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Dedication

This collection is dedicated to Robert Vigil and Phil Ligon, two of my teachers at Castle Park High School. Mr Vigil not only let me write my stories in his homeroom class, but introduced me to HP Lovecraft, which had a profound effect on me and my writing; Mr Ligon taught me the disciplines necessary for a photojournalist, was my first creative writing teacher, and told me that everything, and everybody, had a story, just waiting for me to find it. 
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Concerning Stories Told Around the Campfire

It’s all about the stories.

And the characters who live in them.

And the readers who live through them.

Regardless of cultural conventions and popular sayings, the job of Storyteller has to be at least the third oldest profession. First came the Hunter who tracked and slew Dinner, then the Cook who made Dinner palatable and something to look forward to; then, as the tribe sat around the campfire digesting Dinner, the Storyteller rose and told of spirit animals, great heroes, and beings who danced upon the mountaintops with footfalls of thunder.

On the other hand, it may have been the Hunters would not go out until the story of the Great Hunt had been painted upon the cave walls, which would make Storyteller the oldest profession, the Hunter second. And the third oldest profession? That would be the unsuccessful hunter who returned to the cave and chucked a spear into the Storyteller’s chest – the first Critic.

Telling stories is somewhat less dangerous these days as we sit around the campfire that is our sun, though, of course, one must still be wary of Critics, dodging the slings and arrows of outrageous reviews. Most writers seek fame and/or fortune but find neither, and almost all fall by the wayside, disappointed or burnt-out. Only two kinds of writers continue to write year after year – those who prosper and achieve a kind of fame, even if only as a frog in a small pond, and those who persevere simply because they cannot stop writing.

I am not the first kind of writer.

And I’ve not been the first kind of writer for a long time,

Some kids played baseball or basketball; I told stories, much to the chagrin of parents and consternation of teachers. Even before I learned to read, which I did at an early age (Uncle Bob was well-intentioned but his reading aloud of comic books left much to be desired), I told stories, which meant convincing other kids that a monster lived under the woodpile, or that a dinosaur had wandered down Seventeenth Street in National City at midnight, or that the Victorian house we all passed twice daily to and from Highland Elementary was haunted.

The first story I remember writing, where I made a conscious effort to employ such literary devices as plot, characterization and dialogue was “The Mouse in the Haunted House,” written in first  grade, a standard haunted house tale with all the usual weird goings on, but told from the viewpoint of the mouse who dwelt therein.

I thought it was a pretty good story. Mrs Hamilton, my teacher, was not so sure, and thus began trips to the school psychologist (all the rage in the Fifties for the misunderstood youth of America). Well, I did call her “Horrible Hamilton,” so, looking back, maybe I would have ended up in that office anyway.
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Valiant defenders fighting Horrible Hamilton

MY NEXT FORAY INTO fiction, a much more serious attempt, was a couple of years later, as part of a class assignment. Mrs Decker (we had no pejorative terms for her because she was a wonderful teacher) showed a series of photographs and asked us to choose one and write a short story.

The photo that impressed me was of a pure white bird with bright red eyes. As soon as I saw it, the plot for a story flashed into my mind, and the result was “The White Raven.” Yes, ravens are black, I know it now just as I did then, but the story was about a white raven, and the plot not only revealed why he was white and had red eyes, but also explained that shadowy building seen in the background – yes, another haunted house.

Mrs Hamilton would have sent me to the school shrink, or sent a note home to my mother, or both, but Mrs Decker was a much more perspicacious person. She entered the short story into a district-wide writing contest and it won first prize.

Using photos and art as sources of inspiration is a technique I’ve turned to many times in the six decades since I saw “The White Raven,” either photographs and paintings by others, or drawings of my own. I often sketch characters and scenes and keep them near me while I write. In high school, this visual technique was adopted by Mr Phil Ligon, my journalism, photography and creative writing teacher, and we used Pictures for Writing by David A. Sohn as an unofficial textbook. 

During high school, also, I wrote a story called “On the Moor,” about a publisher motoring through the misty wilds of Scotland who comes to a bad end. The story is not important (and it’s probably a good thing that it is mostly lost) except in that it started a chain of events that affects me even now. I had typed it on my Remington Quietwriter and was reading it in homeroom class one day. Mr Robert Vigil noticed I was not frantically trying to finish homework assignments from the day before (yes, I was one of those students) and he asked to read what I had written.

I was hesitant. I am at heart very shy, a trait most writers seek to overcome. A few years ago, I attended a social gathering at the San Diego Public Library for local authors. It was very crowded and you could not go anywhere without bumping into either an author or his ego. A few were my age or older, but most were younger, adept at networking and socializing, both on- and off-line. The way they aggressively worked the room, trying to hustle copies of their own books and forge relationships, you would have thought the room was filled with editors and publishers rather than desperate writers.

My experience is that most writers are extroverts, and those who are not Big Names are often driven by a kind of desperation that will make them buttonhole and glad-hand any possibly useful stranger not fast enough to get away. When I attended the World Fantasy Convention in Tucson (1991), I had the great pleasure of seeing the room worked by a master of the art, my friend, the late t. Winter-Damon, with whom I worked on a few projects. No editor, publisher or writer could escape him. When I remarked on his outgoing nature to his wife, Diane, she laughed and said: “Yeah, Tim can work a room like a two-dollar hooker at a Shriner’s convention. You can bet he’s going to end up with at least a half-dozen contracts.” It’s an enviable skill. 

But I digress. At the time Mr Vigil asked to see the story, my private writing was still a private matter. But he was a pleasant person and asked nicely, and I did not feel he would ridicule me, which is every young teen’s second greatest fear. So I let him read it. When he saw me the next day, he handed the story back, said he had liked it very much, and asked me, “Have you ever heard of a writer named H.P. Lovecraft?”

I had not, but I soon would, and that long-dead fantasy writer would eventually loom large in my life and writing. Through high school and college, and on into adulthood, I read and re-read Lovecraft’s stories, eventually branching out to the other writers of his era, as well as modern writers also under his spell.

About that time Mr Vigil asked to see “On the Moor,” I was encouraged to apply to the local paper, the Chula Vista Star-News, as a book reviewer. Publisher Lowell Blankfort was looking for a hip student’s point of view at a time when the counter-culture was in full swing, but what he got instead was me. I sent him some sample reviews, he liked what he read, and I was hired. Well, “hired” is a relative term since there was no pay, but I did get to keep the books.

Publication in the Star-News brought a kind of notoriety, and people who had overlooked me started to notice I was alive. But I kept writing the reviews anyway. Back in those days, newspapers were still very big, especially community newspapers like the Star-News. Everyone in Chula Vista subscribed, if only to keep up to date with high school sports.  The Star-News (founded 1882) is still around, but, sadly, time has not been kinder to it than any other local paper, though it manages to maintain a kind of faded glory. Because of my book reviews, I was asked to work on the Trojan Trumpet, the school newspaper, which led to formal journalism training, photography and creative writing. 

All those activities taught me about writing, but even more about publishing.  I started submitting stories to science fiction and mystery magazines I had been reading for years, but not with much success, though I was able to place articles and poems with smaller journals. There were more than four dozen major digest magazines publishing science fiction, fantasy, mystery, horror and detective stories, and many dozens more little and literary magazines. Of course, that was then, for now there are three science fiction magazines and two mystery magazines, and even they are not what they once were.

Even in the waning years of fiction (I didn’t know it then, but I do now) I published regularly, even though mostly in magazines familiar to just a handful of people. While publications like The Writer, Writers’ Digest and Writers’ Marketplace played a big role in submissions, smaller publications like File 550, the Gila Queen’s Guide to Markets, and, most especially, Scavenger’s Newsletter played an even bigger role.

Scavenger’s Newsletter was founded, published and edited by Janet Fox (1940 – 2009) a wonderful writer of fantasy and horror who also excelled as a teacher and poet. Though we never actually met, I almost feel as if I had known her.

If it had not been for Janet dutifully publishing market lists month after month, many of the stories in this book might never have been published. As with other aspects of the writer’s life, the marketzine has been overtaken by the digital age, and though such lists come at us now with the speed of electrons rather than the pace of a trudging mailman, it’s just not the same.

Because of the influence of Lovecraft, I wrote lots of Cthulhu Mythos stories, some slavishly chained to Lovecraft’s archaic and formal style, others in my own developing voice. The Mythos story that finally made a splash was actually a hybrid tale, “The Adventure of the Ancient Gods,” which appeared in a fanzine called Holmesian Federation. Other tales mixed Sherlock Holmes with Star Trek, but mine brought Holmes into contact with Lovecraft’s alien gods. Since the background of that story has been explained in other venues (Sherlock Holmes: The Coils of Time & Other Stories and Sherlock Holmes: Cthulhu Mythos Adventures), I won’t go into it or its sequels here. One outcome of the story and its sequels was that I was profiled in “Ralph E. Vaughan: Visionary of the Dreamlands,” written for Shoggoth by t. Winter-Damon.

It is often harder to sell a second story to an editor than the first, but usually easier to sell the third, even though in the small press world “sell” does not always equal money, and finding a little magazine that actually makes it to the third issue can be difficult. The profile in Shoggoth was a huge ego-boost, but it also caused some editors to look at my stories a little differently when they sailed over the transom. It was never easy submitting a story, but in some cases it became not as difficult. 

Just as my drawings revolve around themes and archetypical characters, so do my short stories. In themes, we have alienation, alternate history, ancient cultures, religion, fear, corruption and the feeling of being lost. For my characters, I created Mitsuko, a young woman running from a warlord in an alternate Japan; Kira, a bronze-clad warrior living at the end of the Bronze Age; Tawa of the Sky Clan, a paleo-Indian maiden taken from her home by raiders; and a bevy of loners dwelling on a dead Earth at the end of time.

Before you head off into the stories, let me tell you a tale about Kira, who was my favorite. I started writing about her back in the early 80’s, a tall, muscular woman clad in black leather and bronze armor, a follower of the Triple Goddess, a holder-on to old ways even as the world changed around her, bronze giving way to the new metal iron. Her world was based solidly in the Bronze Age, but was also touched by magick and the gods. With her, I traveled to the edge of the known world and beyond, to America, Australia, Africa, the Orient, the vast necropolis of Nordhelm, and even to the far future. She was a popular character, and I drew many drawings of her in leather skirt and armor based on Mycenaean designs, with her boots and her weapons historically accurate. I thought we would be together for a very long time, for I had written a score of stories and had ideas for many more, including several novels.

Then Kira went away.

I had suspected the end was coming, for I had seen signs, but it was still shocking when it finally happened. Editors began rejecting the stories. Finally, I received a note from an editor with whom I had never worked, and I knew the end was at hand:


Dear Mr Von: Not a bad story but you can do better than copy Xena: Warrior Princess can’t you?



I did not submit any further Kira stories after that. Kira could prevail against any foe, human or supernatural, but not against the power of television.
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Fluxed in Nova Byzantium
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A Tale of Alternate Timelines


​​​​​​​​​​​​​I’ve always been a fan of alternate universe fiction, a reader of the history of the Byzantine Empire, a follower of Fortean events, and a student of criminology. In this story, published in Charlie Ryan’s “Aboriginal Science Fiction,” I managed to combine all four of my interests.



––––––––
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THE HEAT WAS FIERCE, potent enough to blister an icon’s hide, or so it seemed to Detective Hapline MacGreggor. This heatwave gripping Nova Byzantium frayed tempers and cut them deathly short. Three days of heat and the homicide rate had spiked.

“Lunch?” Hap asked.

His partner was sprawled in the passenger seat of their steamer, eyes closed, letting the hot wind slap his face through the open window. Theo Papilagios was a thin, gray man, thirty years Hap’s senior. The heat made him seem even more haggard than usual.

“Yeah, Hap, fine with me,” he muttered. “Just something light and very cold to drink. This heat’s all but murdered my appetite.”

The streets were packed. Hap concentrated on getting out of the downtown jam of pedestrians and steamers. A shadow passed over them. Hap looked up, saw the shadow was from an airship finishing a trans-Atlantic crossing and carrying the new Emperor, Michael III Annellica, on his first visit to Nova Byzantium. The ornate airship, its many steam engines chugging, was heading for the mooring mast of the Emperor’s State Building.

“A remarkable Emperor, from what I’ve read in the official papers,” Hap commented.

Theo opened one eye and squinted at the airship.

Gradually they made their way out of the urban center, where they’d been summoned to investigate a body found in an alley. The investigation had been a formality. Just a bum, probably killed by another bum. After three days of heat, it was no longer a novelty.

“Here we are,” Hap said, braking the steamer.

Theo sat up slowly and looked around. “When you go slumming, you don’t believe in half measures.”

“That café is the best.”

“Sure.”

“And it has beer colder than ice.”

“Now you’re talking.”

Hap and Theo climbed out of the auto and reluctantly buckled on their short swords. Hap had never used the traditional weapon for anything more deadly than slicing cheese. He had much more confidence in his Colt Dragon .475, that seven-shot monster that slept in the upside-down breakaway holster under his left arm.

Hap walked around the auto. A hot wind tousled his dark hair and ruffled his kilt. Hap noticed Theo’s envious glance.

“It’s pretty cool,” Hap said.

“Maybe I’ll go primitive too, claim my granddad was Keltic or something,” Theo replied. “Damned heat’s getting to me.”

The heatwave had hit the city unexpectedly. Meteorologists on the radio spoke of stationary fronts and sunspots, but ultimately it was just a damned mystery.

They walked slowly, conserving energy. Though the café was good, Hap had to admit that it was in a bad part of town, one of the sections hardest hit during the Blue/Green riots a few years back.

A woman’s scream cut through the air.

Weapons drawn (revolvers, not swords), they rushed toward the screams. At an alley entrance, a wild-haired hag with feral eyes crashed into them. They steadied her, holding on, refusing to let go. She saw who they were. Her shrieks dissolved into wracking sobs.

“It’s murder!” she cried. “Godawful cruel murder!”

“Calm yourself down,” Hap snapped.

“Yes, woman, we’re the law.”

“It’s godawful cruel murder,” she sobbed, less hysterically.

“Tell us what happened,” Theo said.

“In the alley,” she gasped. “I was tending my own business, hunting reclaimables when I seen him. He was there. Half there.”

“What are you babbling about?” Hap demanded.

“A murdered man,” she said, her voice starting to rise again. “Someone has done cut him in half! Laying there, he was. From the waist up, he was there; waist down was somewhere else. Done cut him in half and dumped half in the alley!”

“Have you been...” Theo made a tippling motion.

The woman crossed herself. “By the blood of Jesus, sirs.”

“You stay here,” Theo said. “My partner and I will check it out. If this is a false report, by God, you’ll have a room for a week.”

“Blessed Virgin be a cow if I’m lying, sirs!”

Hap let the woman go. The two detectives cautiously entered the alley. The alley was laced with shadows, but was no cooler. Hotter, if anything. It was torrid and dead and smelled of lost souls and shattered dreams. Hap told himself it was nothing more than a garbage-strewn alley, but something terrible might have happened here. He saw something under a stairway.

Hap gestured, not trusting his voice.

“Sweet Mother of God,” Theo murmured. Despite the oaths he’d taken to become a policeman, he had never been big on religion. Now he crossed himself with the barrel of his revolver.

The torso of the man lay under the stairs, in deep shadow. His back was turned to them. Below the waist there was nothing, just empty space. Just as the street woman had said, some maniac had cut a man in half, leaving only one half.

Hap and Theo, fascinated by the dreadful sight, moved closer.

The man who was only half there writhed around to face them.

“Thank goodness,” the man breathed. “I thought no one...that crazy woman. Please pull me through!”

When Hap moved forward, Theo followed. They holstered their weapons and dropped to a crouch under the stairs.

“Take the left,” Hap said.

Hap and Theo grabbed the bisected man under the arms and pulled. Nothing happened. To an observer, it would have seemed a tableau of two and a half people. The detectives strained. New sweat layered old sweat. A half-step back, then a full one. They were making some kind of progress.

Hap glanced down the shortened body of the man. His hips were visible now, and his legs were sliding into view, from somewhere, or nowhere. Then the three of them flew back and landed in a heap.

“That was harder than I thought it would be,” the man gasped. “Talk about a salmon fighting its way upstream. Oh brother!”

Hap sat up. “Who the hell are you and what just happened?”

“Fair questions,” he said. “My name is Carl Lesser. As far as what happened and where I’m from, that will take a bit of explaining. This isn’t the place.” He looked around. “Please tell me what city this is and the date. The full date.”

“You’re in Nova Byzantium, administrative capital of the New Territories of New Rome,” Hap replied after a moment. “The date is the Eleventh of September, Year of Our Lord 1986.”

The man sighed. “Ah. About a half-hour after noon?”

Theo looked at his pocket watch. “Thirty-three minutes.”

“Zero time lapse.”

Theo said: “You’d better come with us.”

“Are you police officers?” he asked. “Am I under arrest?”

“Detectives,” Hap explained. “Homicide division. No, not arrested, but we do need to get you off the street.”

Lesser agreed to accompany them, to explain the situation. 

“Let’s take him to your place,” Theo said. “This would be too weird for my wife. Hell, it’s probably too weird for me, but at least I won’t run to our priest about demons from Hell.”

“Damn, it seems hotter.” Hap said.

Theo loosened his collar.

“The heat is my fault,” Carl said. “Partly. But things are going to get worse for your timeline if I don’t find a certain man.”

The old woman was gone when they reached the mouth of the alley, which was just as well.

Heading to Hap’s apartment, Carl Lesser held silent. They parked in the underground garage of Hap’s building and rode up the clattering, hissing steam-lift. Hap let them into the apartment, then locked the door. He poured drinks of the strong stuff. No ice cubes. His icebox was doing well just to keep the food cool, and the block was nearly melted. They all sat in the tiny living room.

“The first thing I have to tell you is that I am not from this world,” Carl said. He smiled thinly. “Considering the condition you found me in that should not be too hard to accept.”

“You mean Venus, Mars, something like that?” Theo asked skeptically.

“It’s a little more complicated.”

“Surely not Heaven or Hell,” Hap said self-consciously. He had not been to church services in nearly a year.

“Nothing like that,” Carl said with a short laugh. “The world I’m from is closer, yet much farther. My world occupies the same time and space, but a different line of existence. The same planet, but with a different history. In my world, the Empire of New Rome, what we call the Byzantine Empire, fell in 1453, when the Turks destroyed Constantinople.”

“Ridiculous,” Theo said, somewhat weakly. “Constantinople’s never been conquered by anyone.”

“Not in your world, but in mine,” Carl said. “You’ve never heard of the Confederated States of America, have you?”

“No.”

“That’s because our histories diverged sometime in the past,” Carl continued. “Even with extensive research I doubt we could discover the cause of the divergence. But there was a split. Do you follow what I’m trying to say?”

Theo shook his head, but Hap said; “Different events create different worlds? Real worlds with an existential reality?”

“Exactly. I’m from one of those worlds.”

“What about the condition we found you in?” Hap asked.

“It was harder to break through than I’d planned. Took more energy. ” He sighed. “I tried to get that old woman to help me, but I doubt she saw anything once she started screaming.”

“History is history.” Theo insisted quietly “Every time an event has multiple outcomes new worlds are created?”

“No, not quite,” Carl admitted. “Used to think so, but I found not all timelines are stable. Most collapse back on the timeline they split from, creating energy fluxes that produce manifestations. Ever seen rain fall from a clear sky? Strange lights or animals? Ever experience a feeling of being someplace before though you now you haven’t? Have you ever been uncertain about the validity of a past event or whether something was real or just a very vivid dream?”

“Nearly everyone has,” Hap said.

“Those are all manifestations of collapsing timelines,” Carl said. “Most decisions don’t make one whit of difference in the larger sense of the timeline, so they collapse. Some, however, do make a difference. They have the greatest chance of creating a stable divergent timeline, of overcoming the inertia of the parent timeline. The longer a timeline endures, the more stable it grows.”

“I can follow your line of reasoning,” Theo said. “And I have to believe you. Either that or come up with some other explanation for the way we found you.” He sighed wearily. “Jesus, it’s hot in here.”

Hap said: “You said you were to blame for this heat.”

“Partly to blame,” Carl corrected. “Forcing my way into your timeline created something of a constant and stationary energy flux, giving the appearance of a heatwave. Despite what your scientists might say, it’s been inexplicable, hasn’t it?”

Hap’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, it has, but it also started three days ago. Before you arrived.”

“That brings me to the reason I came here,” Carl said. “Has there been a rise in the homicide rate, perhaps, especially, among people living in the streets?”

“Yes. But you expect that when the heat frays...”

“There is a murderer in your city who murders just for the thrill it gives him,” Carl said. “He is not of your world, but mine. His name is Kyle Watson. Until three days ago, he worked with me at Consolidated Universities of New York, where I’m employed. Kyle was linked to a series of brutal murders. He used our timeline investigation device to escape into your world. The police of my world think he just blew town. I could hardly tell them the truth.

“I’d always known that Kyle was, well, a bit unstable, but I’d never considered him violent. He’s a genius. If it hadn’t been for Kyle, I probably would not have been able to transform my dreams into reality. We were conducting final tests when I learned he’d been murdering men and women living in the streets.”

“And you think he’s here to practice his hobby?” Hap ventured.

Carl nodded. “He likes to kill. I discovered a diary in his room in which he had recorded the details of every murder he’d ever committed, from the first kitten he tossed into a lit oven. I found out he was planning a crime that would not only give him the biggest thrill he’d ever known, but create a new timeline.”

“What?”

“Kyle planned on killing the President of the CSA, the leader of my country.” Carl explained. “A world away, President Long is visiting New York City. Our President may be safe, but Kyle is in Nova Byzantium, back to his old ways.”

There was a thunk against the door.

“Afternoon newspaper,” Hap muttered, standing. He opened the door, picked up the newspaper, looked at the headline, closed the door, and tossed the open newspaper onto Carl Lesser’s lap. “Your President may be safe, but our Emperor is not.”

Carl looked down at the engraving stretched across three columns of the newspaper. It showed the arrival of Airship One in Nova Byzantium.

“He’ll do it,” Carl said. “He won’t be able to pass it up.”

“Great, a heatwave and an assassin,” Theo said breathlessly.

“The murders must be stopped and your Emperor must be saved, of course,” Carl said, “but the energy flux phenomenon is more dangerous. The heat will increase in the city, then will spread. Other, more devastating, phenomena will occur. Entropy is a two-way street. When I left New York City, we were experiencing the coldest September day in history, and it was getting colder. I have to put things in order by taking Kyle back, and quickly. I’ve been thinking. If I had a place to work, I’d be able to construct a device to return us. It would be a jury-rigged slap-dash thing, but it would work. Since we’d be returning to where we belong, the energy level won’t be a problem. It’ll be like water falling to its own level – the opposite of what I had to go through to get here.”

Hap had stopped listening. He was staring at Theo. The flushed face, the shallow breathing, the unfocused eyes – Hap knew the signs well, especially since the start of the heatwave. He rushed to his friend’s side.

“Lie down, Theo,” he said gently.

“What’s the matter?” Carl asked.

“Call an ambulance.”

“Nine-one-one?”

“What? Never mind. Stay with him while I make the call.”

Hap’s status in the police department brought an ambulance sooner than one would have arrived on its own. He felt helpless as he watched his friend carried out on a stretcher. They had been partners for five years, and five years was as good as a lifetime for men who daily faced death. Hap called Theo’s wife, whom he knew slightly, and told her what had happened. He hung the receiver back on the body of the phone and turned to Carl Lesser.

“What do we do now?” he asked.

“You need to put aside what happened to your friend and consider the greater good,” Carl said. “You have to find me a place to work and you have to help me get Kyle Watson. Like it or not, we’ve got the job. I’m sorry about Theo, but the only way we’re going to help anyone is to do what we have to do.”

Hap sighed and gazed out the open window at the city that now shimmered in the heat, like a mirage. “What do you need?”

“Electronics equipment, the most advanced.”

“I can get you into the police laboratory with little problem. The stuff there should be as good as any.”

“From what I’ve seen, it won’t be easy anywhere.”

“All right,” Hap said testily. “Let’s go.” Hap heard something slap smartly against the windowsill. “Sweet Mother of Jesus.”

“What’s...” Carl joined him at the window. “Holy Cow.”

Very small fish were falling from the bright sky. They writhed as they fell. The shower of silvery fish did not last long, perhaps thirty seconds. People on the street looked up with expressions of awe and fear.

“We’d better move fast,” Carl said. “This will get worse.”

Carl did not speak during the whole of the drive to the police headquarters building. He was too busy gawking.

“Let’s figure out who you are, shall we?” Hap said. “Needs to be something easy, something you won’t muff.”

“That I won’t...” He paused. “Right. Who am I?”

“You’re my cousin Carl from Alexandria,” Hap replied. “You’re attached to the Library there as a research scientist, and you greatly appreciate the opportunity of using the police laboratory while you visit your cousin, who you haven’t seen in years.”

Carl sat with his mouth open stupidly.

“Did you get all that?” Hap asked.

“Yes, but are you trying to tell me that the Great Library at Alexandria still exists?”

“Of course.”

“It wasn’t destroyed by the Muslims?”

Hap sighed. “By what?” He shook his head. “Try to keep your mind focused. If anyone asks what you do, just say it’s classified.”

Lucius Pergammus, the head of the police laboratory, was more than happy to help Hap’s cousin pass the time while Hap was busy with his duties. Satisfied that Carl was not going to get himself into any trouble, at least not right away, Hap went through the squad room on his way to search through records.

“Sorry about what happened to Theo.”

“The heat’s a holy bitch.”

“We’re all pulling for Theo.”

Hap nodded and murmured his thanks. Bad news, especially when a brother officer was concerned, always spread fast. When the disaster gnats were gone, Hap requested a sheaf of records and found a quiet place to work.

A radio played in the background. Between the secular tunes, the newsreaders raved on about the heatwave and the visit of Emperor Michael III. The Emperor was going to give a speech to students of UNB, at Socrates Amphitheater, transmitted on the radio. Hap imagined what the place would be like – people milling about, security present but light, very easy for an assassin to slip in and find a hiding place. The evening shift was coming on when Hap returned to the laboratory.

“Hap, if your cousin decides to settle here, I can assure him a job,” Lucius said when Hap walked in. “Hell of an intellect. I stopped pestering him because I couldn’t understand what he was doing.” The laboratory chief leaned forward. “What’s he making?”

“Some kind of radio, I suppose,” Hap replied. “He’s always fooling around with things like that. It’s a little out of my line.”

Lucius wiped his forehead with the sleeve of his lab coat. “I’ll be off now. I’m just going to stay home tonight and drink cold ale while I listen to the Emperor’s speech.”

Finally Hap and Carl were alone in the lab. Carl was packing an apparatus into a wood box.

“That’s it, huh?” Hap said. “Will it work?”

“It should.” Carl shrugged. “It’s easier the second time around, like the first models I tried to make. But the equipment was so primitive that...”

“Go to the auto,” Hap said peremptorily, giving Carl the keys.

“Where are we going?”

“University of Nova Byzantium,” Hap replied. “The Emperor is making a speech there in just over an hour. If something’s going to happen, it’ll be there. Go on. I’ll be down in a minute.”

Carl shrugged and carried the box down in the steamer. He’d been waiting about five minutes when Hap climbed into the car. Carl studied the expression on the detective’s face.

“How is he?”

“He’ll pull through,” Hap replied. “Let’s go.”

The evening had not brought any relief from the heat. People dragged through the streets.

“What makes you think Kyle will try during the speech?”

“He won’t have another chance,” Hap explained. “This is the only time the Emperor is going to make a public appearance in Nova Byzantium. After the speech, he’ll go directly to Imperial House under guard for the night. In the morning, he leaves on Airship One for an official visit of state to the First Speaker of the Aztec Empire. The facts are well known. Watson will have to make his attempt at Socrates Amphitheater or not at all.”

“Will we be able to get in?”

“No problem about that,” Hap replied. “My badge will get us in. What about your device?”

“It will be strapped to me,” Carl said. “When the time comes, I’ll loop a wire around Kyle, bringing both of us under the device’s field of influence.”

Hap laughed. “Loop it around him? How will you do that?”

“The best way I can,” Carl said. “I’ve studied Aikido, a form of unarmed fighting, for about three years. It’s time to see if I’ve learned anything.”

“I could give you my revolver. That might help.”

Carl shook his head. “I’ve always been afraid of guns. That’s why I took up Aikido. I can take care of myself.”

The darkness over the city was punctuated by streetlights and the headlamps of rushing steamers. Despite the stifling heat, more people were about than usual, hoping for a glimpse of the Emperor.

“Three days ago,” Hap said, “a weapons shop was burgled. Among the weapons stolen, a long-range high-powered target rifle.”

“No time wasted.”

“It coincided with the start of the heatwave,” Hap continued “That was also when the police started receiving reports of weird animals, strange sounds, and peculiar lights. They were passed off as silly season leftovers. The murders started then, too. Street people mostly. I didn’t see any pattern until I started looking for a pattern. Had I seen a pattern sooner...”

“Probably wouldn’t have mattered,” Carl said. “Kyle is plenty smart. He got away with murder for years in my world. How much easier it would be for him here, where he doesn’t even exist.”

Hap swerved to avoid an animal that leaped into their path.

“Damn!” Carl exploded. “That was a kangaroo!”

The closer they came to the University, the more thronged the streets were. Nova Byzantium was the most important city in the New Territories, but visits of state were rare. A half-mile from their goal, they were forced to park and go the rest of the way on foot. Carl strapped on the device. Hap reached under the seat, pulled out a light cape, shook it off, and handed it to Carl.

“Put this on,” he said. “You’ll sweat like a pig, but it’ll help hide that thing from people who are paid to ask questions” Hap surveyed the results, then nodded, satisfied. “Stick close by me. If anyone sees it and asks, it’s a new kind of radio you’re developing for the police. I’ll back you up.”

They made their way through the swirling crowds.

There was no problem getting into the amphitheater, not with Hap’s police credentials.

“That didn’t seem very hard,” Carl commented.

“Watson would have an easier time,” Hap said. “This is the second largest amphitheater in the world. There are more entrances, licit and illicit, that you can count. Let’s go down to the stage and look around. Besides, no one expects trouble.”

The place was packed and was brightly lit by arc lights. The students, most of whom were wearing tunics of either blue or green, were chattering excitedly. Probably this was the closest any of them had ever come, or would ever come again, to personally seeing the political and spiritual leader of the New Roman Empire. The excitement of the event even took their minds, for the moment at least, out of the heat-induced lethargy of the night.

Directly in front of the speaker’s platform was a slender spike of metal surmounted by an ornate disk. Not far from the platform was a bevy of radio technicians. The soldiery charged with the safety of the august person of the Emperor eyed Hap and Carl suspiciously, even after seeing Hap’s credentials. Under close scrutiny, Hap and Carl moved to center stage, looking about.

“Kyle couldn’t get this close,” Carl remarked.

“With a professional target rifle, he wouldn’t have to,” Hap said. “Look up there.”

Carl gazed upward. “What are those little windows for?”

“Spotlights,” Hap answered. “For when theatricals are staged.”

“They won’t be used, will they?”


“Not with arc lamps in place.”

Carl gripped Hap’s arm.

“What’s wrong?”



“I saw a movement up there, I’m sure of it.”

Hap pulled Carl toward the right wing. The soldiers were already waving them off stage.

“He’s got to be up there,” Hap said. “No other place to get a clear shot and stay safely out of sight.”

“What do we do?”

“You take care of him, just as we planned.” Hap said. “I’ll stay near the Emperor, just in case. Don’t get yourself killed, Carl.”

“I’ve never been much of a hero.”

“You came here and you’re here now. It’s a good start.”

They shook hands.

Carl Lesser made his way up marble steps, hurrying as fast as the press of the crowd would allow. Hap moved closer to the stage.

A man in blue and green robes (a compromise representative of the two factions) moved to center stage from the wing opposite Hap. He announced the imminent appearance of Emperor Michael III Annellica, ruler of the New Roman Empire. The man moved off and the crowd waited tensely.

Near Hap, a man spoke softly into a microphone, telling the radio audience what was going on.

Hap could no longer see Carl.

A tall black man wearing the robes and crown of office walked from the left wing with great dignity. He regarded the crowd with an easy smile. The audience broke into unrestrained applause.

Hap had seen engravings of the Emperor in newspapers and magazines, but the ex-slave from Ethiopia possessed a sense of power and dignity the artists had been unable to quite capture.

Hap shielded his eyes from the glare.

A metal rod extended from one of the little windows.

The crowd quieted.

The Emperor started to speak.

Hap was not really aware he was moving till he crashed into the line of soldiers and they went sprawling. People screamed. Soldiers tried to grab Hap, but it was too late to stop him.

Hap leaped through the air and crashed into the surprised Emperor, grabbing him about the shoulders and carrying him down. The crack of a rifle shot was almost lost in the panic of the crowd. Something slammed into Hap’s side.

After an eternity, Hap was lifted from the Emperor and roughly thrown aside.

“He’s been shot!”

Hap’s mind swirled into blackness. He was pulled back by the smell of an ammonia capsule. An elderly man bent over him.

A military officer holding Hap’s credentials moved forward. “You’re a hero, MacGreggor. You saved the Emperor’s life.”

Hap moved a hand down his side and encountered a sodden bandage.

“The ambulance will be here shortly to take you to hospital,” the elderly man said. “You’re a lucky young man. If your service sword had not deflected the bullet into a fleshy part, it would have smashed through your hip, shattering your pelvis and making you a cripple for the rest of your life. Amazing the huge differences little things can make in our lives.”

“The assassin got away,” announced a young soldier, reporting to the military officer. “All I found was this rifle.”

The Emperor moved forward, soldiers clustered about him. “I owe you my life, Detective MacGreggor.”

A cool breeze wafted over them.

“Thank God Most Merciful,” the Emperor sighed. “This heat wave has finally broken.”

Hap felt something wet his cheek.

Showers of blood began to fall from the clear sky.
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​​Dark Deception
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A Tale From the Age of Bronze


Some critics have mentioned, from time to time, that I don’t give the readers an even break, that I expect too much from them. That may be true, as I don’t dumb down my vocabulary, I rarely stop to explain obscure notions, and usually don’t translate place names into the modern forms when in an ancient setting. On the other hand, I have great faith in the intelligence of my readers



––––––––
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TARSETTOS HAD AN EVIL reputation, but the void of Kira’s purse forced her to seek work there.

She entered a paupers’ gate on the landward side, taunted by cruel guards. A din engulfed her – hawking merchants, strident beggars, swaggering warriors, dismal mendicants, bickering poor, haughty nobles, and the cracks of slaver whips. Dirty streets were thronged by ragged humanity, choked with clustered stalls where anything and anyone could be bought or sold. Magicians conjured firebirds, alchemists vended filtres to the lovelost, and wiccans sold charms and hexes. But of the Goddess’ followers, there were none.

In the dusk, Kira sought the docks. It was possible, she thought, some mariner might trade her passage for protection from pirates upon the Central Sea.

“Trade that sword for a broom,” a fat Sidonian named Boras said with a guffaw echoed by his crew. “Then I might find room for you...in the captain’s cabin.”

Smiling, Kira stepped forward and, quicker than thought, pressed the point of her dagger to his throat. His laughter died.

“Never killed a man with a broom, but I’ve no time for new tricks.” She pressed between his fat folds, till the point nicked through and sent a tiny trickle of blood to join rivers of sweat. “I’ll just have to use my blade – as I have in the past.”

“Lady, you misunderstand me!” the Sidonian gasped. “No offense was intended.”

“I know exactly what you intended,” Kira replied evenly. “I will take offense, but I’ll not take your life.”

She pushed him against his crew. As she walked away, Boras called after her, for the benefit of men who had seen him bested.

“Filthy moon worshiper!”

But she did not turn back.

At the sun’s setting she was still destitute. Come the morrow, she would go to the agora and offer her sword in service for silver. Her concern now, however, was to find a forgotten nook of Tarsettos where she might rest, safe from knives, away from the cold breath of the night.

As she passed from the Street of Knives to the Avenue of Eyes, she saw a statuette in a weed-choked yard, the lines of a ruined temple beyond. She approached and lowered her gaze in reverence and remorse: reverence for what this place had been, remorse for what it had become.

It was the Goddess cast in copper, eaten green with age. To the east, Kira saw the dark moon cresting, the face of Hecate, dark aspect of the Goddess whom men feared as the Slayer, the Empress of Night and Mother of Demons. Kira uttered a small prayer to the Crone.

The street, a place of closed shops and temples to obscure but tolerated, gods was empty. She waded through weeds to the temple’s portico. Inside, her footfalls echoed from defiled walls once hung with fabrics, through rooms where incense braziers had once smoked, where now dust rose at each step and silence was almost as palpable as the thronging shadows.

Kira paused, silent for many beatings of her heart, listening to the night. She heard the wind sweep lonely through empty chambers and the whispering of the trees, but not the voice of the Goddess.

She chose a small room where she could watch across the nave. Once, the rites performed here, bright and sweet or dark and bloody, to the Lady of the Phasing Moon had kept cycles of life and death in balance. No more, but even desecrated temples retained a measure of power, like a god’s name whispered softly in the dark.

Kira sighed as she removed her bronze. After such a long journey and fruitless day, it felt good to rest in her leather. In the chamber, lit only by reflected starlight and the dark of the moon, Kira ate a small meal of dried meat and hard bread, washed by cool water from her canteen. She lay down, dagger at hand, and slept.

Kira opened her eyes and wondered what had awakened her. Her hand crept to her dagger. Her fingers closed around the hilt.

She sat up and listened to the night, the wind in the trees and insects’ songs. Another sound came to her ears, barely audible, of soft footfalls.

A shadow crept among shadows. A robed and cowled figure moved to an alcove and there blended with the darkness.

There was no further sound or movement. Kira wondered if, like her, he sought refuge from the night in a place that had once held meaning for those who followed the Goddess of the Three Paths. Let him rest in peace, she thought, but another sound came to Kira’s ears, less stealthy, of many people in motion.

Eerie illumination lit the entry, soft pastels of blue and violet. A dozen people entered carrying lanterns on curved poles, the crystal lenses of the lanterns smoked with color. They were garbed in grey robes and hoods, their bare feet whispered across the dusty floor. At the head of the column was a tall, bulky figure, garbed in robes that might have been cut from a starless sky. Upon the chest of the leader was a pale sigil, spectral in the hazy lantern light, one which Kira had seen along the great River in Khemet – the sign of Set, whom the Achaeans believed to be Typhon. When Kira saw the sign of the Destroyer, her mouth became a grim line.

The people gathered before the leader. He spoke, but the words were alien to Kira, which was startling. In her wanderings around the Central Sea and through far places, she had learned many tongues and could get by in many more. But these words resembled nothing Kira had ever heard, not even the holy tongue of the Lyaryi priests in the Mountains of Darkness, far south of Khemet, true birthplace of dark Set.

Kira noted a heaviness in the air, like the pall that precedes the advent of a sudden storm. Not taking her gaze from the defilers of the Goddess’s temple, Kira sheathed her dagger, silently buckled on her sword, but left the rest of her bronze armor where it lay lest some sound betray her.

Subtly, another illumination joined the dark glare of the lanterns, an ebony light that made the lanterns seem bright, a darkness concentrated between leader and followers, a growing sphere of night, swelling with the magician’s words.

Kira was captivated by that bounded sphere of darkness, by even darker shapes that writhed across sable landscapes.

A movement snagged Kira’s attention: the robed and cowled figure emerged from the alcove and approached the magician from behind. A curved blade flashed in the attacker’s delicate hand, hurtling downward.

The magician whirled about, moving more swiftly than any warrior Kira had ever fought. The acolytes remained still. In the struggle, the attacker’s cowl flew back, revealing hair the color of the full moon and the features of a girl not yet a woman.

Kira had been content to let them complete their rites and move on in the darkness. Now, Kira saw one whose animosity to Set and Set’s minions was greater than her own, an animosity that moved that one to ignore odds and danger, and now Kira felt herself moved by the Goddess to rush to that one’s aid.

Kira padded swiftly across the stone floor, drawing her bronze sword as she ran. The magician’s head whipped in her direction. For an instant Kira gazed into absolute darkness, against which even the ebony sphere was but a pale reflection.

At a guttural bark from the leader, Set’s faithful surged toward Kira and the girl. Kira cut down one reckless soul, but more followed. Bronze and silver flashed against the night. Kira fell into the magician, then recoiled as she felt ropy cords writhe and bladders inflate beneath the black cloth.

Something slammed into Kira. She glimpsed bulbous obsidian eyes and a flash of silver as bright as the moon. She fell into the ebony sphere and then all was a formless void.

Kira awoke upon a shore of volcanic crags, by a waveless grey sea. The sky was ash. The air was thin and bitter. Not far away, upon a narrow spit of land, an obsidian tower rose against the gloom. Kira gripped her sword and made for the black spire.

Shrouded in obscurity, the world possessed no horizon. The land was formed from shadow. Slithering, writhing sounds came from the night land, and Kira hurried toward the tower.

A portal was surrounded by fiery dolabriform glyphs. She passed through, wary of things that capered and fluttered just out of sight. She climbed stairs of dark crystal.

Heavy breathing sounded from above, and the slow thudding of a great heart. Despite her growing fear, Kira continued upward, for there was nowhere else to go.

Desperately gripping her sword, Kira cautiously entered the dim summit. The circular room was topped with a cupola of smoky crystal and edged about with colonnaded archways.

A ropy black tentacle exploded from the darkness, wrapping about Kira. Another sought to rip her sword away. Kira pulled free of one tentacle and sliced through the other with sharp bronze. Kira hacked the strands of darkness seeking to snare her.

Black muscular ropes struck Kira and her sword flew from her hands. Other tentacles gripped her, lifted her into the air.

“Your death shall be delicious, woman,” a dull voice whispered. “I sent my soul ahead to prepare the way, to gather believers that I might escape this place.”

“Who are you?” Kira said.

“I am!”

Hissing laughter echoed through the tower. The strands of darkness holding Kira drew tight, pulling her closer. She saw bulging eyes, a gaping maw. Frantically, Kira grasped her dagger and threw it as hard as she could into the heart of the squirming darkness. A choked and liquidy gasp filled the chamber. The tentacles about Kira loosened, fell like lax ropes. Darkness closed about her; the world of the night seemed to lose all substance.

Kira fell through endless space.

A pale light glimmered, and she fought her way toward it.

Then Kira was on her knees in a temple lit by stars and the dark of the moon. Before her lay a black robe, ooze and smoke issuing from it. Protruding from the bubbling mass was Kira’s dagger. Beyond were a few dead worshipers and cracked flickering lanterns. The others had fled into the night.

Thin arms circled Kira’s shoulders and helped her to her feet. She turned to see a girl with moon-bright hair. Kira pulled her dagger free and wiped it on the fiend’s robe. Her sword was against the wall of the temple. She picked it up.

Kira gestured toward the dead thing. “It wore the sigil of Set to gather followers, but it was not Set. It was an extension of something older, more evil, something that, I think, has been waiting a long time to break free.”

“You killed it,” the girl said. “You did what I could not.”

Kira nodded though knowing the thing yet brooded in darkness.

“My name is Orthia. My sister died trying to protect this place when the followers of that thing came by night,” the girl said. “I could only watch as she was slaughtered. I ran and hid. You’ve avenged her death and saved me. Who are you?”

“My name is Kira,” she said. “I’m also your sister.”

Orthia crossed the temple and pushed in a stone, which caused a hidden panel to swing open. She pulled a leather bag out and gave it to Kira. Insider were a hundredweight of silver.

“They never found the temple’s treasury,” Orthia said. “Now there is none to claim it but you.”

Kira poured half the money into her empty purse, then pressed the bag into Orthia’s palm. “You must flee Tarsettos.”

Orthia kissed Kira’s hand and vanished into the night.

Kira gathered her belongings. Before leaving the defiled temple, she used one of the lanterns to kindle a fire in the temple’s wooden frame.

She hurried to the waterfront and booked passage on a ship sailing with the midnight tide. Once beyond the fortified harbor, Kira stood at the railing and gazed back. The fire consuming the darkness would ultimately be swallowed by the night, but, until then, how brightly it burned.
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​​Mythologies
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A Tale of Fantasy (Maybe)


I do not often write horror stories (my Lovecraftian tales really do not count) and less often tales of serial killers. Here, though, is a story which involves both. Societies naturally fear “the other” and “the outsider,” for it is a cultural survival mechanism. When people from “outside” enter a society, they bring with them all the ethnic and cultural baggage they should have left behind—it makes little sense to move to a new, established land, then try to remake it in your own image. However, societies have a certain flexibility, just as people do, so some traditions do get adopted, while others, often heinous in nature, do not, hence we have St Patrick’s Day and Hanukkah openly practiced, while animal sacrifice and honor killings remain undercover...hopefully. But since societies are made up of free-willed individuals, there will always be those who embrace the dark and the hidden things imported from elsewhere



––––––––
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A SUIT OF HUMAN SKIN hung suspended in the air...

Jon Talmond huddled under the loading dock on Front Street. At first he dismissed it as nothing but a mass of swirling papers and other wind-blown trash, but the moving air, trapped between warehouses, held it aloft, unfolded it, made it dance. Then there was no denying its nature. A humanoid ophidian might have left such a relic, but in the pale lights of faraway Market Street Jon saw remnants of new blood and the neat slashes of a very sharp knife. The wind carried the diaphanous suit of skin into the night.

Jon moaned silently, clamping fists to his temples and pulling his knees to his chest. What the hell was he doing here?

The economy, of course, same as most people, he answered himself. The construction industry had bottomed; living on the edge of his finances, he had tumbled into the abyss. Then the wife and kids were gone and there was nothing to fight for.

He tumbled through life till he crashed in a broken heap.

He might have escaped the streets of San Diego, he told himself, but there were too many well-meaning people who made staying homeless and on the street easier than escape—if the weather turned foul, there was the shelter across from the bus company; when hungry, he could count on the Salvation Army, any number of churches, or businessmen expunging guilt by giving away change; when he felt sad at Christmas, he could go to the city’s shelter and surround himself with many worse off than he. Lacking motivation, it was easier to hold steady than to move forward. Even the murders failed to do more than make him seek ever more secure shelters by the fall of night.

The problem, as Talmond saw it, was not people were being murdered. It was just a fact of life. Murder was so common, even in a medium-sized city, that such occurrences were generally relegated to back sections of the newspaper, if reported at all. No, it was not the murders themselves, but the methods. What was important was the mind revealed in the manner of death.

Three months earlier, the first victim was found by a street sweeping night crew—a large man sitting on the curb, back against a lamppost, his still-warm heart cupped in hands forced into a lotus position. Four days later, the second—he collapsed when touched because his skeleton had been removed.

Each murder by virtue of its grotesqueness reeled across the newspaper, which was how Talmond tracked them. Undistracted by life, he read voraciously from newspapers and magazines salvaged from bins. A serial killer stalked the streets of San Diego, but there was no panic from people who voiced their opinions—only street people were being killed. How could that possibly affect them?

The murder of Teodora Mantly changed everything.

It was the city’s policy to renovate the city by inspiring upscale development in blighted areas. It was not unusual to see men in tuxes and women in gowns rubbing elbows with people like Talmond. Society luminaries strolled avenues haunted by people who had lost all hope. One block brightness and silvery laughter, the next darkness and insufferable gloom.

The Kahn Metropolitan Theater was at the edge of the warehouse district, in what had once been the city’s Chinatown and, later, the Stingaree red light district.

Teodora Mantly, owner of a stylish uptown gallery, left the theater after watching a revival performance of Arsenic and Old Lace. Witnesses saw her reach her silver Lexus which had been parked in a lot on State Street. At 3 AM, a private security patrol found Teodora sitting stiffly behind the wheel of her Lexus, doors locked, obviously dead.

The police discovered Teodora’s skull had been opened, the brain removed and the bone-cap neatly replaced.

Teodora, even in life, had not been the sort of person relegated to the back pages of a newspaper.

The investigation began in earnest; the murders continued. Although the victims were still by and large street people, each death garnered more ink.

Tires crunched gravel, and Talmond edged deeper into the blackness he had discovered under the loading dock, pulling his worn blanket tighter. He saw a police cruiser and still hid. This was a good place and he did not want to be rousted from it. They might have taken him to a shelter, and two of the murders had happened in shelters. Or they might just beat him—the cops had been mean and evil before, but now they were also scared to death.

The cruiser’s side-spot cut through the night, swept over his huddling place, then was gone. He crept to the edge of the loading dock and watched the taillights vanish. Talmond noticed suddenly that his face was wet with tears and he loathed his weakness.

Footfalls sounded. Before Talmond could skitter away a man stood next to the loading dock.

“Got room?” The words were slurred. “I’ve a bottle.”

“Go away,” Talmond said softly. “Leave me alone.”

“Tired...damned tired...” The old man was already crawling under the dock. “Tired of runnin’...got a bottle...”

Talmond pressed against the brick wall of the foundation, the man next to him, bottle extended. He took the bottle, tilted it to his lips and downed a huge burning swig. Then things were better, the night less deep, the terrors fading. The bottle was nearly full and obviously not the old man’s first. Talmond swallowed again.

“Name’s Max.”

“Jon.”

Max was silent for such a time after that Talmond thought the alcohol had put him asleep. Then: “You afraid of the New People, Jon? They scare you?”

“New People?”

“Used to call them Takers, but it sounded just as silly when I called them the Dark Ones.”

“Heard that somewhere before...”

“People got all confused, said I was a racist at worst, an ethnophobe at best.” The old man laughed. “Politically incorrect any way you look at it, eh?”

Talmond frowned in the darkness. The old drunk did not talk as old drunks were supposed to talk.

“Do you ever pray, Jon?” he asked. “You ever whisper in the smallness of the night and hope someone hears you?”

Talmond gulped from the bottle, then forced a nod.

“To what gods?”

“Some people say the murderer is a Satan worshipper or a renegade from a coven of witches.”

Max sighed. “Not one man. It’s the New People, like I said.” He uttered a small laugh. “Besides, Satan’s just a pup compared to the really old gods that walk in the Grey Mountains. Specialists in comparative mythology have seen glimpses of the old ways, but they’ve only tread the fringes, seen campfires on the opposite shore. There is a mask, of which each perceived detail is only a fragment of an inconceivable whole. The old gods came with the New People, came to our shores—new lands in which to hunt, and our young gods cower before their elders.”

“Who the hell are you?” Talmond hissed.

“Max,” Then: “Maxwell Cyrus Wilson. I used to live in the light, but I escaped to the dark and people call me Max.”

Memories stirred in Talmond, an article in a stained newspaper. “You vanished three weeks ago; you killed your wife.”

Max shook his head. “The New People killed her. They came questing for me, but they found my...they found Alice.”

Talmond recalled now, how Maxwell Cyrus Wilson, professor of folklore and ethnic literature, had vanished, leaving behind a wife who had been reduced to very small pieces. And a graduate student named Elliot Graves, whose bloodless body was found hung upside-down from the ceiling of Wilson’s study.

Poor Alice...poor Elliot,” Max murmured. “Alice was ignorant of what I had discovered, and Elliot had grasped only a little of it. He didn’t want to believe, you know, didn’t want to admit there are times when it is correct to subdue the differences in others.”

“They said you were trying to force the country back to the days of controlled immigration and segregation,” Talmond said.

Max stared at Talmond with a confused expression on his face, then reached for the bottle. He tried to swallow but coughed it up.

“They do not care for life because it is not part of their culture, and they have gods who hate us,” Max said sullenly. “But the worst of it is that they live out the mythologies they bring with them. They live the myths, and their old gods become real.”

Furtive sounds came from the darkness. Talmond retreated into the shadows, away from the former academician, pulling his blanket around him. He reminded himself of an ostrich, but he did not find the comparison humorous—he understood the ostrich’s motivation.

A small band of men glided through the night, clad in darkness. Talmond fought rising fear and the feeling that their yellowish eyes could see into the shadows, into the dark corners of his soul. When they paused near the loading dock, Talmond’s heart, already threatening to slam through his breastbone, nearly stopped.

A terror-filled bleat sounded toward the railroad tracks. The searchers started for the sound. A large black man broke from the shadows beside a building and ran at the tracks, heading for the traffic of Harbor Drive and the lights of the new Convention Center, but they were upon him before he even reached the tracks, silent as wolves careful not to scatter the flock, dragging him back. They gutted and skinned him and left the sinewy remains on a rail signal post; they vanished with their prizes.

“We’ve have to get out of here,” Talmond whispered. It was the first time he had seen anyone killed. “We’ve got to tell someone.”

Max shook his head. “Predators fill ecological niches. With our laws and beliefs, we’ve created an urban ecology in which they can flourish.” Max lifted the bottle to his lips, paused, then let it drop. The crash of shattering glass split the night. “The days of the gods—Jehovah, Allah, Buddha—are numbered; Gotterdammerung for them all.”

“Jesus,” Talmond hissed, his voice barely audible.

“Chaos breeds life, order breeds habit,” Max said.

“Those men...”

“The New People. One day you may hunt with them, forging new mythologies for gods we had all but forgotten.” He chuckled. “The old gods did not forget us.”

Swift footfalls padded closer.

“Jesus,” Talmond mewled, seeking to merge with the shadows.

They stood before the loading dock.

Professor Maxwell Cyrus Wilson crawled into the open and stood. “I am he whom you feared; I am the stuff of legends.”

The hunters of the night ringed themselves around the man, their numbers seeming to swell with each passing moment. They surged over him, obsidian knives flashing.

Max did not scream; Talmond could not turn away.

The New People were reverent, almost kind, in their cuts.

When they vanished back into the night, taking with them holy relics of a new religion, Talmond emerged and ran from that place and hid until the dawning sun chased away the shadows. He applied for public aide and landed a job in a start-up plant where he was taught to make molds for designed plastic parts. It did not pay much, but he was quick to learn and did well. He did not return to the streets from which he had fled. He tried to contact his wife, but never found her.

The murders continued for a time, but decreased in frequency and eventually ceased altogether.

They were no longer necessary.

People believed.

Attendance at established churches, temples and synagogues dwindled to almost nothing. Street corner prophets multiplied, speaking for the great forms that moved in the darkness and hated humanity. When people went to sleep at night, they did not whisper familiar prayers and were as restless as cattle in the presence of the wolf. The long night was at hand.

Talmond prospered with Polymorph Plastics, Inc., and within a year moved into a hilltop apartment overlooking the city and the bay. Sometimes he would awaken in the quiet hours before dawn, sweating and frightened for no reason he could clearly discern, and he would gaze over the shadowy streets. There did not seem to be nearly as many streetlights as he remembered.

Max would come and whisper enticements.

And then Talmond would wonder if he had made the right choice that night under the dock on Front Street.

All men die.

Myths live forever.
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​​Invaders from the Stratosphere
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A Tale of Unknown History


I started collecting movie serials several years ago when some of the two-tape sets from Republic Pictures appeared at the San Diego Library’s weekly book sale. Of course, I had seen Radar Men from the Moon at the Bay Theatre in National City when I was a lad, and I had seen feature film versions of Dick Tracy and Doctor Satan’s Robots on television, so serials were not unknown to me. I collected serial films from all the studios, even those on ‘poverty row’ in VHS, then in DVD when they became available. I have over a hundred films, including some of the harder-to-find silent films. In 2004, David Zondy held a short story competition on his website, using Frank R Paul’s cover for the November 1929 issue of Science Wonder Stories as inspiration. Seeing flying saucers (though this was prior to the Flying Saucer Era) absconding with Earth’s landmarks inspired me to write a story that was, as David Zondy wrote, “A rip-roaring tale of invaders, larger than life heroes, and really big robots.” There are several allusions to the serials and their stars; see if you can spot them all...
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A TINNY VOICE, DISTORTED by static, burst from the transceiver:  “Commander Corrigan!  This is World Police, New York City, calling Commander Corrigan on Destiny Island. Ultraviolet Alert! Come in, Commander Corrigan!”

Commander Raymond Corrigan looked across the body of the Atlantean robot at Professor Quigley. In the shadowy laboratory, the glow from the vacuum tubes within the robot made the Professor’s glasses look like bright silver dollars.

“Billy, come over here and hold these wires.”

“You betcha!” Billy Matting said enthusiastically.

Commander Corrigan raced to the radio. He flicked the transmit switch and brought the microphone’s disk to his lips.

“Corrigan, Destiny Island, responding to World Police, New York City,” he said. “Ready for two-way communication.”

“Commander Corrigan, the Earth...” the words faded, then surged back. “... Invaders from the stratosphere...looting our cities! Flying saucers stole the Eiffel Tower, and Big Ben from London...my God, one of the saucers is over New York and heading for...”

A sudden crash of static, then an ominous silence.

Corrigan did not waste time raising New York; if these invaders intended to steal humanity’s greatest handiworks, they would not pass up the Empire State Building.

He switched to the internal band, connecting him to Destiny Island’s flying field.

“Tin-Tin!” he snapped. “Ready the flying wing for immediate launch! Attach auxiliary fuel tanks, rig her for combat and ultra high-altitude.”

“Obi, Commander!”

Corrigan yanked opened a wall panel to reveal an array of weapons. He strapped on holsters made from brightly banded dinosaur hide – a souvenir of the lost tropics of Antarctica – and jammed into them silver-plated revolvers. Into a satchel he dumped several of the miniature guided missiles that had aided their escape from Atlantis.

“Don’t know when I’ll be back, Professor,” he shouted.

“One moment, Ray,” Professor Quigley said.

Corrigan’s words died on his lips when he turned and saw the Atlantean robot’s malevolent head swivelled toward him.  He reached for his guns.

“Quite all right, I assure you, perfectly safe,” Professor Quigley said in his soft, swift voice. “The machine is now totally responsive to our commands. It no longer possesses any of the malicious traits instilled by the Atlantean Overlords”

Corrigan released his revolvers.  “I still don’t like its looks.”

“Posh!” the Professor said.  “Simple cosmetic metalwork will take care of that, but we’ll have to put that off till we have the time. I suggest we get going.”

“The robot too?”

“I await your command!” the Atlantean robot announced in a monotone.

“And me too?” Billy exclaimed.

“Of course,” Commander Corrigan said.  “Get your gear together and report to the flying field.”

“Yes, sir!” Billy exclaimed; then said to the robot: “Come on, tin can!”

“By your command,” the robot replied, following the lad.

“Those robots were plenty of trouble in Atlantis.” Corrigan pointed out, watching the machine suspiciously.

“Totally rehabilitated,” the Professor said. He donned his vest and jacket, and grabbed his hat. “The robot might somehow be helpful to us.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Commander Corrigan snapped. “Come on then! If anything goes wrong with that animated coffee urn, I want you close by.”

The huge flying wing was on the field, titanic black-and-chrome propellers already lazily cutting the torpid tropical air. Commander Corrigan inspected the fuel and weapons pods. He only hoped the flying wing was in as good condition when they returned from the mission.

If they returned.

That doubt attended every mission upon which they set. However, it was better to pit themselves against death, to dare the Grim Reaper to give his scythe its best swing, than to hide and cower. To rise and strive, even if it meant to fall, would give as much meaning to their lives as to their deaths.

In the glass-fronted control cabin, Corrigan donned his high-altitude suit. The other members of his crew were similarly garbed. The Professor, bringing the robot in through the cargo elevator, had strapped on goggles and a breathing mask.

Corrigan got the thumb’s-up sign from Tin-Tin.

The maintenance crew scattered as Corrigan increased the flow of fuel. The propellers whirled so swiftly they became shimmering blurs. The flying wing sped down the runway, then leaped away from the tarmac, using a fraction of the distance required by a conventional airplane.

Sparky, the wireless operator reported a signal from San Francisco.

“It’s the Golden Gate Bridge,” he said. “Two flying saucers are trying to carry it away!”

Corrigan hated to abandon New York, but no one else was in the vicinity; besides, he had learned through Sparky’s reports that King of the Rocket Men and Savage had the upper hand with the New York saucer.  He ordered a change in course.

Five minutes later, they roared over San Francisco in time to see one end of the Golden Gate ripped from its moorings.  Cars dropped into the bay like raindrops, but they were empty, abandoned by their drivers when the saucers first attacked.

The flying saucers were yellow, edged with red trim, surmounted by red cupolas. Whip-like appendages protruded from apertures in the cupolas, tentacles gripping the bridge tightly. From each cupola’s depressed centre rose a bubble and a weapons mast.

“Curious they are not attempting to destroy the bridge,” the Professor mused.

“Destroying or stealing – they’re not getting away with either!”

The flying wing dove swiftly. Inches from the water, Corrigan pulled back, coming at a saucer from below.

A volley of missiles leapt from the flying wing.  Greenish rays burst from the saucers’ weapons. Corrigan banked the flying wing sharply. The beams missed them and struck the water, causing it to boil furiously.

The saucer that had been struggling to lift the far end of the bridge tried to loose its tentacles from the girders and towers to evade the missiles. Before it could do so, the projectiles struck. Flaming wreckage cascaded into San Francisco Bay.

The other saucer dropped its end of the bridge and shot upward.  Corrigan frowned. Bullies, whether from across town or across the solar system, would always be back unless they were taught a lesson.

The flying wing leaped into the upper reaches of the atmosphere. Corrigan gritted his teeth as acceleration drove his body back. He opened valves that fed oxygen to the engines and readied the manoeuvring jets.

The fleeing saucer was at the edge of the stratosphere. He loosed another volley of missiles. Bright flashes erupted from the alien ship, and the flying wing closed swiftly.

A greenish beam flamed toward them. Corrigan struggled, but the tenuous air made the wing’s movements sluggish. The ship bucked with the force of the impact. A late missile struck the weapons tower.

The two ships were close enough for Corrigan to see the oily invaders through the portholes of their crippled ship. He activated the last of their missiles.

Nothing happened!

He toggled the switches, but no missiles launched. The blast had crippled their weapon firing systems. Black tentacles were already rebuilding the weapons tower.

“Any ideas, Professor?”

Silence.

Professor Quigley and the Atlantean robot were gone.

“Where is...”

“A cargo door is opening, Commander,” Sparky reported.

A bright metallic object shot from under the flying wing, heading toward the saucer. It was the robot, flames leaping from its back.

Professor Quigley staggered in, clothes dishevelled and his face purplish. Billy rushed to his side and increased the oxygen flow, bringing back the older man’s colour.

“Opened hatch,” the Professor gasped. “Jet pack on the robot...only chance...satchel of miniature missiles...”

He lapsed into unconsciousness, but he would survive.

Corrigan returned his attention to the saucer.

Tentacles worked furiously to effect repairs even as the robot’s titanium body tore through the hull. As the metal hull parted like tissue paper before the onslaught, the tentacles spasmed and the alien craft began to gyrate on its axis. The flying saucer burst apart in a blinding flash or soundless light.

“Commander, other ships on radar!”

Corrigan did not hear. He saw other saucers streaming from Earth, tentacles clutching purloined prizes. One held a monolithic building, but not, he saw, the Empire State Building.

Corrigan growled: “Prepare to ram!”

The flying wing moved sluggishly, then more swiftly. The saucers, caught by surprise, could not evade the onslaught of the wing-shaped aircraft.

So this is how it ends, Corrigan thought wryly as he stared unflinchingly ahead. Death in the icy airless wastes of space. No regrets...no regrets...

Suddenly the looming saucers burst into flames, and the flying wing passed through the fiery gasses and exploding wreckage.

“Space Explorers calling Flying Wing,” said a voice over the radio.  “Captain Kane Richmond speaking. Are you all right, Commander.”

Corrigan smiled. “A little banged up is all. Thanks for the help, Captain.”

“We were beyond Neptune when we received the alert,” Allen reported. “Else we would have joined the party sooner.”

“Is that all of them?”

“A few more, but they’re being handled by the Video Rangers,” the Space Explorer replied. “Do you need assistance?”

“No, we’ll be fine as soon as we get back into the atmosphere.”

Commander Corrigan smiled as the aerial controls once again responded to his touch. There would be ceremonies and medals, but none of that mattered, not really.

The excitement.

The adventure.

They had almost died, but in that moment when death seemed most imminent, he had never felt more alive.

“Good job, everyone,” he said. “Let’s go home.”

He banked the flying wing through the burning blue reaches of air and headed for Destiny Island.
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​​Twilight Journey
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A Tale from the Age of Bronze


I’ve been a student of history and archaeology for more than sixty years, but within the general realm of the “ancient world” I find myself specializing in specific subjects. In this story, which in the days of the pulps might have been termed “science-fantasy,” we find quite a few of those specialized interests—trade, seaports, ships, Phoenicians, crypto-geography, cartography and magick. Much of the factual background is derived, as usual, from Lionel Casson’s The Ancient Mariners and Ships and Seafaring in Ancient Times, as well as Rafael Patai’s The Children of Noah: Jewish Seafaring in Ancient Times, George F Hourani’s Arab Seafaring, and Samuel Mark’s Homeric Seafaring.
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KIRA LOPED SWIFTLY down the cliff trail from its cypress-crowned summit, the hot brass sun glinting from oiled leather and polished bronze, her boots stirring dust devils to brief life, her sword-scabbard swinging softly at her side. By the time she reached Parros’ waterfront, the two Phoenician galleys she had spied from the cliff-top were entering the harbor. The way they sped across the crystal waters, propelled by broad sweeps of their oars, she could tell they were not allied captains, but competitors who had happened across the same port at the same time.

Only one of them, however, was of interest to Kira.

They raced toward the island city, their horse-head prows exactly even, their wakes throwing spray onto each other, their oars nearly touching as they swung in and out of the water. The throbbing drums of the rowing masters came across like hearts on the verge of bursting.

Only one, Kira thought, only one.

The townspeople noticed the race to secure the port’s best quay, began to get caught up in its outcome. Even the street magicians and the poets lost their audiences as the mercantile battle captured eye after eye. It was a hot calm day, the sort of lazy day that at times induces the sleep-god to visit men while the sun still shines. But now the people were seized by an unwonted excitement. Wagers were made and even village idlers were roused from their drowsy shadows.

The townspeople shouted encouragement to one ship or the other or both. Since the craft were both from Phoenician yards, they were nearly identical in form and fittings, and both were eikoseres, having twenty oars port and starboard. The only real difference between them was in the mifras, the sails, both square but one trimmed with a blue geometric, the other with sea-green waves.

The ships crowded each other, were pushed back by their intersecting wakes, then closed in again. Just when it seemed only the stone walls of the best-positioned quay would settle the conflict, their oars finally entangled, strained, lost their rhythm. Cries of pain erupted from the bellies of both ships as oars were jerked from hands or held onto. A gasp arose from the dockside crowd. It was a brief encounter, over almost as soon as it happened, rowers recovering both their oars and rhythms with practiced ease, but not before two of the green-trimmed ships’ pteryxes, its oar-blades, snapped.

The blue-trimmed ship shot forward while the other craft slowed and veered, heading toward another, but less well situated dock, already crowded with small trading vessels from nearby islands.  A shout arose from the crowd on shore. All feted the winner, even those who had cheered on the other ship. Both captains would likely find their stays in Parros profitable, but one more so and at the expense of the other, for everyone loved a winner.

One, Kira thought, one.

Phoenician traders were not infrequent visitors to the island. The arrival of one was always a reason to celebrate. Now there were two. One would compete with the other, prices would fluctuate, bargains would be plentiful, and while the motto of the day was still “buyer be wary,” besting a Phoenician trader was not an impossible goal. It was more likely an islander would only think he had got the upper hand over one of these sea-borne merchant princes.

Even as the green-trimmed ship limped to dock, the crew of the other round-bellied craft unloaded their wares from the battim, the compartmented cargo hold below decks, products from all the far lands of the Central Sea and beyond. There were amphorae of wine from Kaphtor and Hellas, blue scarabs from Khemet on the Nile, metalwork of all manner from the eastern cities of Dor, Jaffa and Ashkelon; there were fabrics, urns, craters, lamps, grain, oil, inks and paints, kol, slaves of many races and skills, massaliot, statues, masques, scrolls, weapons, beads and such items of trade as the islanders had never dreamed.
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