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TWO EGGS HUNG IN THE chamber side by side, just touching, each as black as the other, twin bubbles of space-time only held in check by our boundary field. The electromagnets throbbed. The eggs pulsed in synchronized agreement.

"Do something, Connon."

"I'm trying," he said, his fingers dancing across switches and knobs to no apparent avail. The throb of the magnets went up a notch until it felt like being inside a vast kettledrum beaten by a manic giant.

The electromagnets screamed in the hurt of overexertion; the lights flickered, threatened to go out completely. I couldn't take my eyes off the screen. A new area of blackness coalesced in the chamber—a pair of huge black wings that spread over the dark eggs. Two things happened almost simultaneously, and even later I wasn't sure which came first; Connon shouted "I've got it," and the dark wings beat once then winked out of existence. The black eggs went with them.

The magnets whined. The noise of their effort faded back down to the almost comforting drone I was more accustomed to. Connon looked up, his fear and excitement vying for supremacy. In him, the excitement seemed to be winning—not so much in my case.

"That's it. We're done," I said, and went in search of a smoke.

I was still shaking when I climbed up the stairs out of the complex. I gave in to the urge and bummed a cigarette from the doorman. He came outside with me, passed me a smoke and he had to help me get mine lit as my hands trembled too much to get the lighter flame anywhere near the tip.

"Is there a problem down below, sir?" he asked as I sucked deep and immediately started to cough.

"Just a small one. It's under control," I managed to say. I tried to keep my own fear out of my voice, but I saw I had failed to convince him.

"It's just that I felt the place shake ten minutes ago, and it gave me a bit of a turn," he said.

If the place shook this far away from the containment chamber, then we had been even closer to disaster than I thought. I didn't speak of it; the poor doorman seemed to have already taken a fright. Another might be too much—for both of us.

Connon turned up seconds later. He took the cigarette from me, sucked down a deep one, then flicked the butt away with his forefinger and thumb. We didn't talk until the doorman, sensing something was indeed badly wrong, left us alone. I had no idea what I was going to say, but Connon had questions of his own for me

"You saw it this time, didn't you?" Connon said.

"The black swan? Yes, I saw it."

"The Black Swan? Yes, that's about right. I thought it was more bat-like myself, but I'll go with swan." He laughed, and sang. "A very fine swan indeed."

"This is no joking matter, Connon. What the hell just happened?"

"Hell might be an appropriate word," he replied. "There are stories in many cultures of precisely this kind of phenomenon; they tell of a supernatural beast that controls the gateways—of perception—of reality—call it what you will. The dweller on the threshold—you might have heard of it?"

"You've lost me."

"Think of it this way. Suppose there's a natural protective mechanism in the fabric of each universe, something that stops one bleeding into another—a unifying force ensuring that the glue sticks the whole thing together without the bubbles bursting?"

"And you think that's what I saw?"

He nodded.

"And if I'm right, we can keep experimenting. If we make a mistake, your swan will stop us from doing any real damage."

I saw in his eyes that he was deadly serious.

"No, Connon. I said it, and I meant it. We're done here. I'm going to the brass and telling them what just happened. How long do you think they'll let us keep going after they hear?"

I thought he might plead with me, even beg, but he just went quiet—in a way, that was worse. 

I was deadly serious about going to the brass. I meant to get us shut down before Connon did something even more stupid. But matters were taken out of my hands as I turned to walk away from him. The containment chamber alarm went off, loud even here outside the complex.

The doorman made a token effort to stop us from getting back inside, and we had to push against the flow of technicians and computer operators making their way up from below, so it was a good five minutes before we reached the control room.

Five minutes too late.

The drumbeat from stressed electromagnets was loud even above the high whining of the alarm. We saw why as we approached the laptop.

Four eggs hung in a tight group in the center of the chamber, pulsing in time with the magnetic throb. Colors danced and flowed across the sheer black surface; blues and greens and shimmering silvers that were all too familiar—I'd seen them in my dreams.

"Shut that bloody alarm off," Connon shouted. I ignored him. All my attention was on those four eggs—four universes, if Connon was to be believed, maybe even infinite in their own way. The enormity of what we were doing had finally hit me, and I was struck immobile, only able to look on as each of the eggs trembled and calved.

In the blink of an eye there were eight.

Our electromagnets howled in anguish. I was vaguely aware of Connon throwing switches, turning knobs and screaming instructions into the intercom, but I was past caring, lost in contemplation of the beauty on the screen.

Sixteen now, all perfect, all dancing.

"We need more juice," Connor shouted into the com. "How do I know how much? Just give us all of it."

Thirty two now, and they had started to fill the chamber with dancing aurora of shimmering lights that pulsed and capered in time with the throb of the electromagnets and the whine of the alarm, everything careening along in a big happy dance.

"Get over here!" Connon shouted. "I need you."

I kept ignoring him.

Sixty-four, each a shimmering pearl of black light.

The colors filled the containment chamber, spilled out through the laptop screen, crept into the control room, danced in my eyes, in my head, all though my body. I gave myself to it, willingly.

And I would be gone yet if I hadn't had an epiphany.

I managed to turn towards Connon.

"Shut down the containment," I said. "I think that's what's causing the problem."

Once again he looked at me as if I was insane.

"The swan will come when we most need it," I said, having to shout to be heard above the growing din. "The Dweller is the glue."

I saw comprehension hit him. He went back to throwing switches to close down the containment. The electromagnets whined and their drone faded to a whisper, the drumbeat slowing and diminishing. The alarm finally cut out, leaving us in almost complete silence.

A hundred and twenty eight now, and already calving into two hundred and fifty-six. The chamber was filling fast.

The control room shook and quaked, fine dust falling all around us.

Connon moved to switch the containment back on. I stayed his hand.

"Wait. It's happening."

It started with a dark flicker in the corner of the chamber, but grew and darkened and spread until a pair of black wings enfolded what I guessed to be a thousand and twenty four eggs.

A crack ran through the thick concrete wall to my left, and two cabinets on the far side of the room toppled with a crash.

The black wings beat, twice. There was a sudden burst of color; red, blue and shimmering silver filled my head.

I blinked, looked back, and there was only the empty containment chamber. But the damage had been done. The crack in the wall widened. The ceiling lights fell to the floor and smashed into pieces. Connon and I looked at each other, then made for the door.

I only just made it in time. The whole facility was coming down around us. I took the stairs two at a time and emerged into sunlight, blinking, as the complex caved in on itself at my back.

A pall of dark smoke rose up from the ruins, and was taken away by the wind. I might have been the only one that noticed, but before it dispersed it seemed to spread and open out.

Black wings beat, twice, then it was gone.
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DAVID BAILLIE HAD HIS calm shattered at seven thirty in the evening, on the twelfth of November, in the year Eighteen Ninety Eight. It was to be one of the last days where he could tell the date with any degree of certainty.

He sat in his favorite leather armchair in the Smoking Room of the Gentleman's Union at the foot of University Avenue, perusing The Thunderer. Five women had been brutally murdered in London in recent weeks, and although Baillie found some of the newspaper accounts rather salacious, his paper of choice was deliberate and considered, eschewing the wild theories being bandied around elsewhere in the press, and he had been following the matter assiduously these past few days. 

Later, at his leisure, he planned to wander downstairs to the bar for some beer and a few friendly hands of cards, but for now he was content with his paper and his smokes, winding down after a day of, frankly, baffling, lectures. Why his father had insisted he majored in mathematics Baillie would never fathom, for he certainly had never shown a head for it, but he intended to persevere, for if it was either that or the Ministry, he knew he was far more suited to the former rather than the latter. 

The sounds of ivory ball striking ivory ball and cues being knocked on the floor in appreciation filtered down from the Billiard Room above but the noise was so well known to him to be almost part of the furniture and fittings of this oasis of calm, one of the few such spots in Baillie's admittedly small social circle. Likewise the soft pattering of rain on the lead-glass windows was as much part of Glasgow as Baillie himself, so common as to be easily forgotten. He was slowly relaxing into the heartbeat of the room, paying scant attention to his reading, enjoying the moment.

His reverie was not to be allowed to last for long, for he had not even reached the society pages when he felt a hand on his shoulder.

"Baillie," a well known voice said, almost shouting in his ear. "You must come with me, right now. I find I am in need of a witness."

Edward Wilkins was the last man Baillie wanted to see, particularly at the end of a long week. Wilkins was part of the day world, a thing of mathematics and lectures, debate and consternation, a youth forever at odds with men more established than himself and none too shy in coming forward when it came to declaring his own brilliance. By far the most annoying thing about him, though, was the fact that such declarations appeared to be entirely justified. His knowledge of mathematics was wide and far ranging enough to go over the heads, not only of his fellow students, but most, if not all, of the faculty of venerable professors. More than that, Wilkins showed a proficiency with practical applications of what was usually limited to the esoteric and purely cerebral. He was known throughout both the Natural Philosophy and Engineering departments as both brilliant and troublemaker, neither qualities endearing him to either his fellow students or those who thought themselves his masters. Association with him was likely to lead the floundering of any other student's education. 

Unfortunately for Baillie, Wilkins appeared to have decided to make him a friend, or as close to one as his intellect would allow.

"What is it this time, Wilkins? Can't you see I'm trying to relax? It's Friday evening. Why don't you sit with me, have a smoke, read a paper. Act like a normal chap, just for once. Do you think you could try that?"

It was as if Wilkins hadn't heard a word of it.

"Come on, Baillie, out of the chair. Didn't you hear me? I need a witness. I need a believer."

"Well, that counts me out then, I'm a mathematician," Baillie said, trying for levity, but Wilkins was having none of it. He grabbed Baillie's arm, pulling him up out of his seat. Several of the other patrons of the Smoking Room harrumphed at this commotion in their quiet world, but Wilkins was immune to any admonishment. The Thunderer escaped Baillie's grasp and pieces of the paper wafted to the floor at his feet. He started to bend to retrieve them, but Wilkins now had him forcibly by the arm. 

"Well, are you coming or not?" Wilkins said. Baillie noted that the youth was not wearing a greatcoat, or a hat, his hair was plastered to his forehead and his woolen suit was soaked through, but if he was feeling the damp or cold Wilkins showed no sign of it as he almost manhandled Baillie out of the room and down the main staircase. Baillie extricated himself just long enough to fetch his own  coat and hat from the cloakroom by the outside door, then he was being hurried out into the unforgiving Glasgow rain.

He was thankful for the protection, for it was lashing down persistently and his stout boots splashed in a rivulet that ran down the hill on University Avenue as if it was intent on going somewhere in a hurry. Dampness found its way between his hat and his collar, and he felt it seeping into his socks above the boots at his ankles.

"Blow this for a lark, Wilkins," he said loudly. "This is no night for traipsing around willy-nilly. I'm going back to the bar."

But Wilkins was not to be denied. He took Baillie firmly by the arm. If the rain was bothering him in any way it didn't show in his demeanor; he strode up the hill as if defying the elements to stop him.

"It has to be now," he said. "I might not ever be able to recreate the conditions again. And I need you to see it. I need you as witness and proof."

"Proof of what, for pity's sake?"

"You'll see soon enough. Everyone will see. Everyone in the world."

Wilkins led the way up and over past the main towers of the University on Gilmorehill, then down the other side of University Avenue before taking a left into the Natural Philosophy building. Wilkins led them to the back stairs to the basement level. A flight of stone steps went down beneath the main building. Baillie had never been here before, having always assumed it to be a maintenance entrance for janitorial staff, but he was given no time to look around as Wilkins descended the stairs at speed to a basement and a heavy oak door. He produced a large heavy key from his jacket, opened the door and almost rudely pushed Baillie inside.

Baillie had to blink against a sudden brightness; the basement area...it was too large to be classed as merely a room...was flooded with yellow-white light streaming down from a profusion of the new-fangled electric light bulbs stretched like pearls on a string high above. It was only once Baillie's eyes adjusted to the brilliance that he took note of what else occupied the space.

It appeared that Wilkins had been a busy little bee with whatever it was that kept him busy down here. The floor space was covered in all manner of scientific equipment, the organization of which was beyond Baillie's ability to comprehend. Tall coils of copper and brass sat amid bubbling jars of fluorescent fluid. Lead pipework crawled like snakes across a wet floor while long copper cables ran in a spider-web network just overhead below the light bulbs. The room crackled and hummed, static electricity causing Baillie's mustache hairs to bristle, and the whole place had an air of something just about to happen, as in a concert hall where the orchestra was warming up before the start proper.

"What in the name of the wee man have you got yourself into now, Wilkins?" Baillie said.

"Everything," Wilkins said with a grin that looked far too manic for Baillie's liking. "And nothing. And all the things and all the spaces in between."

"I'm not getting you..." Baillie started, and Wilkins laughed. This time the maniac was even closer to the surface.

"I'm talking about the nature of everything," he said, his voice rising to fever pitch. "The very building blocks of reality. I have discovered how they are made. And unmade. We can be masters, Baillie."

"Masters of what?"

Wilkins laughed again.

"Anything we damned well want to be."

"That sounds like something best left well alone to me," Baillie said. "Are you sure you wouldn't rather just retire to the bar for a few swift halfs?"

"No!" Wilkins shouted. "I told you. I need a witness. Do you think those old fools would believe my word alone? Come on, quickly now, while the boundary still holds."

Wilkins half-dragged Baillie through the chaos of pipework and cabling to a cleared spot in the center of the basement area. The air here felt thick, almost tangible, and as they got closer Baillie saw what appeared to be a giant soap bubble quivering in the empty spot, some ten feet in diameter, shimmering in an aurora of rainbow color.

"Don't touch the boundary," Wilkins said. "There may be unforeseeable consequences."

"Righty-ho," Baillie replied as if he had understood a single word, and when Wilkins moved he made sure the other man was always between himself and the quivering bubble.

Wilkins finally came to a halt in front of a large bank of dials, levers and cogwheels, like a child's idea of apparatus for operating some infernal machine.

"Watch and learn, Baillie," Wilkins said. "We are on the cusp of something historic."

"I'm on the cusp of buggering off back to the bar," Baillie muttered, but if Wilkins heard he showed no sign of it. He had already moved over to the controls.

Wilkins turned one of the wheels, having to use two hands as if fighting against some unseen pressure.

Something shifted inside the quivering bubble. Baillie raised his gaze to see the air swirl and coalesce. It seemed at first to be a jet-black tear in the fabric of space, no bigger than a sliver of fingernail. Looking at it straight on hurt his eyes—they struggled to focus, never quite managing it, so that the only way he could really see the thing was by turning side-on so that it was just on the edge of his peripheral vision.

It appeared to be spinning slowly in a clockwise direction. As he watched, it quivered like a knife that had struck stone. It changed shape, settling into a new configuration, becoming a black, somewhat oily in appearance droplet little more than an inch across at the thickest point. It hung there, its very impossibility taunting him to go over and look for the threads that surely had to be holding it in place.

"The building blocks of the universe," Wilkins said at his side, something like awe sounding in his voice.

The droplet swelled, and now looked like an egg more than anything else—a black, oily egg from some creature whose nature could only be guessed at. The rainbow aura thickened around it, casting the whole basement in dancing washes of soft colors as it continued to spin, faster now.

The egg quivered and pulsed. And now it seemed larger still. The air throbbed, like a heartbeat. The egg pulsed in time. A humming, almost musical, rose up, from somewhere far below, like a distant choir, faint and far off as if chanting in the wind

The pulsing egg kept time with the hum. And now it was more than obvious—it was most definitely growing. The throb became a rapid thumping; the basement shook and trembled, dust falling from the ceiling. The vibration rattled Baillie's teeth and set his guts roiling

The aura wavered and trembled as the black egg calved down the center of its axis. The humming grew louder, like a great host joined in what sounded like holy reverie.

Two eggs hung in the air at eye level, side by side, just touching, each as black as the other, twin bubbles only held in check by the dancing rainbow colors. The whole basement throbbed like a drum beating.  The humming rose from below, making the floor rock and quake in an almost operatic wall of sound. The eggs pulsed in synchronized agreement and calved again.

"We're doing it, Baillie. We're building." Wilkins shouted.

"Building what?"

"Reality. We are the masters of creation!"

Four eggs hung in a tight group, all now pulsing in time with the still rising noise. Colors danced and flowed across the sheer black surface; blues and greens and shimmering silvers that filled the basement with washes of color. The humming got louder still, a wail that threatened to split Baillie's skull. The eggs throbbed, beating time like a giant heart. Soon there were eight, then sixteen. 

His head pounded with the rhythm and nausea rose as his gut roiled and rolled.

Thirty-two eggs now, and the basement shimmered with a dancing aurora that pulsed and beat in time with the song as the eggs calved again, and again, everything careening along in a big happy dance.

"Okay," Baillie said, having to raise his voice to be heard above the cacophony. "I've seen it, whatever in blazes it is. You can switch it off now."

Sixty-four eggs now, each a shimmering pearl of black light. The colors filled the room, spilled out over the floor, began to creep around Baillie's feet, danced in his head, thrumming all though his body.

He strained to turn his head towards the mass of eggs. 

A hundred and twenty eight now, and already calving into two hundred and fifty-six.

"Wilkins! Shut the bloody thing off."

The shimmering bubble swelled. Wilkins, as if panicked, turned away from it, but Baillie was too struck with sudden fear to move out of its way. The outer layer washed over his feet, ankles, hips, torso and finally over his head. 

Swirling clouds seem to come from nowhere to fill the room with darkness. Everything went black as a pit of hell, and a thunderous blast rocked the basement driving Baillie down into a place where he dreamed of empty spaces filled with oily, glistening bubbles. They popped and spawned yet more bubbles, then even more, until he swam in a swirling sea of colors.

He drifted in a blanket of darkness, and he was alone, in a cathedral of emptiness where nothing existed save the dark and the pounding humming. He saw stars—vast swathes of gold and blue and silver, all dancing in great purple and red clouds that spun webs of grandeur across unending vistas. Shapes moved in and among the nebulae; dark, wispy shadows casting a pallor over whole galaxies at a time, shadows that capered and whirled as the dance grew ever more frenetic. He was buffeted, as if by a strong, surging tide, but as the beat grew ever stronger he cared little. He gave himself to it, lost in the dance, lost in the stars. 

He didn't know how long he wandered in the space between. He forgot himself, forgot Wilkins—forgot himself, lost, dancing in the vastness.

Elsewhere.
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JOSEPH FLYNN WAS NOT in the best of moods. There were two reasons. Firstly, the weather was shite. That, however, was a minor inconvenience compared to his main grievance, which was the fact that he was no longer in the military, and thus not free to shoot the wee wanker who was currently annoying the hell out of him.

"I telt ye," the wee man said, for the third time. "There is something right strange going on in The Twa Dugs."

"I heard you the first time," Flynn answered. "I was ignoring you. You're auld enough to ken that there's always something strange going on in that howf."

"No, I mean right special strange. I'm telling ye. Ye need to hear it."

"I don't need to dae anything," Flynn answered, but he knew that wasn't true, not at all. What he needed to do was stand on an Afghan hillside, facing down a rebel tribe with the wind in his face and a rifle in his hands. What he needed to do was run down that self-same hill with his men at his back, his kilt swinging and his legs pumping.  He thumped his stout walking cane against the mostly dead weight that was his left thigh. What he needed to do was get the full use of this damned leg back , but no amount of strangeness in a Glasgow pub was going to cure that for him. Not for the first time he felt a wave of disgust at his self-pity, and pushed it down to where it could be examined later, in the darkness of his rooms, with a bottle of the good stuff to help it go down easier.

Do your bloody job, man. It's what you're here for, isn't it?

He finally transferred his attention to the small man in front of him.

"I'm just about to go off-shift and head for my scratcher, son," he said. "So this had better be good. Come on, show me."

"Good is not the word I would use," the man said, but walked, just behind Flynn, as they made their way down Byres Road, Flynn limping until he was forced to use the cane, slashing through puddles towards the bar.

The Twa Dugs was a working man's bar, an establishment for the business of serious drinking, with a rough and ready air and a reputation of being a place where anything could be had, for a price. The  owner, George Dunlop, ran a tight ship and rarely had to call on the police to sort out any trouble, preferring to see to such matters himself with the help of a billy-club in the back courtyard. The local polis turned a blind eye to much that went on, in return for backhanders either in cash, liquor or women, all of which George seemed to have in plenty. Flynn eschewed most worldly pleasures these days, and as such, hadn't had many reasons to visit the place. But the big policeman's reputation was well known on the streets, and the whole barroom fell quiet when he pushed open the main door and stepped inside.

The place stank of cheap tobacco and stale beer, a thick fug hanging between the tables and the stained ceiling. The gaslights were turned down, emphasizing the general air of gloom, but it was busy with drunks and people intending on getting that way as fast as possible. The proprietor, George, was at his usual place behind the huge horseshoe mahogany bar. He looked over to Flynn and smiled.

"Stopped in for a pint on your way home, Sergeant Flynn? What'll it be?"

Flynn motioned at the smaller man who was now almost hiding behind his not inconsiderable bulk.

"The wee fella here says there's something strange going on."

George laughed.

"The only thing strange here is Wee Tam there. He's strange all right. Strange in the heid."

"Jist because you cannae hear it, disnae mean it's no' there." the wee man said to George, then cowered down behind Flynn again before pointing to where darker shadows hung in the far left corner of the bar. "It's ower there. It's been coming and going these past few weeks."

"The only thing coming and going is the space between your ears," George said, then went quiet after a look from Flynn.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
i






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





