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NOTE

The Victorians had a much different view of the cosmos. In this novel their theories and assumptions are presented as fact, including the existence of the aether, views that were quite common into the middle of the Twentieth Century.
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And did those feet in ancient time

Walk upon England's mountains green?

And was the holy Lamb of God

On England's pleasant pastures seen? 

And did the Countenance Divine

Shine forth upon our clouded hills?

And was Jerusalem builded here

Among these dark Satanic Mills? 

Bring me my bow of burning gold:

Bring me my arrows of desire:

Bring me my spear: O clouds unfold!

Bring me my chariot of fire. 

I will not cease from mental fight,

Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand

Till we have built Jerusalem

In England's green and pleasant land.

—William Blake



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


THEY COME FROM OUT the blackness!

The thought flitted amongst the Drassa like lightning across a summer field, causing them to flicker and phase. In their concern and confusion, they opened and closed portals.

The Cold Ones are but coarse matter!

Metal that did not flow, metal molded to unnatural shapes, swooped from out the shadows, moved from death to life, bearing in their bellies strange creatures. At first, the Drassa could not believe the things disgorged from the hollow shapes were living beings with their many skins, their dull intellects, the fluids that moved within them without boiling.

The Cold Ones come from the Outer Darkness!

But, living beings or not, even the most skeptical Drassa was forced to admit these strange visitors from the deadly outer realms were animate in the most terrible ways. They gouged the shadowed ground with other unnatural shapes and raised containers in which they dwelled away from the Great Source.

They move in and out of the Light!

Out upon the Shining Plain they bore great holes, and from the holes rose black towers. They did not reflect the light, these titanic spires but were like extrusions of the shadow from the dark heart of the planet, though the Drassa had only a vague concept of what a planet was, for the universe beyond their own millennial home was a vast and unknowable expanse.

They will disturb the Breath of Life.

The Cold Ones build upon the Plain of Eternity...

The Portal will not open for the Cold Ones...

They wield strange energies.

The Cold Ones will not stop. 

We cannot approach them...

Their touch is death...

Their blood is ice.

The ways of the Drassa were slow and deliberate. In all their millions of years of consciousness, they had never rushed to either judgment or action. They endlessly debated every point, every thought, every moment of their existence. They eternally argued all things, from the continuously morphing songs of the Great Source to the nature of the flotsam and jetsam that occasionally fell to their world from the Outer Darkness.

This is not the first time!

Indeed, it was not the first time strange invaders had emerged from the lifeless Outer Darkness, but that had been so long ago that it strained even the memories of the archivists of the Drassa. It had been different then, when the orbs of the Outer Darkness followed different paths. But those beings had not been Cold Ones. While the invaders were nothing like the fire and light of the Drassa, they were yet quickened to life, like wavering flames from the Primordial Forge. Those ancient beings who moved amongst the Drassa like scintillating sparks had not stayed. They departed leaving only a warning: Beware the Cold Ones for they are Death.

After ages beyond number, the Cold Ones had finally come.

For the first time since the Quickening, the Drassa experienced an emotion alien to their nature—fear.

But even fear could not change their most basic nature, which was to examine and enquire, to contemplate and conjecture, to debate and deliberate. They flitted among the black towers. They examined the structures, the crafts and, as far as they were able, the aliens that moved among them.

One of the Cold Ones is a spark....

He listens...

He dreams and whispers...

Hear him...

The Mills...

The Dark Satanic Mills...
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Chapter  1: The Stationary Sun
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THE SUN NEVER SET.

That, Martin thought as he stood in the observation dome peering through heavily tinted crystal, was the hardest thing to get used to, for he had always prized darkness. It forever hung at the horizon, looming like a Titan of antiquity, who had threatened Creation in the mythic hymns of all cultures.

On Earth, the Sun was warm and friendly, never more than a bright distant disc, even when it shimmered large upon the sea. But, here, the Sun raged and fumed. It was bloated and mottled, and flames continually shot from its ragged disc. But, of course, it was no ordinary fire of incineration. Even with something as large as the Sun, mere combustion would have resulted in a dead black cinder long before the advent of life on Earth. 

Not for the first time, Martin wondered about the powers of the Solar System, the unseen and unknown manifestations that seemed forever beyond the reach of science. It was all a façade, he knew, a thin veneer hiding a reality that would certainly drive anyone mad.

The true nature of the blazing solar fires, he thought, and the ghosts that walk. Who can known them but me?

Of course, such things were beyond his concern, the province of his betters, he was often told. As a Machine Clerk, his world was one of gears and cogs, flywheels and counterweights, complex codes and calculations. If MEDUSA needed to solve the mysteries of the universe, they would call upon one of their own scientists or naturalists, or simply kidnap one. He was only good at numbers.

The landscape of this small world seemed barren, totally devoid of life, but Martin was often unsure of that obvious fact. Yes, he knew this facility, settled in the foothills between unending day and eternal night, was the only habitation upon the world, that the array of black towers rising on the plain before him was the only other structures. When he would make some sly comment, testing the intellects and imaginations of his fellow toilers beneath the Sun, he would garner nervous or mocking expressions, headshakes and muttered comments. They were all alone beneath the Sun, they said, all very self-evident, of course, and yet...

And yet, he thought, pressing his palms and forehead against the surprisingly cool transparent material. And yet there are still the ghosts and the voices whispering dread secrets.

“Don’t you have some work to do, Mr Martin?” a voice asked from behind.

The Machine Clerk turned about, saw a thin man with a huge moustache that made him look ridiculous. He wore the same brown tunic they all wore, the black insignia of MEDUSA on his breast, but a thin blue bar indicating his status as Machine Supervisor supplemented his.

“I am waiting for some test codes to finish their sequence, Mr Laplace,” Martin replied.

“Surely there is something else you can do while waiting,” the Machine Supervisor suggested.

Martin smiled, tapping his temple twice with his forefinger. “I am solving some probability equations I was asked to calculate.”

“Asked by whom?” Laplace queried. No one had passed any requests through him, which was required by protocol.

Martin’s smile widened, but only on one side, giving his head a rather lopsided appearance even as it seemed reptilian.

“Lord Khallimar, of course,” Martin murmured. “Were you not informed? I thought you had been.”

“I seem to recall His Lordship mentioning something about it,” Laplace said after a minute. “I did not question him closely, of course, since he said he was...”

Martin had already stopped listening, had returned to gazing out the dome, watching the ghosts as they flitted among the towers.

“Carry on then,” Laplace said. “In the future, though, keep me informed about any outside projects you are assigned.”

“Of course, Mr Laplace,” Martin replied.

A light suddenly flared in the darkness, arcing across the void toward the landing area set well back from the terminator’s edge.

“An aethership?” Laplace exclaimed. “There are no approaches scheduled for today.”

“I believe it’s Lord Khallimar’s aethership,” Martin said.

“What! I...” Laplace sputtered. “Return to your chamber and complete your calculations, Mr Martin. Please restrict your presence in the observation dome to non-work hours.”

“As you wish, Mr Laplace,” Martin murmured.

The Machine Clerk glanced at the plain, then turned and left.

Laplace watched the Machine Clerk leave the observation dome. He did not care for Martin at all, and would have sacked him long ago, had the decision been left to him. He did not like Martin’s glassy eyes, his watery gaze, his oddly shaped elfin face, or the way he always seemed to lurk about. There was something disgusting about the man, something he could not quite explain, not to himself and certainly not to his superiors, but the feeling he derived when dealing with Martin was the same sensation he felt as a lad when he and his mates found a nest of water-vipers at the edge of a tarn.

They had stomped that nest to death.

He looked back to the approaching aethership. It was indeed Lord Khallimar’s personal craft. Damn!

Laplace turned and smartly departed the dome. As the leader of the Machine Section, it was important he stand with the Director when their master arrived.

A few moments later, Martin edged cautiously back into the dome. He glanced disinterestedly at the aethership as it passed close by, then returned his attention to the plain of Mills.

The ghosts are walking today, he thought. I wonder if they are curious about His Lordship.

After a few minutes, Martin left the dome and returned to his chamber, but not because of anything Laplace had said. Already, his conversation with the Machine Supervisor was fading from his mind, like whispers from another room. He returned because he had finished his calculations and needed to write them down before Lord Khallimar asked for them. After all, the man who held all their lives in his hands was but a mere mortal, and, as he did for all others, Martin had to make allowances for such limited creatures.

A small ding indicated the Great Machine had finished running the coded sequences he had input earlier. Martin was examining the results of the sequences when the door opened and a man entered, one twice his size, very dark, with long black hair and an imperial, wearing a black suit and a bowler. His shoulders barely fit through the doorway and he waited for Martin to notice him.

“Lord Khallimar wants the results of the calculations,” the man finally said, a note of impatience in his voice.

After a measured moment, Martin looked up from the vellum pages printed by the Machine. His watery expression did not change when he saw the man’s frown.

“Oh, there you are, Ahriman,” Martin said mildly, returning to his study of the Machine’s output. “I did not hear you enter.”

Ahriman’s frown deepened, till it seemed his face was on the verge of shattering. He took a half step toward the small Machine Clerk, leaning forward a bit, but Martin continued reading.

“I suppose you’ve come for the final results of the equations,” Martin sighed, setting aside the code sequencing papers.

“Yes, His Lordship is anxious to receive them,” the giant said.

“I’m sure he is,” Martin replied as he rose from behind his desk and went to a locked cabinet. “They are quite peculiar, you know.”

“No, I do not,” asserted Ahriman. “His Lordship’s business is his own, and it is not prudent to question it.”

Martin turned the ornate brass key in the lock. “No, I suppose it isn’t.” He reached inside and withdrew the pages he had written so quickly in longhand. “But they are quite peculiar.”

He returned to his desk, folded the thick parchment pages and placed them in an envelope. Using an electric-lucifer, he heated a taper of red sealing wax, dribbled a sufficient amount upon the fold-over, then pressed his personal seal into the wax. Martin proffered it to the servant, then withdrew it slightly as he reached for it.

“I thought Lord Khallimar might come personally,” Martin said airily. “I could explain the results to him, answer any questions.”

Ahriman leaned forward, grabbed the envelope and yanked it roughly from Martin’s limp grip. He was infuriated by the Machine Clerk’s impertinence, and even more by his limpid smile, as if he were privy to some amusement, possibly at Ahriman’s expense. In his homeland of Mesopotamia, Ahriman would have rewarded the man’s insolence with the back of his hand, at the very least, and it was all he could do now to keep from giving him such a backhand that would send man and chair flying against the metal wall. But he controlled himself, took in a deep breath, ignoring the antiseptic tang of the processed atmosphere, then let it out slowly. 

“If Lord Khallimar has any questions, I am sure you will be informed,” Ahriman said.

Martin shrugged. “Well, there you are.”

Ahriman frowned in confusion at Martin’s colloquial phrase, but did not pursue it. The sooner he was away from this creature the better. He understood the little man was bright and useful to His Lordship, but he did not understand the latitude allowed him.

Martin picked up the Machine code print-outs, began to scan them again, but looked up when Ahriman was almost out of the chamber. He cleared his throat softly.

“Please tell Lord Khallimar the ghosts are walking again,” Martin said. “They are very interested in him.”

Ahriman recalled Martin making enigmatic statements before. He gritted his teeth. The man was stark barking mad, driven insane by so many numbers in his head, but he was useful to Lord Khallimar, and MEDUSA, so had to be humored, for the moment.

“Yes, I shall tell him,” Ahriman said. “I am sure His Lordship will be most appreciative.”

Martin nodded vaguely and returned to his work.

Ahriman fled the madman.

Martin set aside the pages with their primitive codes and leaned back in his chair, massaging his temples with his fingertips. He did not believe Ahriman, doubted the brutish villain had ever delivered even one of his messages to Lord Khallimar. As he leaned back, his eyes closed, his temples throbbing, the voices came softly.

The Cold One is amongst us...

He comes as a shadow...

His thoughts are cold as frozen gas in eternal night...

We dwell amidst dark satanic Mills...

As the voices faded, Martin dropped his hands, leaned forward and opened his eyes. It did not happen often that the voices came while he was fully awake. He was glad they had waited until after the departure of the bestial Ahriman. The pain was intense. These were no small still voices in the night, Martin mused.

His pain faded, his nausea passed, and he once again picked up the papers. A last quick glance and he initialed each correction or notation. He rolled the papers into a tight cylinder and placed it into a brass capsule. He opened the breech at the side of his desk, inserted the capsule, coded the destination, and activated the pneumatic delivery system.

There was a soft whoosh as the message-capsule shot through the tube into the wall, but Martin did not hear it. He wanted to lie down, wanted sleep to steal over him so when the voices returned their words would not cause him so much pain. He used to wonder, back when MEDUSA had first brought him here, if they were real, a part of this hellish place, of just a manifestation of madness.

But now he felt it did not matter. Whether they existed or not, they were as real as anything else here—the plain of Mills, the disc of the Sun, himself, the ghosts, the numbers that ran unceasingly in his brain, the pleas of his victims.

A small chirping sound intruded upon his thoughts, and it took him a few minutes to realize it was the alarm on his aether-wave communicator. He frowned at the interruption, not because it was an inconvenience (even though it was) but because the only person who contacted him in this manner was Lord Khallimar, generally in the person of an intermediary in Paris. Martin knew there had not been enough time for his master to even start back for Earth.

He made sure his chamber door was securely dogged, then took off the false panel that hid the device. He flicked the switch.

“Mr Martin, are you receiving?” asked a deep, thickly accented voice. “Can you reply?”

It was not Lord Khallimar, Martin realized.

“Yes, yes, I am, I can,” Martin stammered. Rarely did he ever find himself at a loss for words, usually talking down to those who were above him, but doing so with such a sly arrogance that people never realized they were being mocked. “I am...surprised to hear from you, sir.”

The set was still for a long moment. Aether communication was instantaneous, unlike the lengthy delays one experienced with electromagnetic radio-waves which could only propagate at the speed of light, so Martin knew the speaker was quiet by choice.

“I am listening, sir,” Martin said nervously.

“You should not be surprised, Mr Martin,” the speaker said. “You knew this day would come.”

Martin had only met the man behind the voice once, the same night he heard it for the first and last time, after MEDUSA recruited him. It was his last night in his Spitalfields flat, where he lived after his release from Wandsworth. The man on the aether-radio had appeared after midnight, opening the door as easily as if he had a key, though, later, Martin found the door still bolted from within. He wore the finest evening clothes but his features were obscured by the folds of a black silk mask. He was nearly seven feet tall.

“I know who you are and what you have done, Mr Martin,” the man in the mask said. “Not the petty criminalities for which you were made a guest of Her Majesty at Wandsworth Prison, but the horrors you committed in secret, the blood upon your hands.”

Even though nearly a year had elapsed since that meeting, Martin still recalled the utter sense of dread that gripped him. The detective from Scotland Yard had thought himself clever because he obtained a confession of wrongdoing from Martin, never suspecting the confession was nothing more than camouflage for deeds that would surely have come to light had the inspector been motivated to dig deeper into Martin’s life.

Martin had taken great pains to hide the bodies, to conceal the elements of the crimes. That he had been taken into custody at all was quite a shock, a slip on his part, he admitted, but also proof that even dim-witted baboons can be underestimated. Six months spent in Wandsworth was a small price to pay to avoid the noose, a time spent as a model prisoner, working in the prison library and as a tutor to the less fortunate, earning respect, attracting notice.

His detention made the prospect of finding a job rather more difficult, despite his facility with Machines and his affinity for the higher forms of mathematics. He became an accountant in an East End manufactory, taking coin from his inferiors and working with second-hand Babbage Machines. His humbled situation landed him in a Spitalfields cold-water flat.

His gifts, however had not gone unnoticed. Word of his  talents  had reached the ear of someone determined to make the best use of those abilities. And so to his humble door had come a man from MEDUSA, offering good pay, exotic surroundings, the chance to work as a Machine Clerk with the latest steam and aether technology, and the opportunity to ride on the coattails of power.

If Martin was honest with himself, and he occasionally was, it was this last possibility that attracted him most strongly. He had never known the feeling of power, not real power, the kind that had endurance. Yes, there had been the power of the blade, the exercise of terror, but that had always been fleeting, and because it always had to be kept secret it was ultimately unsatisfying.

He kept his sins hidden even from MEDUSA, kept to himself the darkness and yearnings of his heart.

But, now, here was an outlandish stranger reciting a litany of Martin’s sins, giving voice to names that even Martin had forgotten. This outsider could easily put a rope around his neck, but, worse than that, he could block his entry into the MEDUSA organization, deny him the opportunity to acquire the power he craved. His only weapon was the straight razor by the sink.

“It would be a mistake to reach for that razor, Mr Martin,” the hooded figure cautioned. “I tell you the sins you know so well only to prove how well I know you, that you have nothing to hide.”

“Who are you?” Martin asked. “What do you want of me?”

“Who I am is of no importance,” the man replied. “At the moment I am merely a voice, a voice you should note carefully, for one day you shall hear my voice again. I am about to make an investment in you, an investment that will come to term when you again hear my voice. Do you understand?”

Martin nodded. He at least understood the words if not the meaning of the words.

“What I want of you is simple—your assistance when I ask for it,” the man explained. “I am going to give you £100,000.”

“A hundred...”

“Enough to make you independently wealthy for the rest of your life, but it is merely money, and cannot buy what I know you crave most,” the man in the hood said. “I am investing in you, in your considerable talents, which have hitherto been squandered in base service to unimaginative and short-sighted men. Your recent induction into the ranks of MEDUSA will present you with...”

Martin staggered back, for he had been told by the recruiter that betraying the organization in any way would result in death. He tried to deny any affiliation with the group, but was silenced with a gesture and a stance, much as a misbehaving dog would be silently chastised by a stern master.

“...will present you with certain opportunities,” the stranger continued. “Your talents will bring you to the notice of personages of power and authority, will advance you to positions of trust and privilege, perhaps even present the occasion to whisper words of influence into the right ear.” He paused. “You supposed all that, however, when the offer to join MEDUSA was made, did you not?”

Martin nodded. “It was what swayed me most of all.”

“Good, you are being honest!” Though Martin could not see the face, he imagined a sly smile. “The money I offer, which has already been deposited in a secret account in the Confederation of Switzerland, is nothing but an inducement, a show of good faith on my part. You are to tell no one of its existence, will not draw upon it for many years...but you will have no need to do so, will you?”

Martin shook his head. “No, I was told of my assignment, of a new Great Machine.”

“And its location?”

“Yes, that too,” Martin acknowledged. “I found that harder to believe than the fact that MEDUSA had approached me. Until that moment, both were mere whispers to me.”

“Let that be your first lesson in the art of power,” the hooded man said. “True power is hidden. Think of all the people around us, Mr Martin, all the unimaginative souls who think the greatest power in the Solar System is vested in the form of an old woman sitting upon a throne in Buckingham Palace. That old woman does not realize it, but even now, shadows are gathering around her, forming a new world, one in which she will answer to people such as you and I. That is the world we shall create. Do you want to be part of that dark new world?”

“Yes,” Martin answered enthusiastically, caught up in the fire of the moment. “Yes, I do.”

“Then accept the money I offer and keep it to yourself,” the man said. “Use your talents with mathematics and Machines to bring notice to yourself, to distinguish yourself in the eyes of the overlords of MEDUSA, and bide your time...most of all, that, Mr Martin. Be patient. And curb your proclivities toward violence. Do you think you can do all that, Mr Martin, especially the last?”

Martin nodded. “I am very focused on my work, can control my...urges. I can keep myself to myself.”

The head beneath the hood nodded. “See that you are and that you do. I shall be monitoring your activities closely, will always have you under my scrutiny, even though you will never see any evidence of that scrutiny.”

Martin suddenly realized his visitor must also be a member of MEDUSA. That realization chilled Martin more than had the initial appearance of his midnight visitor or even his knowledge of Martin’s deepest held secrets.

“If you ever mention this meeting to anyone, I shall know of it and you shall die,” the man said solemnly. “Should you not fulfill your obligations to me within MEDUSA, your usefulness will be at and end, and so will your life. Should you refuse my orders, you will be killed. You can never protect yourself from me or my agents. You can never run far enough to escape my reach, nor dig a hole deep enough that I cannot pull you out. Do you understand, then, the conditions of your employment with me, the terms of your service, and your obligations to me?”

“Yes, sir, I do.” Martin answered.

“And the penalties?”

“Yes, that as well.”

“And you agree to it all?” the hooded man asked. “All of it?”

“I agree...to everything.”

“Very well, Mr Martin,” the visitor said softly. “I will not insult your intelligence by telling you that you shall not regret your choice for there will be times you shall curse yourself for making a deal with the devil, especially when your urges are strong and you must control them. But you have made a wise choice nonetheless. If it is power you crave, then you have started upon the correct path.”

The man in the hood reached into a pocket of his waistcoat and retrieved a rectangular piece of pasteboard upon which the name of a Swiss Confederation bank and a series of numbers had been written. He handed it to Martin.

“This is the information regarding your new bank account,” the man said. “Destroy this after you have memorized it.”

Martin nodded and took the card.

“You shall, of course, wish to verify it before you depart Earth, but do so very discreetly,” the stranger instructed. “There is no need for you to have further contact with the bank or any of its officers. I have taken the liberty of instructing a program of investment that will increase your principal at least tenfold.”

The mysterious visitor turned toward the door.

“If I should need to contact you...” Martin started to say.

The hooded man whirled about and took a threatening step in Martin’s direction, making him cringe.

“I will contact you!” the man hissed. “You have heard my voice tonight, can recognize it?”

Martin nodded.

“You shall hear it again.”

And that voice spoke to him now, from out the aether-radio he had been given by Lord Khallimar. The day Martin had anticipated with equal measures of excitement and dread had finally come.

“You have just analyzed a complex series of equations for Lord Khallimar,” the voice said from millions of miles away. “This is what you must do now...”
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Chapter  2: The Body in the Canal
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“BLASTED HUMANS!” PHYLUS-Zant growled as he jotted upon a square of parchment. “Damned humans!”

A slave, a barrel-chested little Highlander, cautiously entered the chamber carrying a sky-blue cape and an ivory-colored cone-shaped hat that terminated in a hemispherical knob.

“What is it?” Phylus-Zant demanded. “What do you want?”

The little fellow stopped in his tracks, mouth open in surprise and eyes wide with fear.

“I am begging your pardon, noble master,” the Martian said. “I meant no interruption to your...”

“Get on with it, Ganto-Ba!” bellowed the merchant. “What the deuce do you...” His gaze fell to the ceremonial clothing. “Oh. Is it that time already?”

“Yes, master.”

“I suppose I must propitiate the gods of Mars, but they can wait till I finish this, the arrogant bastards,” Phylus-Zant muttered.

Ganto-Ba nodded, though hesitantly. His master was filing yet another complaint about humans with the office of Baphor-Ta, chief investigator for the Court of the Red Prince, but Phylus-Zant was also known to be a very profane man. By his words, the slave did not know whether his master was simply expressing his long-held hatred of humans or was committing blasphemy. He decided he did not want to know and went to stand patiently in a corner.

Phylus-Zant was very large, even for a Lowlands Martian, over six feet tall, not much less than that wide (or so it seemed to Ganto-Ba, who was, among other things, his dresser), and weighed in at just over twenty-five stone. Chairs, beds, canal boats all creaked in protest against his movements, but like everything and everyone else in nature they had to endure him.

Each morning, before the rising of the distant Sun, the merchant wrote a litany of complaints against humans, creatures he saw as both competitors and vermin. Each day he noted all slights and insults, all unfair trade practices; each night he lay fitfully awake and composed invectives against his perceived foes; and each morning he vomited his words on paper for Baphor-Ta to read.

Usually, he was up early enough to finish his task well before it was time to cant the dawn prayers and invoke the good will of the gods, important enough on any day, but absolutely vital on the eve of a trade mission among some of the lesser visited canal villages. Uncharacteristically, however, Phylus-Zant had overslept, ignoring the pleas of his chamber slave, who now carried welts on his back as a reminder to be more insistent with, yet still deferential to, his master when it came to the hour of waking.

Of course, Phylus-Zant realized, he could have foregone, for a day at least, his obligatory flogging of Chief Investigator Baphor-Ta, or left it in the hands of one of his scribes, but one choice was just as unpalatable as the other. Berating the Chief Investigator for his shortcomings in controlling the human pests was as necessary as breathing. As for delegating the task, no one but he could verbally thrash Baphor-Ta adequately,  just as no other hand but his held the whip in his own house. 

“Stand still, damn you!” the merchant shouted at Ganto-Ba, who had started to fidget at the approaching dawn. “You’re making it hard to concentrate.”

“Yes, master, I am very...”

“Shut up,” the Lowlander growled.

He dipped his quill into the vial of squid-ink, and wrote the last of his complaints. He quickly read over his list, nodded approvingly at his own clever wording, and blotted it. He folded it carefully and slipped it into an envelope of tanned quisant-hide.

“Alza-Lo!” he screamed.

A thin, almost skeletal Lowlander burst breathlessly into the chamber. He dropped to one knee and started to cross his raised wrists in obeisance. Phylus-Zant pummeled the hapless scribe with the envelope.

“Get up, get up, you worthless slug!” the merchant shouted. “Can you not see the time? Do you think I have time to waste with you? Now, take this to the Court of the Red...”

Phylus-Zant leaped from his desk and motioned for Ganto-Ba to come and start readying him for the dawn invocation. The little Highlander rushed to his appointed task with zeal.

“No, Baphor-Ta will not yet be in the Court, and I am weary of his putting off ways,” the merchant continued. “Take this directly to his residence.”

“But, master...” Alza-Lo fell silent under Phylus-Zant’s glare.

“You take this to his home, and you pound on his door just as hard as I will whip you if you don’t,” Phylus-Zant said.

Alza-Lo grimaced. If he hit the Chief Investigator’s door with as much force as his master could wield the cat-o-five when angered then he would surely knock the door off all three hinges, angering not only the powerful Baphor-Ta but his household gods as well.

“And you see that you give this directly to Baphor-Ta himself,” the merchant raged. “I better not hear you doffed it into the hands of one of his... Oww!” he exclaimed as a brooch used to secure the cape jabbed him in one of his many yellowish jowls. “Are you trying to murder me, you miserable little sand-worm?” He cuffed at Ganto-Ba but the little Martian was too quick for him, dodging the blow while fastening the brooch to the other edge of the cape, then scurrying around to grab the ceremonial coif. Phylus-Zant turned his attention back to Alza-Lo. “Where was...oh yes. You had better not put that into the hands of one of his slaves or I’ll...”

“Baphor-Ta has no slaves, master,” Alza-Lo sputtered, ducking as the meaty yellowish arm of Phylus-Zant passed over his head like the snapping limb of an ophidian-tree.

“Master, please!” Ganto-Ba  cried as Phylus-Zant’s sudden movement nearly pitched him off the step-ladder on which he stood to reach his master’s head. He gripped the hat between his teeth, gripped Phylus-Zant’s smooth yellow head like a massive boulder, and yanked it around so he was facing front again. “Try not to move so much, master; we have only a few minutes till dawn.”

“No slaves, you say?” Phylus-Zant muttered in disbelief, then louder: “No slaves!”

“No, master,” Alza-Lo confirmed.

“Not a one?”

“No, master, none.”

“The man’s more of a radical than I realized, no slaves indeed!” Phylus-Zant ranted. “It’s the influence of the humans, I tell you, and the British are the worse of them. Their agents continually stir up the anti-slavery faction. It’s bad enough the human merchants and traders always poach on my...”

“Master, should I not be on my way?” Alza-Lo suggested. “I do not want to miss Baphor-Ta, then be forced to chase his exalted presence all over Syrtis Major and be late in returning when there is so much...”

“Yes, yes, yes, be off with you!” Phylus-Zant said dismissively.

Alza-Lo was out of the chamber before his master reach the third ‘yes’ of his dismissal. He well knew Phylus-Zant’s mercurial nature and wanted to be away before some other reason to harangue flashed through his mind. Better Ganto-Ba take the brunt of it than him, which was only proper...Alza-Lo was a commercial slave, not a personal one, and there were limits, whether Phylus-Zant liked it or not.

“No slaves!” Phylus-Zant continued without pause. “Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

“It is indeed shocking, master,” Ganto-Ba agreed, grabbing the edges of the cap and steadily pulling downward.

“Where is Baphor-Ta’s patriotic spirit?” Phylus-Zant demanded as the material stretched around his head. “Has the mimsett shrunk? You did not wash it in hot water, did you?”

“No, master, but it is...”

“That belonged to my father, you know!”

“Yes, master, but you must remember...”

“And his father before him!”

“Yes, master, but over time...”

“No one could invoke the gods better than Grandfather,” the merchant sighed wistfully. “That was before sacrifice was abolished you know.”

“Those were the days, master,” Ganto-Ba agreed, grunting as he pulled at the edges of the mimsett.

“It’s the damned British again,” the merchant grumbled. “The humans just can’t keep out of Martian affairs. I tell you, Ganto-Ba, it’s been a right royal mess since 1817, when they... Of course, that was not the year back then, was it? Now everyone, even the Royal Court, uses their damned calendar, so what else can I do?”

“It’s the times, master, got to keep up with the competition.”

“So true, Ganto-Ba,” Phylus-Zant agreed. He shook his head in consternation, nearly throwing his dresser off the ladder again. “No slaves! What has he against giving five years of training and free care to the unemployed? You appreciate it, do you not?”

“Oh yes, master!” Ganto-Ba agreed enthusiastically. “I dread the day of my lustrum.”

“Well, we shall have to talk about that before it comes, shan’t we?” Phylus-Zant muttered.

Ganto-Ba made a non-committal sound as he continued to pull. Just a bit more and the ear-arch of the hat would be low enough.

“If the mimsett has not shrunk, then why is it so blasted tight?” Phylus-Zant demanded. He squinted in discomfort.

“It is very old, master.”

“It’s an heirloom!”

“And you were much...younger when it came to you.”

“You think I’ve gotten fat!”

“No, master, not at all,” Ganto-Ba protested. “But you have been very...prosperous.”

“Yes, there is no denying that, as even my competitors would agree,” Phylus-Zant said after a moment of silence. “But I suppose it is getting a bit thready by now.”

“Yes, master.”

“And it’s definitely out of style.”

“Old-fashioned can be quaint, but when people look at a very successful merchant and see him wearing something so old...” The Highlander let his words trail to silence.

“Too right you are, Ganto-Ba, too right!” Phylus-Zant agreed.

Ganto-Ba sighed in relief, not only because he had escaped a tense moment, but because he had finally pulled the ceremonial coif down far enough for it to be called decent, more or less.

“When I come back from my trip, we shall go shopping, get a proper mimsett made, modern design and all,” Phylus-Zant said.

And properly sized, Ganto-Ba thought, but wisely kept the words to himself.

“How do I look?”

“Properly sanctimonious,” Ganto-Ba replied.

“Let’s get it over with.” He started out, then paused and sighed.

“Master?”

“I really miss the sacrifices.”

“You can’t buck the Court, master.”

“Truer words were never spoken,” Phylus-Zant agreed sadly.

Phylus-Zant fled the chamber, Ganto-Ba following behind to ensure the cape did not get snagged. It would not do Phylus-Zant’s pious bearing any good for him to be pulled back or to fall heavily on his gelatinous breech. They exited the villa, quickly crossed the courtyard, ran down a tangle of streets, and approached where the Flying Moons was berthed. The crew was, of course, already hard at work, but redoubled their efforts when their master hove into view. The three Martians, all Lowlanders, were all freemen, since good canal sailors never worried about unemployment.

“Places, all,” Phylus-Zant said. “Take your places for the dawn invocation. I’ll have no heathens on my boat.”

The three sailors fell to upon the stern, shifting uneasily as the darkness began to lift. It was an antiquated ceremony, rarely carried out anymore, but Phylus-Zant held their gold, for the moment, and thus their obedience.

The boarding plank groaned under Phylus-Zant, despite being double-boarded, and the craft listed a little shoreward till it righted itself in the indigo waters. He joined the crew at the stern, holding his hands out, palms upward, facing eastward as they waited for the Sun to crest the horizon.

“Quit moving about, you canal-skrils,” Phylus-Zant cautioned. “This is a moment that demands respect.”

The sailors looked one to another in confusion. No one was moving about. They looked to Ganto-Ba, but he shook his head and made a helpless gesture, quite sure Phylus-Zant could not see behind him.

“Is the boiler heating, engineer?” Phylus-Zant demanded.

The eldest of the three answered: “No, ‘tis cold as the deeps.”

“What do I hear knocking about then?”

Ganto-Ba and the three sailors listened, then frowned, for they could hear the sound as well, a sort of soft and rhythmic knocking noise. Their feet were still, there was nothing upon deck rolling about, and all the cargo had been properly secured prior to duskfall the previous day. Yet, the sound did seem to follow the rhythm of the canal.

“Don’t just stand there like statues, find it and stop it,” Phylus-Zant ordered. “I can’t very well invoke the favor of the gods while something is banging away, can I? Hurry! Put a move on!”

The four Martians scurried this way and that, stopping now and then to wait for a reoccurrence of the sound so they could trace it to its source. Phylus-Zant scowled darkly, but there was nothing he could do but stand and wait. Sunrise was now seconds away, and if he did not say the ancient prayer at just the proper moment he could hardly hope for the gods’ benevolences.

The Sun flashed above the horizon. A wan light spread over the misty surface of the canal, lightening the dark water to turquoise.

“At the Sun’s rising, we invoke the ancient gods, the eternal gods, the benevolent gods,” Phylus-Zant intoned, trying to ignore both the sound and his witless crew. “We pray to you, O...”

“Found it, sir,” the engineer called, voice cracking midway.

“Blimey!” another sailor exclaimed.

“Crikey!”  the third sailor cried.

“Oh my!” Ganto-Ba murmured.

Phylus-Zant whirled about, fuming, hands raised as if he wanted to throttle someone...or four. His face was flushed a deep ochre in anger, his breaths came like those of a maddened bull, and his eyes were filled with flame. Phylus-Zant was so angry he could not speak, but he did not know which filled him with more wrath, the fact that the invocation had been interrupted and that the gods would not smile upon him, or that his sailors had used the human slang that had become so ubiquitous in the streets of Syrtis Major.

His rage became tainted with confusion when he saw his four employees standing at the rail, looking down into the water, not paying any attention to him or his murderous mood. Even Ganto-Ba was not quailing, as he did so well.

“What are you fools looking at?” he demanded.

No one answered him.

No one looked at him.

They pointed into the water between boat and dock.

Phylus-Zant rushed forward, shoved his hands between them and pushed them sprawling aside. He gripped the railing, leaned a bit forward, and stared down into a face staring back at him with dead unblinking eyes. A human face.

It was too late to seek the favor of the gods, he realized, but it was not too late to get away. The boiler would take less than thirty minutes to charge. As soon as the Flying Moons left the dock, the current would take the body away, where it would become someone else’s problem. If only he could get the crew to smartly turn to, and perhaps develop amnesia, which would be money well spent. He looked away and his heart sank.

One of the sailors had already run ashore and found one of the canal watchmen. The shrill cry of his security whistle split the still morning air, and seemed to do the same thing to Phylus-Zant’s skull. He stepped back, inadvertently put his foot on a corner or his cape and fell heavily to the deck, cracking both the plank and his coccyx. Phylus-Zant’s howl of pain joined the security whistle.

“Master, are you all right?” Ganto-Ba asked as he futilely tried to assist Phylus-Zant to his feet.

“No, I’m not all right,” the injured merchant snapped.

“It’s horrible, master!” Ganto-Ba cried. “Horrible!”

“Yes,” Phylus-Zant agreed. “We’ll not get away before the security forces impound my ship and cargo.”

“But the dead man, master” the slave protested.

“It’s only a human!” Phylus-Zant agreed.

“It’s so horrible,” Ganto-Ba murmured, moving back to the rail and leaving his master to his own devices.

Phylus-Zant moaned loudly, hoping someone would help him, but the sailors were jabbering with the watchmen who had come running and that fool Ganto-Ba remained gawking at the rail. He yelled, but no one paid him any mind. Unable to do anything else, Phylus-Zant sat on the deck and felt sorry for himself. Even dead, humans were vexatious pests.

Ganto-Ba covertly glanced back, hid a furtive smirk. As far as he was concerned, his lustrum could not arrive too soon.

* * *
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“YOU ARE ENJOYING THIS all too much, Chief Investigator Baphor-Ta,” Phylus-Zant charged. Three hours had elapsed since discovery of the body and they were still aboard the Flying Moons, but the merchant sat in a sturdy camp-chair brought by Ganto-Ba, upon a pillow that was not nearly soft enough. “You are purposely abusing me in a petty attempt at revenge.”

“Revenge?” Baphor-Ta looked up from his notes, an expression of mild surprise upon his dark face. “Have I not treated you with all the courtesy due a person of your exalted standing in the mercantile community? Have I not taken your slights and invectives with good grace, returning only civility and consideration?”

“You’ve kept me from setting out on my planed trade venture,” Phylus-Zant accused.

“This is a murder investigation.”

“But it’s only a human!”

“The peace of the Red Prince has been broken.”

“You’ve kept me captive aboard my own ship and prevented me from returning to my home or place of business.”

“You are a witness to the discovery of the murder.”

“But you let the others go hours ago, even sent my personal slave away,” Phylus-Zant complained. “You’re treating my inferiors better than you are your superior.”

“The others were most cooperative with the watchmen, my investigators and me, answering all questions without hesitation, evasion or complaint,” Baphor-Ta pointed out. “You on the other hand, Honorable Phylus-Zant, have not been quite as forthcoming.”

“I was gravely injured when my employees ran me down in their panic,” the Lowlander explained. “I have been in pain.”

“And I provided you a Court physician, who pronounced you merely bruised,” Baphor-Ta said.

“Charlatan,” the merchant grumbled. “And it was the coroner.”

“It was the Red Prince’s personal physician.”

“Must have got the job through connections.”

“He volunteers as coroner and works amongst the poor,” Baphor-Ta said. “He is well regarded and highly esteemed.”

“Humph!” Phylus-Zant snorted. “He give you that eye?”

Baphor-Ta, sitting opposite the merchant in a camp-chair, ignored the gibe at his crystal eye, but wondered what the man might make of his brass chest; both had been made by a British artificer. The body had been examined by the coroner, was covered by a tarpaulin, and only awaited transportation to the morgue. And he awaited cooperation from the disgruntled merchant. He took his time browsing through  statements of the other witnesses.

“You’re doing this because I dare question your competency, is that not true?” Phylus-Zant snarled. “This is retribution for all the times I have pointed out your office’s shortcomings in dealing with humans, especially the double-damned British which you seem to love so much.”

“When you arrived at the quay at dawn, did you see anyone other than your crew?” Baphor-Ta asked.

“Is it true you have no slaves?” Phylus-Zant demanded. “What is your problem with slavery? Is it because the British are so set against it? Would you have the unemployed roam the streets and get into no end of mischief? Why do you deny care to those unable to care for themselves, vocational training to the uneducated? Are you indifferent to the plight of the poor, or are you a radical? I’ve had my suspicions, you know.”

“Did you see anyone on the quay this morning?”

“I’ve suspected for quite awhile that your lack of action upon my many grievances has a sinister aspect,” Phylus-Zant mused. “I don’t trust a man who shirks his civic responsibilities.”

“Did you notice anyone at all?”

“Does the Red Prince know of your unnatural beliefs?” Phylus-Zant asked. “I am acquainted with his third cousin’s nephew.”

Baphor-Ta fought a sigh. He wanted to either bury his face in his hands or to slap the recalcitrant merchant across his enormous jowls, but he did neither. Either would be a show of weakness, and he was not about to allow Phylus-Zant that satisfaction.

“Have you seen the dead man before?” the Chief Investigator asked. “Is he familiar to you? At all? Even in the slightest?”

“Are you accusing me of consorting with humans?”

“I am just trying to...”

“The very idea!” the merchant huffed. “I don’t do business with outworlders at all, least of all humans. The House of Zant is a very respectable trade company.  My family has been running merchant ships upon the canals for nearly...”

Baphor-Ta was saved from yet another recitation of the sterling qualities of the merchant’s lineage, which he flaunted when not trying to question Baphor-Ta’s competence, loyalty to the Court, social sensibilities, or physical infirmities. He heard a familiar voice and turned to see his friend Captain Robert Folkestone walking up the quay with an equally familiar form.

“What is the meaning of this, Baphor-Ta?” Phylus-Zant cried. “What is a human doing here on my private quay? Are you to blame for this outrage?”

“During this investigation—until I say otherwise—this quay is under the jurisdiction of the Court of the Red Prince,” Baphor-Ta explained. “Because the victim is a human, I have asked Captain Robert Folkestone, currently attached to the Admiralty, to assist.”

“And the...other?” Phylus-Zant asked, his voice dripping with disdain, his face scrunching up as if assailed by a foul odor.

“Like Captain Folkestone, Sergeant Felix Hand is on temporary assignment to the Admiralty,” Baphor-Ta said evenly.

“Felix Hand?” the merchant exclaimed, his eyes startled wide. “That is as grotesque as it is offensive and ridiculous. The creature is obviously a Martian, an uncouth Highlander by the looks of him. What kind of name is Felix Hand, and why is he wearing...”

Baphor-Ta leaped from the camp-chair, pushing it back, nearly upsetting it. He glared down at the corpulent merchant, who fell silent as his mouth fell open. As the investigator stared downward, his crystal and brass left eye clicked and whirred, an indication of the emotions seething behind it.

He placed a hand on each arm of Phylus-Zant’s camp-chair, leaning forward, forcing the merchant to draw back. When he could lean back no further, their eyes were mere inches apart. For the first time that morning, the arrogance and contempt in Phylus-Zant’s eyes gave way to fear and apprehension. Baphor-Ta wanted to smile in triumph, but he dared not.

“Your eye is a magnificent display of an artificer’s skill,” the merchant squeaked nervously, “but it is quite disconcerting.”

Baphor-Ta stared silently at Phylus-Zant, then, after a long moment, reached up and tapped the breast of his own tunic. Instead of the expected sound, however, Phylus-Zant heard the solid clank-clank of metal. The merchant’s eyes shot even wider as he realized that the royal scarlet of Baphor-Ta’s high-collared tunic concealed not a chest of flesh and bone, but one of brass and steel. He had always suspected Baphor-Ta’s favoritism toward the British over his fellow Martians was more for personal reasons than any show of support for the interplanetary policies of the Red Prince, and now he was sure of it.

“It is a name of his own choosing and one he bears with great honor,” Baphor-Ta said, “just as he wears his uniform.”

“But...but...the idea of a Martian, even a Highlander, serving in the British military is...well, it’s absurd,” Phylus-Zant sputtered.

“Her Britannic Majesty Queen Victoria does not think it at all absurd, and neither does the Red Prince,” the Chief Investigator said evenly. “Both those monarchs have received Captain Folkestone and Sergeant Hand, and awarded the highest honors of two planets.”

Baphor-Ta pulled back, allowing the merchant to return to a normal sitting position, which resulted in a very pained expression as he shifted his injured posterior. He examined the look of uncertainty upon the man’s face, then finally allowed his repressed smile to find its way to the surface, but still veiled in subtlety.

“I am surprised the Red Prince’s third cousin’s nephew did not mention it to you,” Baphor-Ta murmured. “Now, if you will excuse me, Honorable Phylus-Zant, I must confer with my colleagues.” He turned away, started for the boarding plank, then paused and looked back. “Please don’t go anywhere, as we still have much to discuss.”

“Where would I go?” Phylus-Zant snarled. “And how? You sent away my slave, and I am too grievously injured to move about on my own.”

“Shall I summon the coroner again?”

“Bah!”

When Baphor-Ta turned from the addled merchant, he did not bother hiding his grin. By the time he reached Folkestone and Hand, however, he once more had it under control. While these two men were indeed his friends, more often than not, they were still outsiders to the Court and representatives of an alien government. Although Baphor-Ta’s job within the Court of the Red Price was more straightforward and uncomplicated than most, he was not free of the plots and intrigues, conspiracies and machinations that were part of everyday life in the Court; not only that, he had more than his share of enemies, both for cause and from envy, and there were the priestly class and various sects who were always, it seemed, up to something and trying to involve the Chief Investigator as a proxy persecutor of their enemies and rivals

“Good morning, Chief Investigator,” Folkestone said, noting a guard within hearing distance.

“Hello, Baphor-Ta, you old devil,” Hand greeted, earning a scowl from the Court official and an elbow from his Captain.

“Thank you for coming so promptly,” Baphor-Ta said. He explained the circumstances and the personalities involved. “I do not believe you will know the deceased simply because he is a human, but it must be explored before it can be dismissed.”

“We’ll be glad to take a look,” Folkestone replied. “But as you say, the chances are low, even if he is a British subject, something these days that cannot be taken for granted.”

“Yes,” Baphor-Ta agreed. “Many of my people see a human on the streets of Syrtis Major and assume automatically he is British, but I have noticed an increase of visitors from the other Great Powers, especially the Germans and the French.”

“Blasted frogs!” Hand muttered.

“Tolerance, Hand,” Folkestone warned with an indulgent smile. “After all, they are our allies.”

Sergeant Hand scowled. “For the time being, and only as long as it suits them.”

Baphor-Ta looked from human to Martian and back. Despite his job and the byzantine world through which he moved, he was not a political creature at heart, never truly understood the shifting nature of alliances of convenience, even though he often made use of such people himself. Often, he wondered what it would be like to run a police agency free of political and religious intrigues.

He suspected there was no such agency on any of the worlds in the Solar System. He doubted even Scotland Yard, of which he had heard so much from terrestrial acquaintances, and read even more of in the penny dreadfuls popular among the literate classes of Mars, was truly its own master, an avenging Nemesis who bowed to no authority but justice.

“Well, shall we take a look at the body, then?”

“Lead on, Macduff,” Hand urged, earning another elbow.

“Sergeant Hand recently started reading the plays of the Bard,” Captain Folkestone explained.

“Macbeth,” Hand said proudly.

“Then, should it not be, ‘Lay on, Macduff,’ Sergeant Hand?” the Chief Investigator asked dryly.

Hand’s expansive brow furrowed, but he made no reply.

“This way please.”

Hand, the only Martian in Her Majesty’s 63rd Martian Rifles, shrugged at the correction, but still said nothing.

Baphor-Ta smiled thinly at the short, barrel-chested Martian. Unlike other Lowlanders, he did not harbor any ill will toward their Highland cousins, though he knew the same could not be said of Hand, who was a man of intense passions and sharp opinions, though it was usually he himself, and not others, who ended up poked by those opinions. Like most Highlanders, he thought Lowlanders soft and plodding, addicted to gross sensualities and excessive luxuries, dim-witted due to an overindulgence in the oxygen that tended to gather along the canals and across the plains. Such a simple-minded outlook was, of course, an overstatement and a gross simplification of an entire race. On the other hand, however, when Lowlanders were represented by such shining examples as Phylus-Zant, it became a stereotype difficult to deny.

For Lowlanders, the vision of a Highlander was a hot-headed savage addicted to war, a chanter of never-ending poetic epics exalting the mythic battles of the past, and an imbiber of copious tankards of home-brewed ale. That view was not dispelled if one took Sergeant Felix Hand as a representative of Highland ideals, though over the years his taste had shifted toward segir, the potent whiskey imported from Venus. As to their addiction to war, twenty thousand years of bloody history spoke quite eloquently, and also explained why the various Princes of Mars exclusively drew their personal guards from their Highland subjects.

Folkestone was amused by the two very different Martians. To him, they were both good friends and boon companions.

Captain Robert Folkestone received his commission in the First Space Dragoons, but, like Hand, was more commonly used by the Admiralty as a troubleshooter, sent on one mission or another by Lord Admiral Sir Geoffrey Barrington-Welles, First Space Lord. That Folkestone and Hand happened to be on Mars, much less in Syrtis Major, when Baphor-Ta’s messenger arrived  was due only to an uncommon lull between disasters.

Folkestone was tall, slender and dark-haired. He naturally had the bearing most military men spent their lives cultivating but never quite achieving. He was kind to those who deserved his kindness, forgiving to everyone but fools, could be ruthless when a situation absolutely demanded it, and could usually focus on the task. He generally kept his opinions locked up next to his emotions, and rarely found reason to display either.

Baphor-Ta motioned to the nearest guard, who reached down and lifted a corner of the tarpaulin, then stepped aside. Folkestone and Hand squatted by the side of the dead man while Baphor-Ta took a step back to afford them more room.

The man was very tall, well over six feet, and extremely thin, to the point of being skeletal. His hair was jet, very thick, and he wore a Vandyke and a pencil-moustache. He wore common work clothes of sturdy fabric, and heavy shoes with soles of thick natural rubber. His skin was white as bleached bone, and Folkestone doubted his coloring had anything to with his immersion in the canal. In the center of his alabaster forehead was a neat round hole, the result of a small caliber bullet. There was no exit wound and no stippling, both of which argued for an attack from some distance, but, by the same token, the bullet could have simply ricocheted around in the skull and any gunpowder traces might have been washed away by the water.

“He was not in the canal very long, I take it,” Folkestone said.

“We will know more after the necropsy, but I agree,” Baphor-Ta said. “A lack of consumption by carrion eaters.”

“He doesn’t look English,” Hand said.

“No, he doesn’t,” Folkestone agreed. “Not the beard so much as the moustaches. The fashion leans toward clean-shaven or an over-abundance of facial hair. Perhaps the Continent.”

“His clothes argue for a disregard of fashion,” Baphor-Ta said.

“They are simple enough, not flashy in any way, but see how they are not worn at all,” Folkestone pointed out.

“Except for some stains, they seem almost new, sir,” Hand agreed. “Same as those shoes, not hardly scuffed, they are.”

“The clothes of a workman, but definitely not a workman.” Folkestone lifted the dead man’s right arm. “No calluses, no broken nails, no cracked cuticles. Whatever he did for a living, however he got those stains on his clothes, it did not involve manual labor.”

“Clothes don’t the man this time, do they, sir?” Hand quipped. “But I’d bet five bob he’s up from the continent. Humans may dress down, but they keep their faces fashionable, and those skinny moustaches are definitely continental.”

“Well, we’ll have to see, won’t we?” Baphor-Ta said. “So, you can state officially that he is not known to you?”

The two British officers stood and nodded.

“Since we are rather between assignments at the moment, we’d be happy to keep poking around if you like,” Folkestone offered. “Someone has to know him.”

“I was hoping you would say that,” Baphor-Ta replied. “Until the deceased is identified, the case remains in my jurisdiction, but, as usual, my office is overworked and understaffed, so any help you or Sergeant Hand can give me will be greatly appreciated. One of my investigators took daguerreotypes of the deceased; when the plates have been processed, I’ll send one to the Admiralty.”

Folkestone nodded.

“Who’s the land-whale who keeps giving me the stink eye?” Hand asked suddenly, gesturing toward the Flying Moons.

Baphor-Ta turned and saw Phylus-Zant glaring balefully.

“Land-whale? Stink eye?” the Chief Investigator said, rolling his gaze toward Folkestone. “I’m afraid I don’t...”

“In addition to edifying his mind with the collected works of Shakespeare, Sergeant Hand has been tearing it down just as fast by reading the lurid tales of one Nicodemus Legend,” Folkestone said.

“I’m afraid I don’t recognize...” In his mind, Baphor-Ta went over the names of the human authors he read regularly, as well as those he and learned to avoid, and drew a blank.

“He’s a writer who lives in the Western Territories of North...”

“Oh, more than that, Captain,” Hand protested. “He’s the hero of his own stories, he is, calls himself the Solitary Knight of the High Plains. Rousing stuff—Red Indians, hollow Earth, jungle...”

“This Nicodemus Legend, probably just a name conjured by a New York City publisher,” Folkestone interrupted, and continued over Hand’s protests, “uses all the slang and rough vernacular of the North American frontier one would expect, and then some.”

“Well, perhaps I’ll look him up if I get a chance,” Baphor-Ta said. “Now, Sergeant, the man you asked about is the Honorable Phylus-Zant, canal trader and, unfortunately for him, finder of dead bodies. He’s been very uncooperative.”

“Do you think he might be involved with the murder?” Captain Folkestone asked.

“No, it’s his nature to be uncooperative.” He looked to Sergeant Hand and said: “As to why, he’s giving you the...‘stink eye,’ it’s because he thinks you an ignorant and bellicose savage in a ridiculous uniform bearing a preposterous name.”

“He what?” Hand exclaimed.

“Other than that, I am sure he likely thinks you a fine fellow,” Baphor-Ta added.

Sergeant Felix Hand stared at the prosperous trader, blood in his eyes, until the man nervously looked away. Even then, Hand seemed on the verge of going over to him and proving just how ignorant and bellicose he really was.

“Easy, Sergeant,” Folkestone cautioned. “Names cannot harm you, and everyone is entitled to his opinion, no matter how odious it might be.”

“Oh, and did I mention he considers humans noxious vermin who ought to be exterminated?” Baphor-Ta added, hiding a small smile behind his hand.

“Oh, he did, did he?” Folkestone growled. “Maybe I should...”

“Names are harmless, sir,” Hand said. “And everyone is...”

“Shut up, Hand!”

“Yes, sir,” Hand replied with a cherubic smile.

“We’ll ask around once we get that daguerreotype, Baphor-Ta,” Folkestone said as he turned on his heel and hurried down the quay. “Come along, Hand.”

“Shake a leg, as Nicodemus...”

“Hand!”

“Right behind you, sir.”
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Chapter  3: Who?


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


FOLKESTONE OPENED THE door of the orderly room and poked his head through.

“Sir?” the private at the central desk asked.

“Sergeant Hand?”

The trooper made an arching point with his finger. Folkestone looked around the door. Hand was off in the corner at a deal desk, apparently enthralled by a report on aethercraft and flier movements between the various commercial zones of Mars.

“Sergeant Hand?” Folkestone said.

Hand continued to read the shipping report, hands gripping the edges of the leather binder, brow furrowed, eyes narrowed.

“Sergeant Hand!”

The Martian looked up suddenly. “Yes, sir?”

“Feel like lunching?” Folkestone asked.

Hand glanced back at the report, then closed it and locked it in a drawer. “Yes, sir.” He grabbed his jacket and cap, donned them, then turned to the private. “If you need a break, have Bradbury or Heinlein relieve you.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” the man said.

“If I don’t return by sixteen-hundred, close up the orderly room and turn the keys over to Charge of Quarters,” Hand instructed.

“Will do, Sergeant.”

“And stay out of my desk unless you want your arms broke.”

The soldier nodded quickly.

Hand followed Folkestone into the corridor, closing the door. To Folkestone’s inclined head and raised eyebrows, he said: “He’s a good soldier, for the most part, young Marlowe is, but he’s a bit of a snoop, sir. Always poking about.”

“Bored, is he?”

“Why do you think I might not be back, sir?”

“Oh, I see,” Folkestone said. “And while you’re away, you do not want him mucking about your desk?”

“Things he shouldn’t be concerned about, sir.”

“Such as the shipping report that had you so enthralled?”

“It is confidential information, sir.”

“So he should stay out of your cache of shilling shockers?”

“Yes, sir.” Hand did a quick double-take. “No, sir. I mean...”

Folkestone laughed. “That’s all right, Sergeant. It is very boring duty, one I think you need not worry about for awhile.”

“Thank you, sir,” Hand said. “If I am not on assignment with you for the Lord Admiral, I’d just as be sent back to my regiment.”

“You need not return to the orderly room at all,” Folkestone assured him.

Hand glanced back.

“Except to retrieve your report, of course,” Folkestone said. “We would not want confidential sipping information to fall into the wrong hands, would we?”

“No, sir,” Hand agreed gratefully. “Where are we going?”

“To the Salon des Sables Rouges.”

“What?” Hand exclaimed.

“They serve a delightful tiffin, Sergeant.”

“French food?”

“We have to eat somewhere.”

“Yes, sir, but French?”

“Indeed, the only French restaurant in Syrtis Major.”

“Yes, sir,” Hand agreed. “There is a reason for that.”

“Just the place for a Frenchman to go when he wants a taste of home,” Folkestone explained.

“Sir?”

Folkestone reached into his tunic and withdrew a leather folder about six inches long and four wide. It opened to reveal an image of the dead man found that morning.

“It is an exposure from the original daguerreotype, so it’s not as clear as it might be,” Folkestone said, “but it should be sufficient for our purposes.”

“You think the dead bloke might be French?”

“It’s certainly possible,” Folkestone admitted as they left the Admiralty. “I’ve given much thought to the comments you made about the dead man’s moustaches. To keep them pencil-thin and as precise as they are requires a time-consuming daily toilet. While all men have a streak of vanity...”

“Not a patch on women, though, sir,” Hand reminded him.

“...it’s the men of the Continent who primp and preen for hours before they venture into public,” Folkestone continued. “And who are the proudest peacocks of the walk?”

“Frenchmen!”

“As you say, Hand.”

“If this bloke was some froggish toff he couldn’t help but want his mollusks and pancakes,” Hand said.

“I believe they’re called escargot and crepes, Hand.” Captain Folkestone pointed out.

Hand shrugged. “Call it what you want, sir, but it’s all frog-food to me.”

Folkestone sighed. “Try to behave yourself and not re-fight the Napoleonic Wars.”

“Not my fault their dwarf lost.” But when he saw Folkestone’s tilted head and slanted eye he added: “I’ll do my best, sir.”

The noon Sun beat down on the thronged streets of Syrtis Major with all the heat of a Martian summer, which meant most of the offworld visitors were lightly bundled, except, of course, the few pale Venusian travelers about, who were heavily swaddled. The natives were garbed in thin fabrics, the minority traditionalists in the silk robes of upper-  and middle-class gentility, or the functional tunics of workers, or progressive radicals who wanted to be thought of as useful to society. But the majority of Martians affected bowlers and brolleys, spats and toppers,  tweeds and boaters. 

The air was filled with a cacophony of sounds and voices. The swarming steamers and rumbling omnibuses hissed like serpents, warning pedestrians from their paths with a variety of sirens and horns, bells and bangs. Carriages and cabs pulled by zitibars were also in abundance; though steam engines were common on Mars, the traditional dray-animal was still favored by many because of its reliability and great strength...an undeclared conflict existed between the steam-men and the zitibar-drivers, and though it rarely resulted in open hostilities, there was eternal grumbling by both sides, one faction averring they never had to burn stinking coal to get a zitibar moving, the other claiming no steamer ever had deposited reeking dung in the thoroughfare. Also making streets dangerous for pedestrians, drivers and dray-men alike were the multitudes of cyclists on their penny-farthings, boneshakers and coventry-trikes. Overhead, the air was filled with airships and sleek aethercraft entering or leaving the city, and fliers on short hauls.

As soon as they were able, Folkestone and Hand attained the Victoria Walk, which curved along the Grand Canal and was limited to pedestrians only. They strolled along the clear turquoise waters, enjoying the cavalcade of sails and steam, and, occasionally, oars.

Though the wide canal walkway was free of motor and animal traffic, frequented mostly by the more genteel human and Martian citizenry of Syrtis Major, there was no escaping the incessant cries of vendors of all sorts. Their keening exhortations echoed from one end of the Grand Canal to the other, assailing pedestrians with the benefits of eating this or buying that, or hawking any of the many scandal-sheets or tabloids that infested the city. Most of the street sellers hawked their wares from small wheeled carts, but because they used neither motor nor dray they were able to drive through a loophole in the civic ordinances.

“Magnificent sight, the canal and its traffic, don’t you think?” Folkestone commented. “Commerce of Empire, industry of Mars, best of both worlds, and all that.”

Hand shrugged. “I suppose, if you like to see so much water in one place. Personally, I think it wasteful, just another extravagance of the Lowlanders, even if the lazy buggers didn’t dig the bleeding canals themselves.”

“But the canals are vital to commerce,” Folkestone protested. “Airships and aethercraft are much faster and can travel to inland villages, but the paddle wheelers and schooners can transport much larger loads. They are the key to Mars’ prosperity.”

“Tell that to the Highlanders,” Hand murmured. “Or, for that matter, to the weald-folk or the sand-pollies.”

Folkestone nodded, realizing he had again touched upon one of the Sergeant’s raw nerves, which were numerous.

“For millions of years. Highlanders scraped along with animals and our own two feet,” Hand continued. “We built up our own high civilization with no help from the bloody Lowlanders. Without any canals, we traded among ourselves and with the other races.”

“And occasionally raided and plundered them.”

“Well, yes, but never viciously, just when they had it coming, but never mind about that, sir,” Hand said. “We was talking about the Lowlanders. Greedy gits, all of them...”

“Baphor-Ta.”

“Well, almost all, sir, but the exception doesn’t go to disprove the rule,” Hand explained. “I mean, look at that Phylus-Zant! Even you wanted to rip off his arms and beat his loaf till it cracked.”

Folkestone sighed. “I merely considered having a chat with the man, perhaps clear up a few misunderstandings, make for better relations between the races.”

“I’m sure you’re right, sir.”

Folkestone nodded, satisfied at terminating the discussion and setting aside Sergeant Hand’s flawed argument.

“In a zitibar’s eye, sir,” Hand added softly.

“Ah, there’s the restaurant,” Folkestone said, relieved.

The Salon des Sables Rouges was a long low building set some distance from the Grand Canal. Most of the plot of land it occupied was taken up by an outdoor dining area, the tables unnecessarily protected from the feeble Sun by striped umbrellas. Gentle waves of heat shimmered up from vents strategically set among the bricks, almost unnoticeable in the summer heat. The tables were nearly all occupied, but Folkestone and Hand managed to find seating close to the restaurant. They picked up their menus from the table.
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