “you could not get them up to me. But, leaning against the hotel wall, on this side, in the corner, just inside of the garden gate, are some fishing-poles. I have seen them there every day. You can easily find them in the dark. Go, please, and bring me one of those.”
The hotel was not far away, and in a few minutes my wife returned with a fishing-pole. She stood on tiptoe, and reached it high in air; but all she could do was to strike my feet and legs with it. My most frantic exertions did not enable me to get my hands low enough to touch it.
“Wait a minute,” she said; and the rod was withdrawn.
I knew what she was doing. There was a hook and line attached to the pole, and with womanly dexterity she was fastening the hook to the extreme end of the rod. Soon she reached up, and gently struck at my legs. After a few attempts the hook caught in my trousers, a little below my right knee. Then there was a slight pull, a long scratch down my leg, and the hook was stopped by the top of my boot. Then came a steady downward pull, and I felt myself descending. Gently and firmly the rod was drawn down; carefully the lower end was kept free from the ground; and in a few moments my ankle was seized with a vigorous grasp. Then someone seemed to climb up me, my feet touched the ground, an arm was thrown around my neck, the hand of another arm was busy at the back of my knapsack, and I soon stood firmly in the road, entirely divested of negative gravity.
“Oh that I should have forgotten,” sobbed my wife, “and that I should have dropped your arms and let you go up into the air! At first I thought that you had stopped below, and it was only a little while ago that the truth flashed upon me. Then I rushed out and began looking up for you. I knew that you had wax matches in your pocket, and hoped that you would keep on striking them, so that you would be seen.”
“But I did not wish to be seen,” I said, as we hurried to the hotel; “and I can never be sufficiently thankful that it was you who found me and brought me down. Do you know that it is Mr. Gilbert and his daughter who have just arrived? I must see him instantly. I will explain it all to you when I come upstairs.”
I took off my knapsack and gave it to my wife, who carried it to our room, while I went to look for Mr. Gilbert. Fortunately I found him just as he was about to go up to his chamber. He took my offered hand, but looked at me sadly and gravely.
“Mr. Gilbert,” I said, “I must speak to you in private. Let us step into this room. There is no one here.”
“My friend,” said Mr. Gilbert, “it will be much better to avoid discussing this subject. It is very painful to both of us, and no good can come from talking of it.”
“You cannot now comprehend what it is I want to say to you,” I replied. “Come in here, and in a few minutes you will be very glad that you listened to me.”
My manner was so earnest and impressive that Mr. Gilbert was constrained to follow me, and we went into a small room called the smoking-room, but in which people seldom smoked, and closed the door. I immediately began my statement. I told my old friend that I had discovered, by means that I need not explain at present, that he had considered me crazy, and that now the most important object of my life was to set myself right in his eyes. I thereupon gave him the whole history of my invention, and explained the reason of the actions that had appeared to him those of a lunatic. I said nothing about the little incident of that evening. That was a mere accident, and I did not care now to speak of it.
Mr. Gilbert listened to me very attentively.
“Your wife is here?” he asked, when I had finished.
“Yes,” I said; “and she will corroborate my story in every item, and no one could ever suspect her of being crazy. I will go and bring her to you.”
In a few minutes my wife was in the room, had shaken hands with Mr. Gilbert, and had been told of my suspected madness. She turned pale, but smiled.
“He did act like a crazy man,” she said, “but I never supposed that anybody would think him one.” And tears came into her eyes.
“And now, my dear,” said I, “perhaps you will tell Mr. Gilbert how I did all this.”
And then she told him the story that I had told.
Mr. Gilbert looked from the one to the other of us with a troubled air.
“Of course I do not doubt either of you, or rather I do not doubt that you believe what you say. All would be right if I could bring myself to credit that such a force as that you speak of can possibly exist.”
“That is a matter,” said I, “which I can easily prove to you by actual demonstration. If you can wait a short time, until my wife and I have had something to eat--for I am nearly famished, and I am sure she must be--I will set your mind at rest upon that point.”
“I will wait here,” said Mr. Gilbert, “and smoke a cigar. Don’t hurry yourselves. I shall be glad to have some time to think about what you have told me.”
When we had finished the dinner, which had been set aside for us, I went upstairs and got my knapsack, and we both joined Mr. Gilbert in the smoking-room. I showed him the little machine, and explained, very briefly, the principle of its construction. I did not give any practical demonstration of its action, because there were people walking about the corridor who might at any moment come into the room; but, looking out of the window, I saw that the night was much clearer. The wind had dissipated the clouds, and the stars were shining brightly.
“If you will come up the street with me,” said I to Mr. Gilbert, “I will show you how this thing works.”
“That is just what I want to see,” he answered.
“I will go with you,” said my wife, throwing a shawl over her head. And we started up the street.
When we were outside the little town I found the starlight was quite sufficient for my purpose. The white roadway, the low walls, and objects about us, could easily be distinguished.
“Now,” said I to Mr. Gilbert, “I want to put this knapsack on you, and let you see how it feels, and how it will help you to walk.” To this he assented with some eagerness, and I strapped it firmly on him. “I will now turn this screw,” said I, “until you shall become lighter and lighter.”
“Be very careful not to turn it too much,” said my wife, earnestly.
“Oh, you may depend on me for that,” said I, turning the screw very gradually.
Mr. Gilbert was a stout man, and I was obliged to give the screw a good many turns.
“There seems to be considerable hoist in it,” he said, directly. And then I put my arms around him, and found that I could raise him from the ground.
“Are you lifting me?” he exclaimed, in surprise.
“Yes; I did it with ease,” I answered.
“Upon--my--word!” ejaculated Mr. Gilbert.
I then gave the screw a half-turn more, and told him to walk and run. He started off, at first slowly, then he made long strides, then he began to run, and then to skip and jump. It had been many years since Mr. Gilbert had skipped and jumped. No one was in sight, and he was free to gambol as much as he pleased. “Could you give it another turn?” said he, bounding up to me. “I want to try that wall.” I put on a little more negative gravity, and he vaulted over a five-foot wall with great ease. In an instant he had leaped back into the road, and in two bounds was at my side. “I came down as light as a cat,” he said. “There was never anything like it.” And away he went up the road, taking steps at least eight feet long, leaving my wife and me laughing heartily at the preternatural agility of our stout friend. In a few minutes he was with us again. “Take it off,” he said. “If I wear it any longer I shall want one myself, and then I shall be taken for a crazy man, and perhaps clapped into an asylum.”
“Now,” said I, as I turned back the screw before unstrapping the knapsack, “do you understand how I took long walks, and leaped and jumped; how I ran uphill and downhill, and how the little donkey drew the loaded wagon?”
“I understand it all,” cried he. “I take back all I ever said or thought about you, my friend.”
“And Herbert may marry Janet?” cried my wife.
“May marry her!” cried Mr. Gilbert. “Indeed, he shall marry her, if I have anything to say about it! My poor girl has been drooping ever since I told her it could not be.”
My wife rushed at him, but whether she embraced him or only shook his hands I cannot say; for I had the knapsack in one hand and was rubbing my eyes with the other.
“But, my dear fellow,” said Mr. Gilbert, directly, “if you still consider it to your interest to keep your invention a secret, I wish you had never made it. No one having a machine like that can help using it, and it is often quite as bad to be considered a maniac as to be one.”
“My friend,” I cried, with some excitement, “I have made up my mind on this subject. The little machine in this knapsack, which is the only one I now possess, has been a great pleasure to me. But I now know it has also been of the greatest injury indirectly to me and mine, not to mention some direct inconvenience and danger, which I will speak of another time. The secret lies with us three, and we will keep it. But the invention itself is too full of temptation and danger for any of us.”
As I said this I held the knapsack with one hand while I quickly turned the screw with the other. In a few moments it was high above my head, while I with difficulty held it down by the straps. “Look!” I cried. And then I released my hold, and the knapsack shot into the air and disappeared into the upper gloom.
I was about to make a remark, but had no chance, for my wife threw herself upon my bosom, sobbing with joy.
“Oh, I am so glad--so glad!” she said. “And you will never make another?”
“Never another!” I answered.
“And now let us hurry in and see Janet,” said my wife.
“You don’t know how heavy and clumsy I feel,” said Mr. Gilbert, striving to keep up with us as we walked back. “If I had worn that thing much longer, I should never have been willing to take it off!”
Janet had retired, but my wife went up to her room.
“I think she has felt it as much as our boy,” she said, when she rejoined me. “But I tell you, my dear, I left a very happy girl in that little bedchamber over the garden.”
And there were three very happy elderly people talking together until quite late that evening. “I shall write to Herbert to-night,” I said, when we separated, “and tell him to meet us all in Geneva. It will do the young man no harm if we interrupt his studies just now.”
“You must let me add a postscript to the letter,” said Mr. Gilbert, “and I am sure it will require no knapsack with a screw in the back to bring him quickly to us.”
And it did not.
There is a wonderful pleasure in tripping over the earth like a winged Mercury, and in feeling one’s self relieved of much of that attraction of gravitation which drags us down to earth and gradually makes the movement of our bodies but weariness and labor. But this pleasure is not to be compared, I think, to that given by the buoyancy and lightness of two young and loving hearts, reunited after a separation which they had supposed would last forever.
What became of the basket and the knapsack, or whether they ever met in upper air, I do not know. If they but float away and stay away from ken of mortal man, I shall be satisfied.
And whether or not the world will ever know more of the power of negative gravity depends entirely upon the disposition of my son Herbert, when--after a good many years, I hope--he shall open the packet my lawyers have in keeping.
* * *
 
[NOTE.--It would be quite useless for anyone to interview my wife on this subject, for she has entirely forgotten how my machine was made. And as for Mr. Gilbert, he never knew.]
THE END
 
About the author:
 
Frank R. Stockton (1834 – 1902) was a prolific writer of the 19th century and undeniably one of the forefathers of science fiction. 
 
 
 
NOTE: Stockston’s story was included in this anthology to give readers a taste of what “steampunk” was like a century before there was any such thing. I can’t help but be reminded of Ecclesiastes 1:9: there is nothing new under the sun. Granted, steampunk is putting new twists and turns on science fiction, but the truth is that it is borne from a long tradition of alternate-history sci-fi that dances, prances and explodes in the very midst of the Victorian era. 
If you’d like to get a veritable buffet of such fiction written by masters who lived and breathed in that era, then permit me to recommend Isaac Asimov Presents the Best Science Fiction of the 19th Century. My edition was printed in 1981 by Nightfall, Inc. and it may still be in print somewhere. You’ll find stories written from 1817 to 1899, and it includes such greats as Shelley, Poe, Hawthorne, Conan Doyle, Wells and London.
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