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Foreword


We tend to judge monsters by their actions. We see the shadow scurrying through the alleys, we hear the whisper of stolen essence, and we pass judgment. But in the dark corners of Victorian London, where soot stains the sky and progress comes at a price, the truth is rarely as simple as black and white.


This is the story of Dr. Horatio Vexley.


Forget for a moment what you think you know about insanity. Horatio Vexley did not choose the eclipse voluntarily. He was a man of science, driven by the purest of motivations: the desire to understand death in order to save those he loved. It wasn't hubristhat brought him down, but the Carnival of Lost Souls.


For ten years he was not a guest there, but a prisoner. It was Lucian Graves, the director of that nightmarish world, who broke the doctor and reassembled it. What became of Vexley – the addiction to the essence, the physical change, the insatiable hunger – was not a gift he asked for, but a curseimposed on him. He fled to survive, not to destroy.


If you accompany him on his way, you will see a man standing on the precipice. His struggle for survival takes him into the dark forests and finally back to the vibrant but merciless metropolis. The path he chooses is bloody. But look closely, because sometimes the first step into darkness is the only way out.


This story takes you to a city that hides its darkest secrets in the fog. It will end where the alleys are the narrowest and the murders the most horrible.


This book accompanies the album of the same name Vexley. It tells in words what can only be guessed at in music – and leads to where sound and thought become one: into the abyss between mind and soul.


come in. But take care of your soul.


Chris Engels, Merzig, 2025









Victoria


The summer of 1862 lay heavy upon London, the kind of weight known only to that city when the air itself seems to breathe. The sun hung like a leaden shield above the rooftops, softening the tar between the cobblestones and driving a sweet, stale reek of refuse, horse sweat, and coal smoke through every street. It was one of those days when people walked more slowly, when even the cab horses laboured with lowered heads and pressed themselves into whatever scraps of shade the houses offered.


Horatio Vexley was thirteen years old, a thin boy with alert, far too serious eyes that examined the world as though it were a specimen under glass. He possessed that peculiar quietness which, in an adult, is taken for reserve and, in a child, for oddity. From an early age he had trained himself to observe more than he spoke, and when he did speak it was in complete sentences delivered with a precision that unsettled grown-ups. His little sister Victoria, by contrast, was made of entirely different stuff. Seven years old, lively, with dark curls that tumbled untamed across her face, she had a laugh capable of kindling light even in the narrowest and grimmest of rooms. That afternoon their mother, worn out by the endless round of chores, had let herself be persuaded into one of those rare concessions that feel to children like miracles. Sitting at the kitchen table, heavy-lidded over her sewing, she set the needle aside, reached into her apron pocket and drew out a handful of coins. “You may go to the fair,” she said, weariness outweighing pleasure in her voice. “But not alone across the whole city. Horatio, you are to look after your sister. You are not to let her out of your sight for a single moment. Do you understand?” “Yes, Mother,” the boy answered gravely, accepting the coins as though they were a delicate scientific instrument requiring the utmost care. Victoria had already clapped her hands together before the sentence was finished. “The fair! With the horses and the coloured lamps and the music, Horatio—you know the one!” “I know,” he said, and the faintest of smiles, rare as winter sunlight, flitted across his face. “We shall be back in good time, Mother.” “Be home before dark,” she warned, frowning as she brushed an unruly curl from Victoria’s forehead. “And if your father returns early—”


She left the rest unspoken. Both children knew what she meant. Their father was a physician, a conscientious man with sharp features and an even sharper sense of discipline. He had little time, and the little he had was governed by strictness in his house. Lateness would earn one of those silent, icy reprimands that hurt far more than any shouting. Horatio nodded once more, took Victoria’s hand, and together they left the narrow house and stepped down into the blazing afternoon.


For Victoria the journey was pure adventure; for Horatio it was a duty. He held her hand firmly—perhaps more firmly than necessary—and guided her through the crowded alleys, past vegetable sellers shouting their wares and men with rolled-up sleeves hauling crates and barrels across the cobbles. A cab driver cursed as a dog darted almost beneath his wheels, and the scent of fresh bread from a bakery mingled unpleasantly with the stink of a nearby drain. “Horatio, look!” Victoria cried as they passed a shop window displaying dolls and wooden horses behind its dusty panes. “They’re almost like real horses, aren’t they?” “Almost,” he replied, though his glance lingered only briefly. “The ones at the fair will be larger.” “Even larger?” Her eyes widened as if she could expand the very idea until it filled the sky. “I want to ride the biggest one. You have to come with me, Horatio. I don’t want to be alone.” “I will not leave you alone,” he said calmly. It was less a promise than a simple statement of fact. To him it was self-evident that he would remain at her side, just as it was self-evident to Victoria that he would be there.


The nearer they came to the fair, the more another sound overlaid the dull murmur of the city: music— strange, excited, threaded with shouts and laughter and the shrill piping of whistles and barrel organs. The air changed too; the reek of soot and coal smoke gave way to roasted almonds, sugar, and scorched fat. On the outskirts of the city, where open fields usually served the cattle herds, bright tents had taken root. Flags snapped in the warm breeze, and between the wagons and booths thronged people whose faces glowed with anticipation. Victoria stopped dead for a moment, as though struck by an invisible hand. “It’s even more beautiful than I dreamed,” she breathed.


Horatio surveyed the scene with a weighing rather than a wondering gaze. He noted the stacked barrels, the uneven plank walks, the wheel ruts in the earth. He registered the men clutching beer mugs and those whose eyes moved too swiftly, too greedily, across the crowd. He was still a child, yet his powers of observation were those of a man. “We stay on the paths,” he said quietly. “And we keep away from the wagons.” She nodded eagerly, accepting the caution without question. In the next instant she had seized his hand more tightly and was pulling him toward a carousel. It was one of the older sort, with wooden horses whose paint had flaked in places and whose manes were coarse wool. To Victoria, however, they looked majestic. A red-faced man with a sweeping moustache stood at the crank while a tinny tune issued from a little box. “May we?” she asked, rising on tiptoe.


Horatio mentally counted the coins their mother had given them—rides, sweets, perhaps a small keepsake his sister would surely covet. He placed two coins in the man’s palm. “For two.” She climbed onto her horse as though mounting a living, proud stallion. Horatio took the one beside her, sitting without the wild delight that animated her every movement. When the carousel began to turn—slowly at first, then with steady rhythm —Victoria’s laughter rang out clear and bell-like, the sort of carefree sound that can soften even the hardest heart for a moment. Horatio watched her more than the spinning world around them. In that instant the task entrusted to him felt less a burden than a privilege. To have been given charge of this small life struck him as a grave, almost sacred obligation. After two circuits Victoria begged for another, but he shook his head. “We still have other things to see,” he reminded her, “and perhaps some candyfloss.” The word was enough to transform her disappointment into fresh expectation. They leapt down, and soon she stood before a stall where pink clouds of candyfloss towered on wooden sticks. “That one,” she declared with the certainty of one whose entire happiness hung in the balance.


Horatio exchanged more coins for sweetness. Victoria bit in, promptly smearing a generous quantity across her nose. He drew a clean handkerchief from his pocket and wiped her face. “You look like a clown,” he observed dryly. “And you,” she replied after swallowing with effort, “look like a professor.” It was not mockery, only a child’s honest observation. He shrugged, and for the second time that afternoon the ghost of a smile crossed his face. They wandered from booth to booth, examining wooden toys, cheap trinkets, clockwork beetles that scuttled across boards when a spring was wound. At a throwing game Horatio won a small cloth rabbit and, without hesitation, pressed it into Victoria’s hands. She accepted it with solemn gravity, as though it were a treasure beyond price. “He shall be called Mr Timothy,” she announced. “Mr Timothy?” Horatio asked, mildly puzzled. “Why not simply Timothy?” “Because he is a gentleman,” she replied with unshakable conviction.


They would doubtless have continued thus—moving harmlessly from one attraction to the next, eating sweets, marvelling at small wonders, and returning home at dusk flushed and weary but light-hearted—had it not been for that one tent. It stood slightly apart, not in the noisy heart of the fair but at the edge, where the ground grew uneven and the sounds more muted. A dark-red velvet curtain was drawn back a little at the entrance, and above it hung a sign painted in flowing golden letters: The Wondrous Theatre of Mr Mortimer Living Dolls Such As You Have Never Seen Before the tent stood a man—tall, unnaturally slender, dressed in a long black coat that reached almost to his feet. A top hat sat upon his head, its brim catching the light of the westering sun. His face was strikingly pale, almost waxy, as though the sun had never touched it. His eyes were deep and dark, the sort one does not wish to meet for long lest something unpleasant occur. “Come closer, my young friends,” he called in a voice both honeyed and unsettling, soft and oily like that of a practised preacher. “Come and behold the most marvellous dolls in all the world. Dolls that dance. Dolls that sing. Dolls that live.”


Victoria froze as though rooted to the spot, clutching Mr Timothy, her gaze fixed upon the stranger. “Horatio,” she whispered, “did you hear? They live.” Horatio regarded the man with considerably cooler eyes. Something in his posture, in that calm, calculating stare, instantly displeased him. It was difficult to name the unease; it was more a faint humming at the back of the mind, an instinctive alarm such as rises in dark stairwells or deserted alleys. “It is only a puppet show,” he said quietly. “They want our money. He says they live so that we will believe them special.” “But perhaps they are special,” Victoria insisted. “Please, Horatio. Just this once?”


He looked down at her. Her eyes shone with pleading, and to her childish entreaty was added that expression of absolute trust which always reminded him that he was not merely her brother but her sole anchor in the world. He sighed, almost imperceptibly. “Very well,” he said. “But we stay near the entrance, and we leave the moment it is finished.” “Yes!” she cried, already tugging him toward the tent. A handful of other children had gathered, forming a loose semicircle and staring curiously into the shadowed interior. The stranger let his gaze drift across the small faces, and when it settled on Horatio and Victoria the boy thought he detected the briefest flicker in those dark eyes—gone in an instant.


“You are most welcome,” the man said, bowing with an old-fashioned, almost theatrical courtesy. “My name is Mortimer. Pray, step inside.”


The children slipped beneath the curtain. Within the tent it was markedly cooler than the stifling heat outside would suggest. The floor was packed earth, patched here and there with boards. Rough timber benches stood in rows before a low stage screened by another curtain of crimson velvet. Horatio chose the second row and kept Victoria close, making certain the path to the exit remained in view. A strange, sweet scent hung in the air —neither circus, nor stable, nor kitchen, but something unplaceable and faintly disturbing. The man who called himself Mortimer disappeared behind the backdrop. A soft rustle, then a dim glow descended over the tent, apparently from a single lantern placed behind the stage. The children fell silent. With a faint scraping sound the curtain rose. Behind it lay a small stage with a painted backdrop: a forest rendered in crude, unsettling colours—trees too black, sky too green, as though the scene itself were diseased. Then the dolls appeared.


First came a ballerina on slender, delicate legs whose joints moved with astonishing fluidity. She spun in a slow circle, raising her arms with the grace of a seasoned dancer. Next a harlequin whose painted grin was too wide and whose eyes were too narrow to seem truly cheerful. He leapt and tumbled and danced around the ballerina. A king followed, crowned and cloaked, seating himself upon a tiny throne provided by the backdrop. At first glance it was merely a skilful puppet show. Yet the longer Horatio watched, the stranger the movements became. These were not the stiff, jerky motions one expects of marionettes with visible strings. These figures moved as though their limbs were flesh rather than wood, bending not to the simple pull of a cord but to some inner will. It seemed less that a man beneath the stage worked the strings than that something had been placed inside the dolls that granted them a life of their own. The children laughed and clapped and cheered each clever trick. With every outburst something inside Horatio recoiled—not because he begrudged them their joy, but because he felt Mortimer’s gaze resting not upon the puppets he supposedly controlled but upon the audience itself. “Horatio,” Victoria whispered, leaning toward him, “do you see how they dance? They really are alive. Truly.” “They are cleverly made,” he answered softly.


Even as he spoke he noticed that her hand, which moments before had clutched Mr Timothy so tightly, had grown slack. Her eyes, usually darting from wonder to wonder, were now fixed solely upon the stage. The ballerina had begun a waltz-like dance; the harlequin joined her. The king nodded approval from his throne. Horatio glanced at the other children. Their faces were smooth, mouths slightly open, as though entranced.


Something is wrong, he thought.


He reached for Victoria’s hand. “Come,” he whispered. “We are leaving.” She did not respond. Her gaze remained locked upon the dolls, her body unnaturally still. “Victoria,” he said more urgently, giving her arm a gentle shake. Nothing.


A cold dread rose in him. He looked about. Every child sat the same way—frozen, staring. From behind the backdrop came Mortimer’s voice, low and rhythmic, almost a chant. Horatio stood, pulling harder at Victoria’s arm. She did not move. “Victoria!” The chanting ceased. The dolls froze mid-motion. The curtain fell with a soft whisper. Mortimer stepped out from behind the stage, his face even paler in the dim light. “Is something amiss, young friend?” he asked, voice smooth as oil. “Give her back,” Horatio said, trembling yet resolute. Mortimer smiled—a smile that never reached his eyes. “But she is enjoying the performance. See for yourself.” Horatio looked. Victoria’s eyes were vacant, her features slack. Something vital had gone out of her. “What have you done?” he whispered. Mortimer’s smile widened. “I have merely shown her the wonders of my theatre. Now she is part of it.”


Horatio lunged, but the man was quicker. A hand clamped upon his shoulder, a sharp pain flared at his neck, and then only darkness.


When he awoke the tent was empty—benches vanished, stage dismantled. Victoria was gone. Mr Timothy lay abandoned on the ground. He stumbled out into the evening air. The fair continued its noisy revelry, yet for Horatio Vexley the world had changed forever.
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Royal Institution


The lecture hall of the Royal Institution lay in semi-darkness; only the gas lamps on the walls cast their yellow glow upon the wooden benches. Outside, rain lashed against the high windows; from the corridors water dripped like a muffled beat. Dr. Horatio Vexley stood at the lectern, his hands braced upon the polished wood as if he needed to hold on to avoid sinking into the night. Before him sat scarcely thirty men—professors, fellows, a few students—faces practiced in expressions of skeptical composure.


“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began. His voice was steady, yet his heart beat fast. “I thank you for coming. What I present today is unconventional. Nevertheless, I ask for sober examination.” He reached for the chalk and drew two cages connected by a thin line, beside them instruments: a galvanometer, a kymograph, a stethoscope. “In coupled experimental animals, I have observed effects that cannot be fully explained by known electrical phenomena. Provisionally, I call this manifestation ‘essence’—a force not yet measurable electrically, but demonstrable experimentally.” A murmur arose. “Essence?” repeated an older professor in the third row, his beard trembling in the flickering lamplight. “That sounds like mysticism.” Vexley followed with the facts; he spoke concisely, precisely, offering methodology rather than metaphysics: The animals were housed in separate cages, identical environmental conditions, the connection consisting of conductive electrodes over a controlled resistance—calibrated such that conventional current transmission could not account for the observed reactions. Heart sounds and muscle contractions were captured via stethoscope and sphygmograph, recorded on the kymograph; repetitions and controls eliminated obvious artifacts. “The changes,” he said, “correlate with the death of one partner and occurred reproducibly—not always strongly, but consistent in their tendency.”


The laughter did not entirely subside, but it lost some of its edge. A man with a narrow face stood up, mocking: “Dr. Vexley, are you claiming soul transference? Do you intend to resurrect the dead?” The question was accompanied by a biting laugh. Vexley felt a stabbing scorn, yet he countered: “I am not speaking of souls in the theological sense. I am speaking of a measurable quantity—an essence whose effects we can observe.” Brief and clear. The words robbed the mockery of some of its lightness, but not its rejection. Only one voice diverged: Edmund Hale, a young man with open eyes, rarely easily impressed. He stepped forward and spoke quietly, so that few heard: “The history of science is full of ideas first crowned with the fool’s cap. Sometimes the one who is ridiculed proves to be the one who sees further.” Hale did not stay out of sympathy alone; he stayed because he recognized in Vexley’s sober presentation the trace of methodological rigor—the kind of curiosity that does not content itself with anecdotes. His brief support was a spark that did not shield Vexley from contempt, but nourished a hope. Murmuring, then rising; one by one the hall emptied. Some shook their heads, others cast pitying glances at him. As the last seats became vacant, Vexley stood for a moment longer at the lectern, chalk in hand, and gazed at the mark on the kymograph drum where the line showed an unusual twitch—the only thing sustaining him.


Three months later, he was summoned by the dean. The office smelled of damp wood and official authority; the man behind the desk seemed like an installation of rules and appraisals. “Dr. Vexley,” the dean said without preamble, “your theses are damaging the reputation of our institution. We must withdraw your research funds. No more access to the laboratories, no stipend, no support from the society.” Vexley felt the words sink in like sharp knives into the sober world. His hand clenched around the notebook; his voice grew rough as he replied: “You do not understand what I have observed.” The dean raised his hand, dismissive. Rage surged in Vexley—hot, raw, uncontrolled. He slammed the door behind him, stepped into the rain, tore a page from the notebook and hurled it into the alley. “I will understand it,” he cried into the damp air; the words were no appeal, but a vow. The dismissal was not merely a loss of prestige; it meant: no more workspace, no access to expensive measuring instruments, no more applications. For a man whose work relied on controlled apparatus and reproducible records, this was far more than humiliation—it was the destruction of the means to further test his hypotheses. This proximity to despair laid the foundation for a path that would soon lead away from institutional security.


As he walked back through the wet streets, something contracted within him—memories long suppressed: a field on the edge of the city, a fairground tent, a black coat, Victoria. The images struck him brief and sharp. “I will be able to heal,” he whispered into the darkness. He clung to the notebook in his breast pocket; it weighed less than before, yet it seemed the last tangible promise. Without institution, but not without purpose, he vanished into the night—determined to continue his experiments elsewhere and pursue the essence further.
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Dr. Horatio Vexley


Dr. Horatio Vexley was a man who never quite fit into the world he was born into. Since his youth, he had carried that strange mixture of gravity and feverish alertness usually found only in those who have suffered a loss that reshapes them entirely. His nature was orderly, his manners impeccable, but behind the precise gestures and the controlled voice lurked something restless, as though a mechanism inside him were constantly pressing against the walls of its casing. In London, the city that gave birth to great ideas and just as readily destroyed them, he had carved out a place among the young scientists who believed the future could be deciphered through glass lenses, measuring instruments, and meticulous tables.


Yet Vexley’s thoughts strayed to regions beyond the lines one could draw on paper. His years at the Royal Institution had shaped him, not through recognition, but through rejection. There he had learned that science could be as inflexible as any preacher who looked only at scripture and never at the world. When his colleagues refused to comprehend the “vital energy” he believed he was discovering, he began to drift away from their expectations like a ship easing imperceptibly from the quay. But Vexley’s departure was neither caprice nor wounded pride. It went deeper, rooted in memories he could never fully articulate. The image of his little sister Victoria accompanied him in every quiet hour. It was not the sort of grief that tears the heart open and is cleansed by tears, but the kind that clings to the soul like a cold shadow, growing heavier with each passing year. Since that day at the fair, so distant and yet so near, he had known: there is something that leaves the body before death arrives. Something invisible, immeasurable, intangible. Something one person can steal from another. And since that hour he had vowed to one day name it, understand it, and take it back.
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