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The Tunnels Under Londinium
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My dearest friend,

By now I am certain you have read in the Times that I have gone criminally insane and murdered our mutual friend, George, then hid his body in the casket of his deceased wife, Martha. Nothing could be further from the truth. Remember when I mentioned that the voices were seeking out my few remaining friends? George’s wife has just recently died, and to say George was distraught would be an understatement. I was working on this piece of the narrative when he rang me up after midnight to tell me a voice from the shadows promised to bring his wife back to him if he would pay the price, and George agreed. He then said the voice chuckled, and told him the price was Martha never wanting George to leave her side ever again. When I asked him if the voice promised to restore Martha to life, he replied, ‘How else could she come back?’ I told him to get out of the house and he declined, so I immediately rushed over to dissuade him.

Only to find the front door wide open and signs of a struggle. I hurried to the graveyard where Martha is buried, only to discover the earth had been removed, leaving the casket exposed. I had to know the truth and jumped into the pit. Opening the casket lid, I discovered to my horror that George was dead, his face frozen in the rictus of a scream, with Martha’s body draped around him. As I stared, her head turned as her eyes opened. She gave me a wink. Then her eyes closed as her head returned to its former position.

I was seen running away in terror from the graveyard. Forgive me for leaving out many of the newspaper articles I meant to add, but I need to leave before the police find me.

JACK

––––––––
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EVER SINCE I'D LOST the only stable job I ever had, I found myself playing the part of hired gun for Saul Sherlock, a role I reckon I was better at than durn near anything else I'd done. We were having an adventure, as he put it, walking through the round tunnels underneath Old Town, the fancy part of Londinium dating back to Roman times. No one knows what the tunnels were originally used for or when they were built. They were there when the Romans arrived, or so I'd heard, and different from the sewers already in place. Though the tunnels flooded when it rained.

The air had a dank smell as our footsteps echoed off the round walls lined with red brick, made visible by the light of the oil lantern Saul carried. We walked past a spot where the bricks had crumbled away, revealing old stonework and a man’s abandoned shoe. Folks claimed people lived down there, but all I saw were the rats in a temper at us for invading their home.

I drew my Colt, a shorter-barreled version of the one used by the soldiers back home, and aimed at a critter big as a tomcat until Saul put his hand on my arm. "Gunfire will likely disturb those we are here to meet."

"Fair enough," I said, tucking my revolver back in the holster underneath my leather coat. "But if you get rat-bit, don't come whining to me."

Saul looked up at me with the sardonic expression I'd gotten used to. "I hardly think that will be a concern." Gnomes are short as a child and a good bit wider, with a nose like a half-smoked cigar, but Saul was that one in ten thousand with an affinity for magic, Terramagica and Aethyr both, and curious about durn near everything.

The rest of the gnomes thought him loco as a snake-bit coyote. Saul didn't care, and that made him odder still. But the craziest thing about him? He knew all about the Black Bastard in my head and still hired me on to help him with his cases. Shoot, he paid me even when I wasn’t helping him with a case, so who was I to complain?

The tunnel we were walking along curved to the right, damp from the remaining storm water running through the channel cut into the rocky floor, and as we followed it along, I began to see a greenish glow. "Company ahead," I murmured.

Saul, dressed in his oldest brown suit with a wooden box held under his arm while his other hand held the lantern, took the lead. "Hoy,” he called out, “friends approaching."

"That remains to be seen," a deep voice growled back. Saul didn't hesitate but strode forward as fast as his stubby legs would take him. He raised the lantern as one of the shadowy figures that came into view ahead of us did the same, the deep voice calling out, "Stop right there." We did so, but I kept one hand on the butt of my Colt and the other on the hilt of the long knife strapped to my left leg as the male, dressed in leather it looked like, spoke. "I recognize you, Mr. Sherlock, but who's that with you?"

"You were told to come alone," the second said, thinner in size than the first and dressed in a black suit. His voice reminded me of a snake's hiss.

Saul gave him a derisive snort. "There are rats the size of cats down here," he said as he strode forward again. I took my hands off my weapons and followed as he went on. "As you can see, I am not a large person, nor am I keen on fending off vermin. Jack Watson is in my employ as protection against such threats."

As we got close, I could see the two clear on. The first was a burly half-Orku male, with a broad, warty face, wearing chest armor made of thick leather plates boiled in wax and riveted onto a leather tunic. It wouldn't stop a bullet but would slow down a knife, and gave him some protection from a club. They used that kind of armor on the East-end a lot where guns were rare. The half-blood Orku chuckled. "There's rats the size of dogs down here. I know your reputation, Mr. Sherlock, and if you vouch for him, then it's good enough for me."

"But not for me," the second one said. He was a human in his early twenties with several thin scars on his face, the man taller than I was but a lot scrawnier than his companion, with slicked down black hair and a pencil thin mustache he'd waxed so the ends pointed down, trying to make him look sinister. I thought he looked plum foolish as he made his voice sound like one of those villains in the Penny Theatre melodramas. "I have heard stories about you, Jack Watson. Some people claim you are a witch doctor."

"Do tell," I replied. "That's just a lot of flannel-mouthed blowhards passing wind through their jaws instead of their arses."

"I do not believe you," he sneered. "Since you are most obviously a half-breed, whom are your parents?"

"Jack's ancestry is immaterial," Saul said. "However, if his presence with me is a problem, then we shall return from whence we came and you may explain the reason to your Mr. Lovelace."

The half-blood Orku turned on his dark-haired companion and snarled, "Shut yer pie-hole, ya pompous twit." He glared at the man a moment more, then turned towards Saul with an apologetic expression. "Sorry, Mr. Sherlock. That patch of blackness behind us is the passage inside. Go on in; they're waiting for you."

Saul inclined his head, then raised his lantern, the light revealing a long tunnel. He started towards it and I began to follow, but then stopped and turned around. "To answer your question: my father was Eldarion-Apache and my mother an English schoolmarm captured in a raid. I stopped taking scalps when I came to Londinium, but I think that mustache," touching the hair above my lip, which was part of my close-cropped beard, before pointing at his face, "would make a fine addition to my collection."

His eyes went wide as he touched his mustache with a protective hand. I turned around and caught up to Saul, who was partway down the side passage. "Was that absolutely necessary?"

I shrugged. "He was being annoying." Saul rolled his eyes but kept his comments to himself as we walked along the smaller, brick lined passage, which ended in a wooden door bound with iron and guarded by two more half-blood Orku in leather chest armor. One had a cudgel with a metal band around the far end, while the other cradled a shotgun in his warty hands.

But the one with the cudgel used it to rap on the door as we approached and it opened, both guards stepping out of the way as a fat man in an elegant suit with gold at the cuffs stepped through, the light spilling out from the room beyond shining off his totally bald head. "Mr. Sherlock, punctual as promised. You have the device?" Saul held up the wooden box before tucking it back under his arm. "Excellent." His oily sounding voice became brisk. "The group's leader, whom you may refer to as Mr. X, asks that you do not attempt to learn the identities of any of its members. Everyone is masked, of course, including the bodyguards and assistants, but your reputation as an exceedingly clever fellow has proceeded you."

"I am not here on any other business than the task I was hired to perform,"

"Then if you both will follow me?" The fat man led us through the doorway into a large room, well lit by cheap Terramagica lamps with copper pipes sticking out the sides, set up on the various barrels and wooden crates stacked against the straight, up and down walls, made of the same red brick as the tunnels.

The ceiling was made out of heavy wooden beams. Against the back wall, a set of stone stairs led up to a hole in the ceiling, from which murmuring voices and the faint tinkling sound of a piano being played could be heard. The people in the room turned towards us as we walked forward, the place silent as Boot Hill on a windless night.

Mr. Lovelace led us towards the center of the room where a wooden crate had been placed on its end, too short to be useful as a table to anyone except Saul. Standing to one side of the crate were six people, three humans and two male Koncava, judging by the braided beards with bits of gold and gems woven in and their stubby, earth brown fingers. The third person was short as a Koncava, but wore a brown robe with a deep hood covering that person's face. The rest of the males scattered about the room were human, most of the men sporting ominous bulges underneath their suit coats, dressed in the kind of suits you had made at a tailor's shoppe,.

For the five males beside the crate, the tailor had obviously come to them. The creases on their suits were sharp as a courtesan's stiletto, the material not the stuff they made in England but somewhere abroad, and each of them had gold rings on their fingers, some with diamonds. Except for Mr. Lovelace, everyone had on a black silk mask covering his entire face except the eyes. Reckon it was like attending a convention of bank robbers.

Saul set the wooden box and the lantern on the crate as one of the Koncava walked up to us, Mr. Lovelace falling back with the other humans. "Master Sherlock," the Koncava said. "You may refer to me as Mr. X. Thank you for joining us at this late hour." His voice was deep as his chest, which looked near to split out of his suit if he moved wrong. "I am grateful you decided to let us employ your device after one of my associates saw its effects first hand." 

Professor Alar, who'd known Saul for years, I reckon, had given a lecture on 'Ancient Gnomish Terramagica Devices' several weeks before, with Saul bringing along several from his collection to demonstrate. Evidently the lecture was a hit, because Mr. Lovelace had called upon Saul the next day, offering gold for the use of one special device from Saul's collection.

Mr. X folded his arms across his massive chest. "However, I find your association with such a disreputable character as Mr. Watson to be, shall we say, curious in the least."

Saul had warned me this would happen, and I folded my arms as well to keep them away from my weapons as he said, "Jack was cut adrift from the Goldspear family by Jonathan's father, who threatened him with arrest should he darken his son's door ever again. I found Jack on the Londinium docks, looking to work his way across the Atlantic back to Mexico."

That much was true, though I told Saul I’d only wanted to visit for a spell. Reckon if I kept telling myself that I'd eventually believe it, too. Saul opened his hands with his palms out. "Disreputable or not, I felt Jack to be a resource too valuable to waste, considering his natural talent for controlled violence and skill with a revolver. Jack's loyalty has shifted from Jonathan Goldspear over to me."

Mr. X said, "Mr. Watson, is that so?"

I unfolded my arms to look less threatening. "Reckon it is. Mind you, I don't bear Jon any grudge, for all it was his actions that brought the house down on our heads, but he didn't say a durn thing when his old man threw me out on my arse." Because the cold-hearted bastard didn't tell him, but I kept that to myself as I made my eyes go hard as stone. "Saul needed someone to watch his back and I needed a job with someone I could trust. Reckon both of us got ourselves a bargain."

"And if that job entailed killing someone?"

The dark voice chuckled in the back of my mind as I gave Mr. X a feral smile. "If Saul needs someone, or a posse of them killed, then I reckon they deserve it. Anything else?"

"Just one more thing. There was a half-Eldarion female who jumped to her death－” I snarled as I clenched my fists, the men in the room putting their hands underneath their suit coats as Saul grabbed my arm. I nodded at his concerned look and reined in my temper as I unclenched my fists. Mr. X unfolded his arms. "Yes, I thought her death remained a sore spot. Tell me, have you ever heard of the industrialist Xavier Redstone?"

Taking a deep breath, I nodded. "I remember him from the prince’s visit, and I’ve seen his name mentioned a time or two when I read the Times that Saul gets delivered every morning."

"Indeed? Your reading habits surprise me. Did you know Xavier lost his wife and child in a preventable accident some years ago?" I shook my head and he went on. "It was when the coal fired engines were being replaced by far more efficient Terramagica ones. Shielding an engine that massive is cost prohibitive, and so for everyone's safety, all Eldarions must ride in the last train car, instead of the First Class carriage nearer to the engine."

"Because in the old days," Saul said, "the First Class carriage was the one least affected by coal smoke. As I recall, when the engines were converted, the last train cars were in the worst condition, normally used by those holding the lowest class tickets."

"Which is where you Eldarion scum belong," the Koncava male next to Mr. X snapped.

Mr. X looked my way and I shrugged. "If that's meant to be an insult, go bark up another tree. Most pure blood Eldarions reckon I'm a freak of nature and treat me like something you'd scrape off the bottom of your shoe."

Mr. X was nodding. "I wondered if that was the case. Anyway, when a certain Eldarion male was told by the ticket agent that he could no longer ride in the First Class car, the Eldarion pushed past the conductors and stormed onto the front carriage of the train anyway while the Terramagica engine was running." Mr. X stopped for a moment. "The explosion killed a great many innocents."

"A tragedy," Saul replied in a sympathetic voice, "and as you said, preventable, had certain people known their place."

Mr. X inclined his head. "Were Xavier Redstone here, he would thank you for the kind words. Being a respectable gentlemale, however, he could never join with such an organization as our own without risking serious damage to his reputation. But I can tell you his heart is with us. What of you, Mr. Sherlock? Where does your heart lie?"

Saul shrugged. "While my heart may find the aspirations of your group to be a noble calling, my head reminds me that I too, have a reputation to uphold, and a household to feed and clothe."

Reckon Saul could've made a fortune as a con man, if he'd been inclined to head down that trail. Mr. X stroked his gold and gem braided beard. "Perhaps in time we can persuade your head to join your heart, but no matter. Let us get down to business."

"As you wish. If I might ask you all to take a few steps back while I remove the ward?" The six of them moved away a few paces while I remained at Saul's side, who waited until they were far enough away before putting his hand on top of the wooden box as he spoke a few words. The rune under his hand began glowing blue. 

A moment later a crack began forming along the edge where the top met the sides, and as Saul pulled the top back the rest of the box unfolded, revealing a second box made of a greenish-gray metal, with a square hole at the top and four discs arranged around the hole in a circle. There was another depression in the metal for a fifth. "Thank you, gentle folk," Saul said, making an inviting motion with his hands. "The ward is deactivated and the device safe for you to inspect."

The six Koncavas and humans walked over, with Mr. X standing near Saul while the others formed a semi-circle behind them. I put myself off to one side where I could keep an eye on the room as their leader asked, "How does it work?"

Saul took one of the discs, about the size and shape of a silver dollar but with runes inscribed on both sides, and held it up. "In essence, when the device is activated, these discs are activated as well, and if a person, gnomish or otherwise, is holding the disc, then his image and his words are transmitted in front of the box, the side with runes upon it."

The six inspected the front then returned to their places, Mr. X asking, "Is there a limit on how far it will reach?"

"There may be but I have not yet found it." Several of them began asking questions, but Saul held up his hands. "Gentles, I know no more about how the device works than you do. I learned what it does by trial and error, as I have done with all the ancient devices in my possession."

"Bones of our fathers," the second Koncava said, "Is that not dangerous?"

"Occasionally," Saul replied with a shrug. "But the quest for knowledge must press on, despite the risks. Danger just adds a little spice."

The three Koncava shared a look and chuckled, Mr. X remarking, "Forgive me for saying this, Master Sherlock, but you are a most ungnomish gnome."

"Ain't that the truth," I muttered.

Saul glared at me a moment then turned back towards the others. "That has been said once or twice in the past," he said as he replaced the disc into its slot. "Now, in ancient times, the vapor called by the common man, 'goblin gas', was considered a toxic byproduct of no value." Saul reached into an inner pocket of his suit coat as he went on. "When my ancestors needed a power source for their devices, they used Ka'thorn crystals instead."

He held up his hand. Between his fingers and thumb was a leaded glass cylinder as long as my hand and wide as a fancy champagne glass, with a light green crystal inside glowing with an inner fire and carved in the shape of an Egyptian ankh. All three of the Koncava gasped. "Stones and bones," the second Koncava said, "I have never seen Ka'thorn carved in such a manner. Where did it come from?"

"Egypt. Shabaka Goldspear organized and led an expedition to excavate a burial chamber complex from the period of the Middle Kingdom, or possibly earlier. The complex was known to be extensively rigged with traps, and while most of them had already been sprung from previous attempts at grave robbing, Shabaka rightly assumed that my small stature and superior powers of observation would prove invaluable. He was correct, of course, and the excavation yielded a great quantity of artifacts."

"This crystal is just a source of power to you," the hooded Koncava said in a female voice, "but Ka'thorn is alive. A few of us, myself included, can speak to them and hear their stories, so when our business here is concluded, I would like to purchase this crystal from you so I might hear what it has to say." When Saul seemed to hesitate she added, "I can pay you a considerable sum in gold."

I gave a start as I realized I knew that voice. The hooded female in robes was Dame Kerry.
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Mr. X
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JACK

––––––––
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BACK WHEN I WAS DOWN Texas way, a card shark named Snake-Eye taught me the first rule about playing poker: never let your face give away your cards. "Another time," Mr. X said as I kept my face still, the robed Koncava going stiff as a mongrel dog with her back up. He didn't seem to notice. "Master Sherlock, now that our curiosity has been sated, let us get down to the business of the evening."

"As you wish," Saul replied. He moved the cylinder over the hole in the center of the device, uncapped the bottom, and let the ankh drop into the hole. He capped it back up and replaced the cylinder in his jacket pocket as the crystal's green glow deepened. A moment later, Egyptian hieroglyphs began to glow along the sides of the device. "If your man has kept the disc in his pocket, then he will know the device has been activated. I will ask you all to remain perfectly quiet once it begins to hum; the device will pick up any sound it hears and transmit it to your man, so if he is in a place where voices coming out of his pocket might cause alarm..."

"All of you do as he says and hold your tongues," Mr. X said. The chamber went quiet as a tomb as the metal device began vibrating, its initial, high-pitched whine settling down to a steady hum. Several seconds rolled on by.

A green light flared in front of the device, becoming a green-tinged human man wearing a leather apron, a pair of leather goggles with glass inserts perched on his forehead right above his misshapen eyebrows. He was scrawny as an East-end cat and had bulbous eyes that looked ready to pop out of his head, while his hair reminded me of a clump of tangled sagebrush. He spoke directly into the disc in his hand. "Mr. X, is that you?”

Me and Saul traded a look, then resumed watching as the Koncava leader replied, "Yes, Edward, I am here. Where are you?"

"The professor's workshop. He's away, so I've got the run of the place."

"Do not give away any more details. Everything is set: the Eldarion gin drinker has done his part, and the official in my employ has done his. Are you certain the individual is going to be on that flight?”

Edward bobbed his head like a chicken. "Saw him with my own eyes. I'm ready to carry out the plan, guv."

"No regrets? No second thoughts?”

"I ain't backin out, guv," the green-tinged image of Edward replied, shaking his head so hard his hair flew about. "I'm in all the way."

"East-ender," I murmured.

"Whitechapel district," Saul murmured back.

"And do you have an escape plan," Mr. X asked, oblivious to our exchange, "or do you desire a more noble fate?"

"Got my escape plan right here." Edward seemed to be moving, but the image remained where it was, a workbench filled with tools and spare parts appearing in front of him. With his free hand, he held up what looked like a pair of folding wings attached to a wide leather belt by way of a small metal box bolted onto the belt in the back. 

On either side of the box, small pipes were connected to leaded glass cylinders filled with goblin gas, I reckon. "Ain't she a right beauty? Told the professor I wanted to test it from a spot high up in the air, so when we reach Galashiels he's gonna let me jump ship and fly. Thinks I'm crazier than a South-side Bedlam boy, but he ain't gonna laugh when the ship..."

"I said no details," Mr. X growled at him. "Are you certain the professor will remain behind? Because if he changes his mind and boards the ship, the abort code must be used.”

Edward bobbed his head again. "He ain't gonna be anywhere near the... that ship, I promise. Guv, I'll make this happen and you won't regret it, neither."

"I had best not," the Koncava said in an ominous voice. "Because if you fail, or if you succeed and the least amount of suspicion falls upon us, I will make you wish you had jumped off the side without any wings to break your fall."

"I won't fail you, guv; I want that reward too badly."

"Succeed and you shall have it," Mr. X replied, turning towards Saul and making a knife-cutting gesture across his throat with his hand.

Saul motioned for the third Koncava to pull the crystal out. She didn't hesitate but walked up to the device and plucked out the Ka'thorn ankh. At once, the hieroglyphics began fading, Edward's green tinged image wavering, then disappearing a moment later. 

"Thank you for removing the crystal for me," Saul said to her, the Koncava cradling the Ka'thorn in her stubby fingered hands as Saul began putting the sides of the box back together. "Direct exposure to Ka'thorn flips my affinity to Terramagica for quite some time, and I like to keep this Aethyr warded box around the device while I am traveling with it. Keeps the lower orders from getting too curious."

Knowing Saul as well as I did, I could've laughed out loud from the downright absurdness of that last sentence. But the humans behind Mr. X muttered, 'Hear, hear', as did the second Koncava, while the leader said, "Prudent of you, even though you use such barbaric methods as Aethyr energy."

"For such people, simple Aethyr energy gives the box the illusion that it is cheap and not worth their trouble to steal. Gentle folk, if you would step back?" They did and Saul closed up the box, then placed his palm on the top. He murmured a few words. His hand glowed blue before he took it away, revealing a blue glyph. It faded, and once again the box became the most worthless piece of trash you ever laid eyes on. Saul took the leaded glass cylinder out of his inner jacket pocket and held it out towards the third Koncava. "If I might trouble you for the return of my ankh?"

She was stroking it like one of those little dogs brothel madams always seem to favor. "It sings to me in some unknown language...Egyptian, perhaps?"

"Does the song go like this?" Saul opened his mouth and began warbling in a sing-song language.

It's hard to read a face when it's covered by black silk, but the Koncava seemed to be gaping at him. "How did you know that?"

"Deductive reasoning, of course. The ankh was crafted as a grave good, and an article published several years ago by a Koncava archaeologist mentioned such Ka'thorn ankhs being taught to sing the Egyptian 'Hymn of the Dead'. I learned ancient Egyptian, including the hymn, as a means to bluff our way past several of the semi-intelligent traps still in operation within the burial complex."

"Master Sherlock," eagerness seizing her voice, "Would you be able to translate her words if I spoke to her and told you what she said?"

"Of course," Saul replied as she took the cylinder from his hand, slipped the crystal ankh back inside, and gave it back.

"Another time," Mr, X snapped as Saul capped it back up and put it away. "Should Master Sherlock prove himself worthy of our trust, then such a meeting will be arranged, but not this night."

"Then our business is concluded," Saul said, picking up the box and tucking it under one arm before grasping the lantern by its metal handle with the other. "I trust final payment for my services will be forthcoming, as will the return of my disc?"

"The gold you will have by week's end," Mr. X replied, "and the disc as soon as Edward reports back to us."

"Then I take my leave of you. Come along, Jack, and we shall－” A man's insane laugh ending in a wolfish howl echoed off the stone walls. "That sounds like one of the Skvaden."

Mr. X turned towards Saul. "Master Sherlock," his voice becoming apologetic, "I fear I neglected to mention the Aethyr-tainted creature that has been troubling us of late. While I cannot permit you to come with us upstairs, I will have the four guards escort you back the way you came. They are no strangers to violence, I assure you, and will keep you safe."

"Jack and I also have some experience with such creatures," Saul replied, "but your offer is most welcome. One cannot be too careful."

"Indeed," the leader said, motioning for a man with shoulders like an axe-handle to join him. "Howard, have Roku and the other three remain with Master Sherlock and see him back safe."

"Even the kid?"

"Yes," Mr. X replied. "If he wishes to become one of us then he must prove his mettle. Tell them not to return the way they came but find their way up to the streets above. I am giving orders to seal the door and not let anyone back upstairs once we are safe."

"I'm on it," Howard said in a deep voice, motioning for us to join him as the others began heading for the stone stairs leading up.

As we walked towards the door, I heard one of men say, "This is the third time the bloody beast has appeared while we were meeting. There has to be a spy in our midst."

"The Aethyr-crazed Whitesnake addict," the voice of Dame Kerry hissed. "He should be killed before he causes any more trouble."

"Too obvious," the voice of the second Koncava said. "Someone wants us to suspect Artifex and do exactly that."

"We will question him after the Whitesnake I promised him wears off," the voice of Mr. X said, "while he is sick and in pain. We will determine his guilt or..."

I lost what they were saying as we passed through the doorway into the side tunnel. Howard motioned for the two half-blood Orku to join us and they fell in behind. The other half-blood and the dark haired young man met us halfway down the passage, one end of the man's waxed mustache in his mouth as he nervously chewed on it. "There's a Skvaden out there!"

"No, really?" Howard looked at the half-blood beside him. "Where's the howling coming from?"

"The old section farther on," the half-blood replied. "Just like before."

"Alright, then. Roku, take your boys and guard Mr. Sherlock until he reaches the passage out. Don't try to return; the cellar's going to be sealed shut, maybe for good this time. Oh, and take the kid with you as well."

"Wait," the young man said, "you want me to go along as well?"

"No, I was talking to the rat in your pocket. Bloody hell, Royce; you're no stranger to murder, and killing Skvaden's no different." Another howl followed by a burbling scream echoed from the main tunnel and Howard shook his head. "Though I will admit that if Mr. X's grand scheme succeeds, I'll be a much happier man." He pointed towards the opening. "When you reach the tunnel, run as if the Hound of Hell was on your heels... because it probably is."

A laughing howl echoed down the passageway.
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Skvaden
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JACK

––––––––
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WE REACHED THE OUTER tunnel, Roku holding up the lantern and letting its light shine into the darkness off to our right. "Don't worry, Mr. Sherlock," he said in a voice full of bravado, "we'll keep you safe."

"Not if we have to fight by lantern light. Jack, hold the box for me." I took the wooden box holding the device from Saul, who set his own lantern down before cupping his hands together as he murmured a few words. The space between his hands flared, and when he took his hands away a glowing sphere floated up to the ceiling and hovered a foot or so below the crumbling red brick as it bathed us in its blue light. "There," he said as we all took off running back the way me and Saul had come from, "at least now we will have a fighting chance." The light followed Saul like a balloon on an invisible string.

"The creature will see us," the young man complained.

"Hell, Skvaden don't need to see us," I shot back at him. "Critter's already got our scent, most likely, and at least this way it can't dry gulch us in the dark." I had its scent in my nose as well, the rot of dead meat mixed in with the sharp tang of Aethyr. Faint for the moment but getting stronger. Saul was puffing like a blacksmith's bellows, his short legs pumping as hard as they could, and I said, "You need to catch a ride on my back?"

"I can keep up," Saul said between breaths, "long enough to find...a place to turn...and fight."

The scent in my nose was getting sharper by the moment. "He's right, we ain't going to outrun it," I said to the others. Ahead of us the curving tunnel straightened, and I drew my colt with my free hand to use it to point. "Around the bend is a spot where several tunnels meet. We can stop there and make our stand－”

It came out of the darkness. The half-blood Orku with the shotgun had been lagging behind when a grey shape leaped onto his back, bowling him over. The shotgun flew out of his hands as he hit the stone floor face down, the gun clattering but not going off as Royce and the other two half-bloods yelped and scattered like mongrel dogs. The Skvaden got to its feet.

It had the body of a timber wolf but the head of a man, except the face had the wolf's jaws, and its wolf paws had the man's opposable thumbs. I tossed the box to Saul, who caught it, and I took aim as the creature flipped over the half-blood Orku and ripped out his throat with its teeth. Blood sprayed on the warped face as the half-blood thrashed about for a moment then went still. The Skvaden's muzzle dripped red as it lifted its head and growled, "Who dies next?"

"You

," I said as I fired. It was already moving towards me as my bullet ripped through its jaw, shattering bone as its flesh shredded in bloody gobbets of gore, and the creature jerked like a puppet losing its strings and fell. But then it staggered to its feet and came at me again, lurching as bullets from the other two pistols tore into its body.

"Back off," I yelled at the others as I pulled my long knife from its sheathe, leaving the bone knife alone. The blade in my hand was near to a short sword in length, my hand protected by its brass knuckle guard bolted to the hilt, and I lunged at the Skvaden as it sprang towards me. As we came together I slammed the blade into its chest then ripped it out as we fell, my shoulder hitting the stone floor as I did a tuck and roll and went to my knees, raising my pistol again as I came to a stop.

The Skvaden lay face-up on the stone floor, and as I drew a bead on it, the creature gasped a final, shuddering breath and went still. I shook the stiffness out of my shoulder as I got to my feet, Saul coming up beside me. "I fear you got blood on your coat."

I glanced down at the dark stains soaking into the leather. "Won't be the first time."

"Nor the last," Saul said as he held out his hand. "May I borrow your pig-sticker?" I reversed the knife and handed it to him hilt first, the metal still dripping blood as he took it, then knelt next to the creature's body. He set the box down beside him on a relatively clean part of the floor before using my knife as an oversized tool to pull the jaws apart without getting his hands dirty. Meanwhile, I kept my eyes and ears open for trouble, in case the creature had an amigo or two along. The tunnel remained silent except for us.

The half-bloods warily walked around the Skvaden and knelt down next to their fallen friend, the pair going through his pockets for whatever they could find. I noticed Roku took a silver necklace from inside the dead half-blood's armor, while the other one took his shotgun and all the shells as the man named Royce walked up next to me. "You have obviously fought such creatures before, have you not?"

"A time or two," I replied as I reloaded the colt.

Royce was trying to suppress a shudder but failing badly. "I thought such things were a fable and nothing else. Who created them?"

"Not a who but a what," I replied. "When a rock falls out of the sky it sometimes brings Aethyr with it, and the glowing crater attracts animals and fools like the man whose head's attached to the wolf's. Breathing Aethyr's like going on a three day drunk, but if you don't get clear of it soon enough, it kills you then brings you back to life, the Aethyr swapping body parts of everything in the crater like they were wet clay, letting it harden so the attachments are fixed in place, and then turns the creatures loose."

"How can it kill you, then bring you back to life?"

"Hell if I know," I said with a shrug. "Skvadens have a stink about them like rotten meat and Aethyr, but they bleed and breathe air same as us. We caught one once, me and Saul, and he questioned it, but the thing never did talk a lick of sense. Just went on about how it was going to kill and eat us, as if that's all it cared about. Luckily the body parts get switched without rhyme or reason, so often they're more to be pitied than worried about."

"Ordinarily that is the case," Saul said, still kneeling beside the creature's body. "But in this case the changes were deliberate."

"Whoa, hold on there," I said as I knelt down beside him. "What in blazes are you going on about?"

"Look at the placement of the jaw." He used the knife as a pointer. "It is attached at exactly the right place...and a man's opposable thumbs exactly where they should be to be useful?"

"Yeah, I noticed that," I said as I took the knife back from him, wiping the blood off the blade onto the creature's fur before putting it back into its sheath. "Where do you think it came from?"

"The mind of someone who understands the principles of Aethyr energy better than I do, at least at the moment."

"Mr. Sherlock," Roku said in a worried voice, "we need to get going."

Saul got to his feet with a frustrated look on his face, and I knew he wanted nothing more than to take the body back to his laboratory on the South-side of Londinium and examine it. "Yes, I suppose we must. But I dearly wish I knew who made these alterations."

"Then let me make my introduction," a female voice said from the darkness. I was on my feet in a flash, Colt pointing in the direction the Skvaden had come from as the voice continued. "Or rather, let young Mr. Bannon do it for me.”

The fella with the feeble mustache gasped as if hearing a ghost. “Professor Eaton-Young?”

“Correct answer. Mr. Sherlock, your reputation as the most perceptive of gnomes is remarkably deserved."

"I would take that as a complement," Saul replied as he moved to stand at my side, "save for the matter of your creation attempting to take my life."

"You were in no danger, I assure you. I sent my child in as a test, both of the bravos with you and of your deductive skills of reasoning. All of you passed admirably...well, with one exception, of course."

"If you wished to gain my attention, professor, you most certainly have it. What may I do for you?"

"Answer me a simple question: why are you here?"

"I was hired to perform a simple task," Saul replied. "I have done it and now am returning home."

"Do you think me a fool," the female voice said in a scornful tone. "Either you are in league with Mr. X, in which case I shall use your kidneys to make a pie, or you seek to infiltrate his group so you may bring it down. Which is it?"

Saul opened his small hands in a way making him seem like he was apologizing. "I assure you, Madame, I am here for the sole purpose of making money. I am a gnome, and not only is the acquisition of riches a gnome's highest calling, but I have a large, if unusual, household to maintain. Keeping everyone clothed and fed takes gold, which I freely admit Mr. X has paid me, and I complied with his request to ask no details about what his ultimate goal might be. That, professor, is the simple truth."

"Oh, I have no doubt of that," she said from the darkness in a mocking voice. “Royce, pop quiz: are you ready to die as the useful fool of a greedy industrialist, or finally do something productive with your life by surrendering to me?"

Royce shook like he’d plum caught a fever. “You destroyed my life. I had no prospects－”

“You have a far better prospect staring you in the face than your current one. Mister X,” her voice dripping with scorn, “is a useful fool as well until his current scheme achieves its goal, after which I shall see he dies screaming.”

Saul asked in a cautious voice, “Are you saying you know what Mr. X is planning?”

The female voice made a derisive sound like she’d just been insulted. “I created my Skvaden with sharp ears, and Badb, in her favorite illusion form of a hooded crow, uses... well, used, since the barbarian half-breed beside you destroyed it, its mind to listen in. At the moment, I want the same thing Mr. X does, which is why you, Mr. Sherlock, must surrender to me as well, so that his plan may succeed without interference.”

Saul shook his head. "I believe we shall withdraw from the field of battle, instead, and leave you to your private feud without any interference from me.”

“I see a stronger lesson is in order. First, I shall have my Kobols teach Mr. Lovelace a lesson about allowing his establishment to be used for nefarious purposes, before proceeding to the next examination."

She began speaking like she understood Kobol and I reckon she did, for a great chittering sound of Kobol voices started echoing down the tunnel as if in response. Saul scooped up the box and we made tracks in the opposite direction. Behind us I heard a weird piping sound begin, and a moment later the sound of pounding hoofs.

The tunnel ended in a large square chamber also lined in red brick, a different tunnel on the opposite side leading away to the right while two more tunnels, one to the far right and the other to the left, led away as well. "This is where we make our stand," I said as I stopped and turned around, the others stopping with me as we caught our breath. "Saul, can you give us more light?”

Saul set the box down in the round tunnel on the opposite side then cupped his hands as I drew the long knife and used it to point out where I wanted the other three to stand. "Roku, you and Royce direct your fire at whatever comes through the tunnel into this room," I said as the rat-a-tat of hoofs became louder, a scent more like Aethyr and less like rotting meat reaching my nose, which was strange. A second ball of light then a third rose up towards the ceiling, making the chamber bright as day as I turned towards the half-blood with the shotgun. "If anything gets past our guns, use that to send it to hell while we go after the next one."

"What happens if we run out of bullets?"

"Hope like hell she runs out of monsters first."

The half-blood gave me a dubious look as a man's torso on a horse's body burst through the opening. I fired the colt but only scored its flank as Roku's shot whizzed past its ear. Royce took out an overhead brick as the creature wildly whipped its head about, deciding who to attack most like. It had a jagged piece of wood in its human hands like a spear, and as the half-blood with the shotgun charged it, the creature galloped towards him. 

It got close and the half-blood unloaded both barrels. The shotgun roared as the Skvaden's human torso erupted in a torrent of red gore, but the horse part kept galloping, slamming into the half-blood as it drove the spear into his stomach and out the other side. The half-blood went down under its hoofs as the creature hurtled itself against the far wall. It hit the floor and didn't get back up.

Movement caught my eye, and I turned to see a naked man with a wolf head askew on his shoulder, this one stinking of rotten meat as the horse-man hadn't. I fired a lucky shot through its eye as Roku nailed it square in the chest and it went sprawling face first onto the stone floor as another human body entered, this one with a human head on one shoulder and a goat head on the other. 

I hit it mid-chest and Royce fired twice, his second shot piercing the human skull and dropping the Skvaden like a rock. I let Royce have the next one, a human head on a goat's body with a pair of monkey arms dragging on the ground to either side, and he hit it square in the chest with both shots. "I'm out," he yelled over the echoes of our gunfire.

"Take mine," Roku yelled back, coughing a moment from the blue-grey smoke now hanging in the room as he tossed Royce his pistol and went after the shotgun. He grabbed a couple shells that had rolled away from the half-blood when he'd fallen and reloaded the shotgun with practiced ease.

He’d just snapped the shotgun closed when a bear charged into the room. It was a full blown grizzly with a man's head tucked in between the shoulders for protection, this one hardly smelling of rotten meat at all. It turned away so my shot hit its shoulder instead of its head, Royce blasting away at it as well as it charged Roku, who unleashed both barrels as it got close. It roared in an inhuman voice as one arm tore apart in shards of bone and bloody fur, but rose up and knocked the shotgun out of Roku's hands with its other paw. Roku turned to flee but the bear swung at his back, ripping his leather armor as he knocked the half-blood to the floor. 

I unloaded the Colt into the creature then threw it away as I raced towards them, Roku desperately trying to scramble away as the long claws tore at the armor again. He screamed in pain with blood spurting from his side as I jumped on the monster's back.

The Skvaden had been hunched over but straightened as I drove my long knife into its shoulder, instead of its head as I'd been aiming for. It roared again, staggering as it tried reaching me with its remaining paw. I pulled the blade out with a sucking sound and went to stab it again. But it lurched and slammed us backwards into a wall. Pain shot across my back and it was all I could do to hang on as it stumbled forward a few paces, ready to throw itself backwards again.

Blue light flared by its head and it stopped, the bear's body swaying like a Whitechapel drunkard. Ignoring my screaming muscles, I hauled myself further up its back and drove the point of my blade into its skull. The creature dropped like a sack of potatoes. I rode it down, the massive body cushioning my fall, and ripped out the blade as I staggered to my feet, scarred steel dripping red and yellow gore as I prepared myself for whatever was coming next.

The darkness remained silent. We waited a good half minute or so, but nothing else came at us. I wiped my blade on the bear's fur, then reached down towards the Skvaden's human face, pulling a wooden disc carved in the shape of a five pointed star from its cheek. It was blackened and cracked as if it’d been thrown into a campfire for a time before being pulled out again. "I saw Mr. Sherlock throw that at the monster's face," Royce said as he walked up beside me, keeping a wary eye on the creature as if he wasn't sure it was truly dead. "What is it?"

I handed the blackened disc to him so he could have a look. "Eldarion-Japanese throwing star, with a Rune on one side for sharpness and the other side a Rune for stun. Throw the star and it turns sharp the moment it leaves your hand, then stuns whatever the point digs into." I pointed at the Skvaden's human head, barely visible through the matted fur. "Skull shots are best, but even a chest shot will put a man down for a while and a Skvaden long enough to kill it... least, most Skvadens."

Royce was flipping the ruined throwing star in his hand, examining both sides. "I assume this is designed to be a one-time use weapon, as most Eldarion Artifacts sold to outsiders are?" I nodded, my attention still focused on the darkness beyond our chamber, as Royce continued. "But why make a weapon to only stun an enemy? Why not make one to kill him instead?"

"Because Eldarion never sell lethal items to anyone not of their race," Saul said from where he was now kneeling next to Roku. "Besides that, I am a peaceful gnome, as are all of my race, and while I am permitted to kill in self-defense I prefer not to. Far too much ritual purification afterwards. 

“Jack," his voice taking on a worried tone, "do you have any spare cloth I can use to stop the bleeding? I have used so much of my strength creating light that I fear I shall pass out beside him if I attempt any form of healing."

I slipped my coat off as I walked over to where Saul was kneeling beside Roku's bleeding body. "Here," I said as I began cutting strips from the bottom with my long knife. "Leather will bind the wounds better."

Saul raised his bushy eyebrows as I handed him the first strips. "You brought that coat with you from Mexico."

I shrugged as I continued to tear off strips of leather. "You told me yourself it was time to let go of the past...not that the past's likely to let go of me anytime soon."

Saul gave me a curious look but said nothing as he turned towards Roku and began binding his wounds, the half-blood hissing in pain as Royce threw the disc away and walked over to us. "So that is that," he said, waving his hand towards the bodies, already beginning to stink to high heaven, as if dismissing them. "The strumpet turned tail and fled, leaving the day belonging to us."

Mocking female laughter came from the tunnel. "Wrong answer," Professor Eaton-Young's voice said as I turned around with my knife in my hand. "I am right here. You have impressed Badb, Master Sherlock, you and your companion Jack as well. Therefore, I am prepared to change my offer. You and Jack shall surrender to me and I will bring you over to our side, to our... way of thinking, if you would. Badb and I shall make you both partners, eager participants in our cause."
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