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        This book is dedicated to those who never lost their imagination. To the tinkerers, inventors, crafters and artists. May your creativity accompany you, no matter what you do. May your creative mind have the freedom it desires to live, do and be.

      

      

      

      
        
        Never grow up completely. Life is too beautiful for that.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      First and foremost, to my beautiful family and loving, supportive husband, thank you for all you sacrifice so that I can have a career I love. You are my hero forever. To my children, I simply adore being your mother, thank you for being who you are. Your imagination and creativity is a beautiful thing, please never lose that.

      Most importantly, to my creator who gives me the talents I have and the courage to use them. I love you and thank you for everything in my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “In the mundane, nothing is sacred. In sacredness, nothing is mundane.”

        — Dōgen

        

      

      March 1906 New York

      Detective Desmond patted below the neckline of his shirt for the umpteenth time. Taking a hearty swig of his coffee, he experienced a moment of panic when the cool metal evaded his fingertips. He swallowed the hot, bitter liquid and was flooded with relief when his fingers finally found the key.

      Agitated, he leaned back against the desk, and stared past the muddy brown curtains of his office windows. Although the New York skies were overcast, it didn’t seem to stop the bustling of airships that had already taken to the skies. Nor did it interrupt the ordinary trappings of life.

      As he watched the new day unfold before him, the sound of laughing children reached his ears and pierced his heart. Octilunes and humans alike, scurried past his office window, many deep in conversation, others hurrying to reach their workplaces. The faint glowing blue marks on the faces of Octilunes was the only hint they were of celestial descent. New-fangled cars roared by, their engines drowning out the clopping of horse’s hooves and as well as the automatons that now pervaded the streets.

      Disturbed by the growing noise outside, Detective Desmond turned back to his desk, set his coffee down and flipped through the paperwork in front of him. The key swung within his view, and he glanced down at his bottom drawer, half tempted to use the key to open it.

      “Damn good thing I have so much work ahead of me, or I’d just lose myself in it again.” He was referring to what was locked away in the drawer, and it took every ounce of willpower not to say the hell with everything and open it. He rifled through each file, separating them by dates, and then by case status; open, closed, unsolved. The names across the top of each file summoned vivid memories; homicides, domestic violence, robberies, all solved mostly due to his efforts.

      Finally, he shoved them aside, adjusted his fedora, and glancing down, let out a heavy sigh as he reached for an old photo in a frame on his desk.

      The black-and-white photo was the image of a smiling girl. In the picture, her hair flew wild and free, head tilted coquettishly.

      Clara.

      He picked up the photo and rubbed his finger over it gently. I don’t know how much longer I can do this. Having been unable to solve his daughter’s murder, he felt like a two-bit yegg, a crook unworthy of the title Detective, anymore. Clara stared back at him from the photo as if she were about to tell him everything he needed to know.

      “I wish you could, Clara. I wish you could tell me everything. Like what happened to you that night. I wish you could tell me who hurt you that way.” How often had he said that to her fading photo over the past six years? When he’d discovered her diary, he’d thought it might have the answers he needed, but all he found were more dead ends. He yearned for some version of her to jump from her photo and wrap her pale, thin arms around his waist. Some version of her that could explain everything, including the mystifying book he kept locked in his bottom drawer.

      Just then his office resounded with persistent knocking on the heavy oak door. Desmond put the photo back on his desk and tucked the key under his shirt.

      “Who is it?”

      “Er, Detective Desmond. We need you. We have a situation.” The voice on the other side of the door sounded desperate.

      “Arthur?” Detective Joseph called out, startled by the intrusion.

      “Yeah, boss. It’s me.” Arthur’s voice was shaking like a weak tree in a gale force wind, and Joseph felt a shudder run through him. He hadn’t heard Arthur’s voice shake like that since… well since the day he refused to think about anymore. The day his whole world was ripped out from under him, and he was left drowning in grief, forever trying to catch his breath. It was only in the past year that he’d felt less like the waves were sucking him under, but the tone of Artie’s voice told him everything was about to be bad all over again.

      “Well, come on in. What is it Arthur, what’s happened?” Detective Desmond put a firm hand on the gun at his side. A standard Smith and Wesson revolver, the cool metal provided him some comfort. Arthur began rambling, but making little if any sense, “Alright, Arthur. Slow down and tell me what’s up?”

      “It’s happened again, Joe.” There it is, there were the words Detective Desmond was waiting for, and yet dreaded for years. At the same time, they were words he needed to hear.  Even though the words were clear and concise, the sentence was like a punch in the gut. He didn’t need Arthur to say anything more to confirm his suspicions.

      “How old?” Detective Desmond asked. Already knowing that Arthur was about to tell him another girl had been found in the same situation as his daughter, Clara. Dead.

      “Around seventeen.” Arthur’s short answer confirmed the Detective’s worst fear. It had been six years since his daughter’s death, and though he hadn’t solved it, he’d finally begun to make peace with her death. At least that was what he liked to tell himself, except now he knew how wrong he’d been. At that moment, he remembered every detail of what it felt like standing over her dead body. Trying to figure out how someone had taken her life in a locked house when he’d only stepped out for a few minutes.

      “Just like Clara, Detective.” Arthur’s voice brought him back to reality and away from the imagery in his head.

      “I figured that out, already. Anyone home when it happened? Any witnesses?” His mind was already turning, already searching for answers.

      “No, it’s just like last time,” Arthur answered.

      Desmond felt like the air had been knocked out of him, and he tottered for a minute, almost losing his balance. When he’d regained his bearings, he slipped on his dark wool pea jacket, straightening out the lapel before he glanced at Artie and nodded.

      “Alright, I’m ready. Let’s get this over with.” Like last time? Like last time? The words repeated over and over in his mind like an angry mantra. What exactly did Arthur mean by that?

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Arthur pressed him.

      “It’s been six years.” Detective Desmond replied.

      “Okay, I just wanted to make sure. I know it doesn’t get any easier.” Opening the door to his office, Desmond stepped out into the cool morning air.

      “How’d you get here, Arthur?”

      “Electro.” Arthur pointed toward the mechanical horse which stood like a statue next to Detective Desmond’s four-year-old Packard.

      “Still riding that thing around, eh?” the detective asked.

      “Hey, Electro may be artificial, but that metal beast has been more reliable than that clunky thing you’re driving around, and she’s twice as fast.”

      “Well, that remains to be seen.” Desmond offered Arthur a smile.

      “What about you? Why are you still driving that thing? You traded in, but you certainly didn’t trade up.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s pretty reliable… compared to that galloping robotic pile of junk your riding.” Desmond slapped Electro on its robotic behind.

      “Hey now. This is state of the art, speed, and ingenuity,” Arthur fired back.

      “That breaks down every other week,” Desmond teased him.

      “Maybe, but this could revolutionize our transportation.” Arthur’s face was always excited when he talked about Electro.

      “Tell me that again, when you’re bankrupt from making repairs to that conflabbed thing.”

      “Hey, I’m fine with that,” Artie said, his enthusiasm for his mechanical horse not altered in the least. “Anyway, we’re headed towards Queens,” Arthur said causing the detective to shake his head in disapproval. He got into his Packard and waited for Arthur to climb aboard Electro and lead the way. Desmond didn’t approve of his friends’ robotic animal transportation, but Arthur had been smitten with the mechanical horse from day one.

      The streets on the ride to Queens were riddled with broken pavement and out-of-place stones. The increase in industry and expanding population in New York with the arrival of the Octilunes, had not been kind to the social classes, or the roads for that matter. Detective Desmond could feel every bump through the stiff suspension of his Packard.

      Streetlights and telegraph poles stood sentinel on either side, like salutations to the sky. Only two weeks before, he had been down this same route, having been called to the crime scene of the former butcher and resident of Queens, Stefan Gallagher.

      The murderer, fourteen-year-old Salvatore Sabella, was the youngest he’d seen in all his time as an officer, and detective. The whole case was rather disturbing, and though the young man had yet to be convicted, it still sent shivers down Desmond’s spine that a mere boy could be capable of such a thing.

      Arthur’s mechanical horse came to a stop, and Desmond being so involved in his own thoughts, nearly ran into the back of him. This was a nicer part of Queens, Desmond saw right away. His first hint being the nearby airship port, and the evenly cobbled streets that lacked the filth and disrepair of Nassau County, where his office was located.

      Desmond climbed down from the tufted leather seat, straightened his pea jacket, and adjusted his fedora before walking toward Arthur.

      “Prepare yourself, Detective.”

      Detective Desmond nodded his head, shoving his hands in his pockets. It didn’t matter what lay beyond the entrance, or what he faced as he entered the room. He would contain himself and be objective, it was the only way he was going to be able to find his daughter’s murderer.

      “Not too shabby a neighborhood.” The detective said appreciatively.

      “No, not at all.” They walked up the sidewalk of a blue house which boasted a wraparound verandah with tall, slender white columns. So far, the day was starting out too much like the one he’d faced six years ago in his own home in Newburgh, New York.

      The memories of that day flooded his brain with a stream of mental pictures. His home, surrounded by dark uniformed policemen, shaking their heads and looking down.

      When he had pulled up that day, May 13th, 1899, his heart had sunk like a capsized boat to the ocean floor. He’d stepped into enough crime scenes to know the warning signs when things were bad. The number of officers standing around, and Franco Penzini standing off to the side, one hand gripping the back of his neck, beads of sweat on his forehead.

      “Franco?” Detective Desmond had called out, “what are you doing here?” Franco Penzini was the forensic specialist and had an eye for details that often eluded even the most seasoned of professionals. His presence was usually a relief for the Detective, but not this time around. Everything was leading up to a moment that Desmond knew he didn’t want to face.

      It wasn’t just that, though, Desmond had other clues; the fact that no one would look him in the eye and no one would talk to him, even when he’d been beeped on his Oblong Metallic Communicator… he’d known. The victim’s families always seem to know. They always have a gut feeling that something isn’t right, just like he had, stepping into his own house that day, heart thumping in his chest and beads of sweat gathering on his forehead. He’d known.

      When Joseph Desmond first saw her, he had to do a double take. It couldn’t be his Clara, his beautiful daughter with her lovely raven black hair fanned out about her head like a peacock’s feathers. There was no blood, no visible wound. It was as if she had just fallen to the floor like that. Her body positioned in that unnatural way that usually indicates all life has left the human form.

      For as long as he lived, he would never forget that moment. Even now, it still played in his head so vividly. That day, that moment…. the Earth stopped spinning on its axis. He lost all sense of rhyme and reason. Everything that once made him feel human vanished in a twinkling.  When he gained his senses and realized it truly was his daughter dead on the floor, he lost all sense of reason.

      Detective Desmond had left the police force that day, and eventually set himself up as Private Detective Desmond, always with the same dark fedora, and the same wool jacket that hung to just below his waist. Police Chief Raymond Gold, or as the officers and Desmond affectionately called him, Chief Ray, tried to talk him out of striking out on his own, but he would hear none of it.

      Having lost his wife back in 1880 from consumption, and now losing his daughter to a cold-blooded murderer, Desmond no longer wanted to be just a law enforcement officer. He embarked upon a vigilante style crime-fighting spree, making it his mission to take down every criminal within a fifty-mile radius.
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      “Now, Detective Desmond, I want you to prepare yourself,” he noted the white pallor of the detective’s face, “Hey, are you alright?”

      Arthur’s voice brought him back to reality, and he quickly suppressed his memories of the night he’d last seen his daughter’s body. “Yes, I’m fine… I’m sorry. Please let’s get this over with.” Unlike the time when his daughter’s body had been discovered, this place was not overrun with uniformed officers, which Desmond was thankful for.

      “It’s not a pretty site guv…” Arthur stopped himself. “I mean, I know you’ve dealt with similar things in the past… but….”

      “Yeah, and… Isn’t that why I’m here? What makes this different from last time?” Desmond snapped back.

      “It’s different boss….” Artie insisted. That stopped the detective in his tracks.

      “What do you mean, it’s different?”

      “I’d rather you see for yourself. If there’s any correlation between this one and Clara, it may mean we get some answers, finally.”

      Desmond’s heart rate sped up, and his ears were getting hot. This always happened whenever he felt he might be getting close to the answer. Get a hold of yourself man, you don’t have the facts yet.

      “I hope you’re right, Arthur.”

      Arthur nodded. Detective Desmond sucked in a deep breath and followed Arthur into the upscale New York home. The epitome of perfection and elegance, the house bore similar characteristics to his own home before he’d sold it and moved into the loft above his office in downtown North Hempstead.

      Detective Desmond’s heartbeat started the kind of palpitations that usually came right before he entered a particularly horrific crime scene. He found himself holding his breath as his eyes searched for the body. Such an elegant room seemed an unlikely place to be investigating a murder. Hand sculpted horses and various other knickknacks decorated the room and just as before, not a single thing appeared to be out of place.

      Desmond shuffled one foot in front of the other until the body came into view. First, the dark auburn hair fanned out almost as if it had been arranged that way. Next, his eyes fell upon the youthful skin of the young woman, and her appearance so much like that of his beautiful Clara that he forgot where he was for the moment, and fell to his knees. All of his intentions to maintain his composure disintegrated as he relived the scene of his daughter’s death.

      Memories which he’d pushed below the surface, flooded back over him. Suddenly he was sobbing, and pulling the dead girl to his chest, cradling her in his arms as if it were his own daughter.

      “Detective!” Arthur called out, concerned, and yet uncertain what he should do. There was nothing he could do. Desmond was lost in the moment, whispering Clara, Clara, Clara under his breath, and rocking back and forth. “It’s not her Detective,” Arthur yelled helplessly, “it’s not her, and if you don’t believe me, take a look at her legs.”

      That got Desmond’s attention, and he turned his head ever so slightly, so that his gaze traced down along her form to her feet. Just at the edge of her long, elaborate gown, he saw what Artie had been getting at. Tentacles protruded below the hem, the grayish purple tips and shiny suction cups. Octilune.

      

      That was all the detective needed to remind himself of where he was. He gently straightened the young woman’s hair, smoothing it so that it lay flat against the back of her head, and cascaded over her shoulders. As he did so, his hand came away sticky with a thick, dark red stickiness. That was when he finally noticed the copious amounts of blood all through her hair. The rusty smell of it, pervaded his senses, and he had to wonder, how did I brush through that without noticing? There was so much of it. Blood was pooled in her left ear. It was then he noticed the puddle of blood on the floor where her head had been.

      His heart raced wildly as he laid her body gently back on the floor and folded her hands on her chest.

      When the detective stood up, his eyes were red and puffy.

      “I’m sorry, Artie… I didn’t realize what I was doing. I thought I could handle it… but…” The Detective raised his hands in front of his face, as if he were somehow responsible for the blood in her hair. He stretched out his hands, palms up as if lifting an offering to the sky. He held them at eye level turning them back and forth, staring at the patterns of blood, paralyzed by it.

      “No, Detective. I told you this time was different. With your daughter, there were no marks… no blood. With this girl, Lizbeth Patinson, the blood trails from her ears and into her hair. We’re hoping it will give us a clue to what happened.”

      “So, I didn’t do this?” Desmond seemed unable to connect with reality at that moment. He could tell by the look on Artie’s face that his fear of being responsible for the blood was completely off.

      “Why would you think you’re responsible for the blood? You just got here. Are you all right?” Arthur’s brow furrowed, deeply concerned. “Are you sure you’ll be able to work this case?”

      “Yes, I’m positive. Is there any reason why you failed to tell me she was an Octilune?” Desmond felt irritated as if Artie had been keeping something from him.

      “I told you when I went to see you in your office that this case was different.”

      “Yes, well Artie... as far as I can tell… the only similarities I see are that they were both young women, and they’re both dead.”

      “So, you didn’t notice how much they looked alike?”

      “Artie, you need to go. I need some time to process the scene.” Artie had pissed him off bringing up the fact that the girls looked similar, and he didn’t want to hear another word.

      “Of course, as long as you’re sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine, I just need a moment.”

      “Alright boss, I’ll be outside if you need me.”

      Dumb lug, doesn’t even know he’s irritated me.

      “Thank you. I’m going to take a closer look… see if I can ‘see’ anything.” The Detective’s eyes were still slightly red from his emotional outburst.

      Arthur nodded his head, concern still evident on his face.

      “Do you need anything?”

      “No, I have my communication device, I’ll send you a message if I need anything.” Detective Desmond’s voice still held an edge, betraying the tension in his body as he pulled the small rectangular device from his pocket.

      “Still works, eh?” Arthur asked.

      “Yes, of course it does.”

      “Then make sure you use it.” Arthur smiled and tipped his hat. The Detective relaxed a bit. This was just like any other case, never mind that both girls looked so similar. He just needed to keep an objective view. Don’t allow yourself to get sidetracked by emotions again. You had a weak moment, now you’ve got to keep it together. He struggled to refocus his attention, still feeling overwhelmed by the images and memories he’d experienced when he first saw the girl.

      The pale skin, the wild brunette hair with the slight curl. Her eyelids were closed, but he’d be willing to bet this girl had emerald green eyes that sparkled like river water when the moon hit it just right. Just like Clara.

      “Bloody Hell… what have I gotten myself into?” He walked back over to the body, turning the metal communication device over and over in his hand. The cool metal wakened his senses, reminding him where he was. An elegantly layered gown covered her petite frame. The tightly cinched waist flowed into a voluminous skirt which mostly concealed her octopus legs. Why had the killer gone after an Octilune?

      Desmond’s eyes wandered around the room, noting the elegant double-breasted riding coat, with its brass buttons, lay across a nearby chaise lounge. Other details of the room captured his attention as well, like the classy scallop backed couches with upholstered in elegant damasks and brocades.

      This young woman was apparently well off financially. The style and fabric of her elegant dress told him that much, and the luxurious surroundings confirmed it. I wonder if this young woman lived here with anyone, like parents maybe, or did she live alone? It was possible, of course, that she had been adopted into a wealthy family, but not too likely. Octilunes didn’t exactly receive a warm welcome everywhere they went. Their octopus legs, the glowing blue symbols on their skin, and their stunning features made them the objects of hate crimes and taunting.

      As for adoption, Desmond had to wonder if this young woman might have made her own fortune. She would be the first he had known to do so, but it would be impressive, no doubt about that. Society may not have fully accepted these hybrid octo-human people, but they were quite talented, and their multiple legs made them capable of outrunning most humans. He gave her another look over and decided to explore the house, looking for anything out of the ordinary. Anything that would provide answers to who she was.

      His metal communication device suddenly came to life, emitting a series of dots and dashes, only intelligible to people who knew Morse code.

      Everything okay? The message spelled out. The Detective responded by using the button on the side, tapping out Morse code for ‘yes.’ He assumed it was Artie as Chief Ray rarely used his device unless it was an absolute emergency. The invention of the telephone had pretty much done away with the need for it, but Detective Desmond still took a certain satisfaction from using the communicator, especially since a telephone was not always readily available.

      The Oblong Metallic Communicator, or Obmecom for short, had been the brainchild of him and Arthur, and allowed for the men to send each other brief messages using Morse code via the small metal contraption. It had been Detective Desmond’s good fortune that he had studied under Georges Leclanché in France as an apprentice for a short time, and because of that had been able to fashion a battery small enough to power the communicator, making it fully portable.

      Georges Leclanché had invented a carbon-zinc battery with wet cells that needed to be immersed in liquid. It was Detective Desmond whose idea it had been to substitute a moist ammonium chloride paste for the liquid electrolyte. This allowed the battery to be sealed and was thereafter referred to as a dry cell battery. The benefit of a dry cell battery was the ability to move it around, without having to worry about the liquids spilling out. It made it safer and more convenient. Desmond had used the same concept to make the Obmecom, but reduced the battery size considerably.

      After Detective Desmond moved to New York, the pair remained good friends and Leclanché and he had exchanged letters as often as they could, while the detective perfected the smaller battery, until Leclanche’s unfortunate death in September 1882. He thought of his friend and mentor often. As he looked around this room now, searching for anything out of the ordinary, he thought briefly, that he should have stayed in France.

      “Well, I would have… if my parents had been able to afford such a thing,” he said aloud. “The answer is here somewhere. If only it would present itself and not make me work so hard.” No sooner had he said that, then something so tiny it barely registered in his line of sight, caught his eye.
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      Detective Desmond moved toward the spot, glancing around to make sure no one was watching. Dare I trust my own eyes?  No sooner had he glimpsed the small object than it vanished from sight. Is it the light playing tricks on me? His heart was beating wildly, like his own private alarm, warning him he might be on the verge of something big. He ignored his pounding heart, focusing his eyes on the spot where he had seen the glint of the unidentified object.

      As hard as he tried nothing came into view. Crouching down, he pulled a magnifying glass from his pocket, and carefully studied each rough groove in the floorboards, every imperfection.

      “There it is!” Desmond exclaimed excitedly, falling on his forearms to get a closer look.

      It was a tiny glass vial, and as he held it up to the light, he could make out that there was a drop of liquid still in it.

      Desmond stood to his feet, dropping the tiny vial in his pocket, while struggling with the idea of pulling out his Obmecom, eager to request Artie’s help. Against his better judgment he began tapping out a message, but quickly changed his mind and put the communicator back in his pocket. The Chief and Artie wouldn’t be too happy with him mucking up their crime scene.

      The vial was already in his pocket, but its size meant it was fragile and as he dug into his pocket, his fingers encountered a small matchbox he’d pilfered from a local pub. That’ll work to put the vial in. I just need to protect it long enough to get it to someone who can analyze the contents. Just then he heard the soft click of the front door.

      “Did you find something, detective?” asked Artie. Desmond stopped moving immediately, pretending he’d just been standing there pondering something. He took one hand out of his pocket, and bringing his thumb and forefinger to his chin, he cradled his jawline, and looked off into the distance.

      “No, as a matter of fact, I was thinking how odd it is that there’s such a lack of evidence. It seems you and your men have wiped the place clean. Not a hair out of place.” Desmond hoped his face communicated his sincerity as he scrunched his eyebrows together.

      He could feel his palms sweating in his jacket pocket and knew his nerves were getting the better of him. After all, he was stealing evidence from a crime scene. If the chief or Artie got wind of it, he’d never be given special privileges again. That is if they didn’t throw him in jail first.

      It wouldn’t have been a problem if he was still on the force, but the chief’s attitude toward him had changed the moment he’d struck out on his own. It might be big enough to protect the vial, but I guess I won’t know unless I can distract Artie.

      “Well, I guess my work is done here, sorry I lost my composure there for a moment.  I had no idea seeing this young woman would affect me like that.”

      “Yeah, well… the chief said you’re welcome back on the force whenever you think you’re ready.”

      “Thanks Artie, I’ll be fine.” He held the tiny vial in his hand, terrified that its presence in his pocket would be detected somehow.

      “Well, then if I were you, I’d quit frolicking about in here and get outside, you know the Chief will tear a strip off you if you mess anything up.”

      “Frolicking? Wow, that’s not demeaning at all.” Desmond’s forehead furrowed in frustration at his friend’s inference. “Do you think just because I left the force, I’m a different person? I’m still following the rules.” Well, most of them anyway, he thought to himself as he clutched the delicate vial in his fingers.  After all the time he’d spent on the force, he felt he deserved a little leeway.

      “Come on Desmond, I just meant stop lollygagging, do what you’ve got to do and get out, so we can lock this place up.”
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