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August 14, 1930

Anna Rykov looked up from a collection of photographs to gaze through the promenade windows at the endless blue sea that passed beneath. White-capped waves broke the plane of rippled blue that extended to the horizon. This truly is the future of travel, she mused as she glanced around the elegant, wood-paneled corridor. Were it not for the open sky and the sea far below, she might have thought herself on the Ile de France or some other ocean liner rather than an airship. The English were trying to compete with the German zeppelin fleet, and this was the return flight of the His Majesty's Airship R100’s maiden transatlantic voyage.

“I bet those have quite a story to tell,” Wing Commander Laurence Twistleton-Wykeham-Fiennes said with an educated English accent. The Royal Air Force officer referred to the photographs Anna had been studying. They depicted fragments of friezes bearing indecipherable hieroglyphics.

“I expect so,” Anna said as she looked up and smiled at the Wing Commander. “However, there is not much to tell at this time. I have only just begun to study them.”

“The Home Secretary expects you to present your initial impressions of these murals upon arrival in Cardington, so if you would excuse me, I will distract you no longer.” The Englishman stood and walked away, but Anna noted when he took a seat at another table at the other end of the promenade that he was expertly trying to conceal his surveillance of her behind a copy of the new Ernest Hemingway novel, A Farewell to Arms.

◆

Two days earlier, Anna had been awakened from her bed by a banging on the front door of her house in the small college town of Wellersburg, New York. Her dog, Cletus, barked defensively, and the commotion awakened little Homer, who started crying, much to the dismay of the two other boys he shared a room with. Looking at the clock next to her bed, Anna saw that it was 3:00 in the morning. Anna donned a bathrobe and met Mrs. Tidings, her nanny and housekeeper, at the top of the stairs.

“I’ll see to this, Mrs. Tidings,” Anna said as she started down the steps. “Please see to the children.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the older woman replied and turned toward the boys’ room.

At the foot of the staircase Anna saw Cletus, the large, black, barrel-chested mutt with a white stripe between his eyes, growling and staring intently at the door. At the sound of her footsteps coming down the stairs, the pounding stopped.

“Dr. Rykov,” a loud but polite voice said from outside, “we’re from the Bureau of Investigation. Director Hoover sent us to collect you. It’s a matter of extreme urgency.”

“Just a moment,” Anna said. “Cletus, hush,” she said quietly to the dog and pointed down the hallway toward the kitchen. Cletus stopped barking and walked away. But he stopped just beyond the foyer and sat facing the door with his head low. Anna parted the curtains over the front door windows and saw the two men. When they noticed her looking , one held up a leather wallet bearing his identification and Bureau of Investigation badge. After she inspected the credentials, she opened the door. “Please come in.”

The two men walked through the front door and, one of them immediately froze at the sight of the wary dog on guard. But the other man walked up to Cletus and held out his hand. The dog sniffed it warily and then relaxed, wagging his tail and accepting a scratch on his head.

“I was in Boston, ma’am. I was the one who convinced Mr. Hoover to follow the dog and ultimately rescue you and Miss White. You probably don’t remember me, but he does. Don’t you, Cletus?” He crouched to accept a lick on the face.

“Indeed,” Anna replied, still wary. “I do not recall you, but Cletus is a good judge of character, and if he says that you are trustworthy, I will accept his assessment, Agent...?”

“Franklin Boyle, ma’am,” he replied as he stood again. “And this is Wing Commander Laurence Twistleton-Wykeham-Fiennes, the British air attache in Washington.” The second man seemed to have relaxed slightly, and looked to Anna. He held out his hand. 

“Please excuse the lateness of the hour,” Twistleton-Wykeham-Fiennes said, “but a matter has arisen that requires your unique skills.”

“You were recommended by our man in England, and Director Hoover sent me to collect you personally,” Boyle added.

“Then perhaps you should fill me in on the details.” Anna glanced into the living room, which was now dominated by a dozen student desks and a chalkboard at one end, and then gestured toward the kitchen.

The two took seats across the table from Anna. Cletus sat by her side, his head clearly visible to the two agents. 

“This was uncovered by a mining survey in northern England,” the Englishman said as he slid a manila envelope across the table to Anna. “It’s not the best quality, but when Lieutenant Shroud saw it, he immediately told us that you were the one we should ask about it.”

“Director Hoover was contacted by his opposite number in Special Branch a few hours ago,” Boyle added. “He sent me to take you and the Wing Commander here to Montreal for your transit to England.”

Anna had stopped listening when she pulled a wire photo image of a lintel or stele bearing many lines of hieroglyphics. According to the attached text, none of the English experts could identify them. But Anna recognized the imagery and could read runes. They were written in the characters of Brian Teplow’s imaginary world, and said she must reign after sunset. 

“I am sorry.” Anna asked, suddenly realizing the agent had been talking. “When was this found?”

“It’s quite a conundrum,” the Englishman said with a grin. “Everyone who’s seen these runes was overwhelmed by the challenge of deciphering them, but no one has been able to make sense of it.”

“You said that this doorway was discovered during a mining survey? Where was this found? Is the site still intact? And who has seen this image?”

“The photograph was taken in a remote region of the Yorkshire Dales. I’m afraid that I don’t have any additional information, Dr. Rykov,” Ferrell replied. “However, you will be met in Montreal by a man with more details.”

“I realize this is short notice,” Agent Boyle said, “but we need you to get some things together for an extended stay in England. Mr. Hoover said to tell you to ‘pack for an expedition,’ whatever that means. So, if you’ll get dressed, we’ll be on our way.”

◆

Agent Boyle drove Anna and the English officer to Albany, where they boarded a 6am train to Montreal. When they arrived at Bonaventure Station, a car was waiting to take Anna and Ferrell to the St-Hubert Airport in Quebec. Anna was amazed as they approached enormous dirigible. Their car was met at the airship mooring by a Royal Navy officer and a porter. 

“Doctor Rykov?” the officer said after saluting the Wing Commander. 

“Yes. I am Doctor Anna Rykov.” 

“Lieutenant Commander Prentice at your service.” The officer saluted. “Please follow me,” he said, then gestured toward the boarding ramp of the airship. “Mr. Burgess will see to your luggage.” The porter nodded and walked to the rear of the car. Anna and the Wing Commander followed Prentice past the line of passengers to the foot of the stairs. 

“This is Doctor Rykov,” Prentice said to the crewman who was checking the passengers in. He handed Anna a large, sealed envelope stamped CLASSIFIED. “Complements of Lieutenant Shroud, ma’am.” Then he added quietly, “Please open it in your cabin after the ship has departed.” He saluted again and walked back toward the car.

“This way, ma’am,” Burgess said from the top of the steps. The two climbed the steps and followed Burgess up an additional three flights of steps, through a corridor, around a corner to another passage, and finally to a cabin. He unlocked the door and opened it. Standing in the corridor, the crewman reached inside and turned on the lights. “Your cabin, ma’am,” he said, standing at attention and holding out the room key.

“Thank you, Mr. Burgess.” Anna opened her purse to give him a tip.

“That is not necessary, ma’am,” he said. 

“Your cabin is this way, Wing Commander.” 

“I will meet you for dinner, Dr. Rykov,” Twistleton-Wykeham-Fiennes said with a casual salute. Then he followed Burgess down the corridor they had come from.

Anna entered. The mahogany-paneled chamber was longer than wide. A bunk bed was mounted into the longer wall to the left of the door. There were two spaces designated for luggage on the far wall to the right. Her trunk had been set in the one on the bottom. Next to them was a dressing table. Anna closed the door, sat at the dressing table, and opened the envelope.

She smiled. Since her experience in Boston, Anna had begun to appreciate more of the world around her. The continued attentions of Ogden Shroud, the vagrant soldier who had helped her stop the crocidilian Xuxaax from coming forward in time to the present, brought on emotions that she had not felt, or at least not acknowledged, before.

After the Boston adventure, Shroud had been reactivated by the United States Army and sent to England to liaise with the British intelligence services, who were aware of the threat to humanity posed by Utgarda and other alien entities. In spite of the distance between them, Anna received telegrams from Shroud, sometimes even twice a week, asking her to come visit him.

Anna had to acknowledge that she had been thinking about him as well. Once he had cleaned up, Ogden Shroud was a handsome man. He now wore his black hair in a short military style that made his thoughtful blue eyes more apparent. And without the facial hair to conceal them, dimples framed that boyish smile he had made those few times she had seen him before his posting to London. She was looking forward to seeing Ogden again. It was only by chance that the opportunity presented itself.
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August 15, 1930

The envelope contained the documents and photographs that were now had spread out on the table before Anna. She sat by the balcony outside her cabin overlooking the promenade below and the vast ocean beyond. The collection included the original photograph, the image of which had been sent by telegraph, as well as others depicting fragmented inscriptions carved around an ancient-looking stone doorway. She had been studying the images closely trying to decipher the faded characters, breaking only for meals, since the R100 had departed Montreal. The runes were those found on the Isle of Brynn. The entire inscription, which wrapped around the doorway from the bottom right and over the top, literally read, “The fecund queen will have balance and reign after the sunset.” Anna knew it meant that Queen Sif of Brynner was coming to reap her revenge on those who she thought had betrayed her. 

Queen Sif had once been the actress Liv Lee, one-time girlfriend of the spiritualist Brian Teplow, and later the paramour of Anna’s colleague Dr. Harold Lamb. Lee had been thrown into the Endless Barrens of None by a tentacled avatar of the demon Utgarda when cultists in New York City had created a dimensional bridge to Siashutara, Teplow’s imaginary world. The actress had been transformed into an insectoid queen who continually spawned insect-man larvae. 

Lee blamed Anna for her plight. Searching for Anna in New York seemed to have been more important to Harry Lamb than his liaisons with her, and accompanying the doctor in his search for Anna had led to her sorry fate.

According to the accompanying documentation, the door was uncovered during a coal-mining survey in a region near a village called Crackpot. The image had been uncovered during initial excavation just three feet below the surface of the hillside, and further exploration had been suspended. An archaeological team from the University of Leeds had been dispatched and unearthed the remainder of the portal. They had not yet opened it, however the team on-site did not want to damage the inscriptions.

The images Anna had been provided had been circulated to several archaeological experts in England, and one of them had alerted certain parties in the British government who had been briefed on the plot by German extremists to seek out extra-dimensional entities to undermine western defenses. The matter was then channeled to Special Branch and the team working with Ogden Shroud, who requested Anna’s involvement. The soldier had no knowledge of her area of expertise. Whether it was on account of her being an archaeologist or that he just wanted to see her again, Anna did not know. She smiled at the thought of his dimpled face.

◆

“That looks rather ancient,” a man with a posh English accent said. Anna returned from her musings at the sound of the voice over her shoulder. Reflexively, she covered the photos with the cover document and the empty file folder.

“This is confidential, Mister...?”

“Neville Schute Norway,” the man replied, taking the empty seat at Anna’s table, “D-Deputy Ch-Chief Engineer of H-His M-Majesty's Airship R100.” Despite his stutter, Anna admired the fit of his grey suit and his engaging smile. “May I join you, Miss...?

“Dr. Anna Rykov,” she replied with a polite smile as she collected the various materials and returned them to the file folder. “However, I am afraid that now is not a good time.”

“C-come now,” Norway persisted. “You have been here at this table since we departed, save for meals and sleep.” He smiled again. “You know w-what they s-say. All w-work and n-no play and all th-that.” Then, as if the idea had come suddenly to him, he said, “H-how about I sh-show you ar-round?! I can t-take you to areas that are off-limits to all but the c-crew and sh-show you the w-workings of this a-m-mazing aircraft.” 

Before she could respond, Anna found herself whisked to her feet, Norway’s arm around her waist as he guided her toward the corridor to the central common area. She knew she needed a break and only partially protested, but barely managed to grab the file before they were on their way. The engineer spoke without interruption on the technical details of the airship. Anna tried to comment every now and then. She noted that Norway did not stutter when discussing its many unique features. All the while, he kept his right arm around Anna’s waist as he pointed out details with his left.

◆

Two hours later, Norway had shown Anna several hidden spaces within the enclosed confines of the airship. In addition to several concealed cupboards and storage spaces on the three decks, the engineer had taken Anna up into the cargo area, which sat above the habitation area but beneath the massive bags of hydrogen that kept the vessel airborne. Anna noted crewmen climbing ladders in the ribs of the airship.

“What are they doing?” she asked.

“That storm we passed through yesterday leaked through the outer covering. The interior walls have been saturated and it shorted the cabin electrics. That’s why it’s been so chilly, and we had to have that horrid cold menu today. The riggers are also ensuring that there are no gas leaks. Hydrogen is highly flammable, so any concentration of the gas outside of the specially constructed gas bags could be dangerous. But don’t worry. The bags are sealed. Only an external force would penetrate them.” He turned and took her by the waist as he added. “They’re also ensuring that everything is good and tight.” 

“It must be close to time for dinner,” Anna said pointedly and as she politely extricated herself from his enveloping arms. “I must return to my cabin to change.”

“Please allow me to escort you,” the engineer said, reaching for her.

“I think I can find my own way,” she replied less politely this time, and climbed though the access hatch down to the upper deck.

◆

Back in her cabin, Anna had the cold meal of jellied chicken, salad, and lime juice brought to her. The power to the kitchen cookers had yet to be restored, and she now lay under three blankets on the lower bunk going over what she had learned. She examined the photos in detail with a magnifying glass the porter had supplied at her request.

She was perturbed. How could Sif, who was a creation of spirit medium Brian Teplow’s imagination, insert herself into the archeology of the real world? Anna had been fooled by the alien inhabiting the body of Cornelius Lyton, an English archaeologist, into believing that her alter-ego Nygof’s younger sister, Sobak, had somehow found herself in Boston and been held prisoner by another alien, That, however, had been a ruse to coerce Anna into facilitating the reptilian being’s apocryphal plans. Sobak had not and did not exist in the real world.

She considered that it must be possible, since she and Harry Lamb had been brought physically back from Siashutara with Brian Teplow. Allegedly, that and the slaying of the red wizard Gho-Baz had caused the destruction of the parallel dimension created by the medium. Anna and Lamb had retained the abilities of their alter-egos, and Queen Sif had once been real world actress Liv Lee, so her rightful place was in the real world as well. Perhaps the transformation she had undergone affected how she had manifested upon returning to reality. After all, the winged Junazhi and their conical “ancient enemy” had existed in both dimensions.

But allegiances had been reversed in Siashutara. Everyone who had been an ally in the real world had become an adversary there. Could it be that the inscription was an invitation to Anna? It was an ominous prophecy.

“The fecund queen will have balance and reign after the sunset. She will return.” 

Anna considered its components. She knew that the fecund queen was Sif, though she was not sure why she was so certain. And it said that she would have balance? Could that mean that she wanted to make up for her actions in the other realm? Reign after the sunset could mean that she was nocturnal, or maybe it referred to a dark time to come.

Suddenly, the lights went out. A thought occurred to her, what if the dark time referred to the Thule Society plan to weaken the Triple Entente powers and bring about a Third German Reich and conquer the Earth? If this discovery was somehow related to the Xuxaax, then the ancient portal they had  uncovered might be another means to that end. She needed to make sure that no one opened that door!
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August 15, 1930

Anna rose abruptly, scattering the photos and papers, and ran out of the cabin. Thanks to Neville Schute Norway’s tour of the crew spaces, Anna knew where the wireless operator was located. She skillfully navigated the darkened corridors and descended the central stairway to the main deck. But she was stopped at the top of the stairway down to the lower deck by a crewman just as the lights came back on.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but passengers are not permitted on the lower deck unescorted, and especially not during the night watch.”

“I must send an urgent message,” Anna insisted. Drawing the airman closer, she whispered, “to Special Branch.”

“Dr. Rykov is on government business,” Wing Commander Twistleton-Wykeham-Fiennes said from behind her. “I’m sure what she needs to send is of vital importance.” He pulled Anna to the side and quietly asked, “What’s this all about?”
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