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DARAPH-KOR SQUINTED through stinging, flaying snow as he pulled himself from one craggy outcropping to the next.

Summer in the austral climes meant the sun never dipped entirely out of sight. While Sol was not any brighter here than anywhere else on Mars, its persistence overwhelmed its dimness. Around its spectral glimmer played sundogs and prismatic rings, shimmering through drifting crystals of ice and carbon dioxide.

Slicing wind screamed and roared in his ears, like ancient demons laughing.

He was so very far from home, far from the murmuring blue canals of Syrtis Major, the capital of lowland Mars and centre of British influence; far from its more temperate clime and thicker atmosphere. He was even farther from his family, now lost forever, and the villa in which they had lived. All gone, all abandoned, lost in time as well as space.

They were now but waking dreams.

No, not even dreams, not even flitting phantasms, not now, not when he was so close to the wellsprings of the Song, when its siren call swelled so loudly in his mind.

He no longer slept; even when fatigue pushed him to the ground unconscious, true slumber never really came to him.

Nearly crawling at times, he traversed the dead, dreary landscape beneath an eternal watery light.

He travelled the savage southern wastes, now not even possessing a beast of burden, for it had died...but he could not recall exactly when the faithful creature had perished. Yesterday? Last week? A lifetime ago? Time was meaningless in the swirling snows beyond the jagged mountains that bordered the Noachis Plain, separating the lowlands from that ancient antarctic region of Mars where Martians had not trod for millennia, where men of Earth had never penetrated.

When first he had put Syrtis Major behind him, he had had no sure knowledge of his goal, for he was only following a siren call pulling him southward. Now, however, he seemed to hear a name whispered by the keening wind – Misr.

Mythic Misr.

Even to the ancient Martians, back before the acrimonious divide between lowlanders and highlanders, the city lost in the southern ice had never been more than a tale whispered around low-burning campfires.

But now it was more real to him than any of the thriving metropolises of Mars and the other Inner Planets, which had all been part of his mercantile network, the basis of the material wealth he had previously considered the beginning and end of existence, the source of power and leisure.

His once-aristocratic yellowish skin was tinged bluish, his ivory nails were cracked and broken from clambering up rocky pathless slopes, from climbing frost-glistening cliffs that rose sheer or dropped precipitously into mist-filled stygian gorges, untouched by the diminutive seemingly immobile sun. His pale eyes were sunk deep into his skull.

The pain and the suffering meant nothing to him, naught but that he had not yet perished.

Death’s shadow constantly loomed over every step, but even that fell presence seemed to matter little.

Only the siren Song mattered, ancient yet ever new in his mind, wordless and yet expressing a language understood only by the most primitive part of his soul.

A life of many interests and ambitions had been reduced to but a single blind quest – to follow the Song to its unknown source.

Daraph-Kor recalled but dimly now how the Song had come to him in the violet darkness of a deep Martian night, as he relaxed in his one of his villa’s rooftop gardens, lulled by floral perfumes and rustling leaves. Airships streamed across the sky, steam engines throbbing, and aether-flyers dropped through thin translucent clouds. Beyond, stars glimmered like scattered jewels; twin moons raced in silent flight with bright Earth hanging low in the west, blue-green and crystalline.

Earth.

Home world of the Humans.

He had liked Humans in the life he had abandoned, at least for the most part, as much as a merchant could be said to actually like anyone, for in the final analysis, anyone, no matter the planet of origin, was only as likeable as his silver, gold and platinum.  They all had vices and virtues, as did Martians.  Of course, it was at least conceded, by Martian and Venusian alike, that the Humans were a notoriously seedy lot, on the whole, but Daraph-Kor considered them a vital and exciting race; one did have to keep a close watch over them, however.

Still, they were a multitude of worlds rolled into one blue-white sphere. For mercantile enterprise, the chosen profession of his family for long generations, he preferred the British merchants, along with the American and Texan traders; the French and the Italians, though more sly-eyed,  were also of value, however, as they exported subtle wines, and were his best customers for the exotic liqueurs of the savage highland tribes; just as the traders sent by the empires of China and Japan kept him busy procuring the oddest creatures – Martians called them pests, vermin or just vile, but the men of Oriental Earth termed them delicacies. Daraph-Kor shrugged. He would bag manure pods from the purple deserts if he thought someone would purchase them, and if he had searched long enough among the peoples of the Inner Planets he thought he would have found some people to prize them highly.

He was always searching for something.

Perhaps that was why, of all those dwelling on Mars, the Song had come to him, sly and seductive.

It was a deep quiet night when the Song sounded in his mind, very faint initially, so soft at first he did not realise it was not just a part of his own mind, an echo of the idle thoughts and fancies flitting through the dark places of racial memory.  It was quite late when he sensed it. The city was dark; even the spaceport was quiet, with the sky holding only lazy airships and lazier stars, and all the cargo barges and sail-bearing merchant ships rode their canal lines lightless in their berths.

The empire of steel and steam slumbered.

His wife, Mozah-Kor, dreamed of fabrics, gems and the high stratas of society to which she aspired.

The scents of the bowers were light, especially those ivory and pastel blooms which appeared only when the pastel moons hurtled overhead.

The night was warm, lulling, deceptive.

He lay in a hammock slung between two banath-trees, a delicate cup of Mercurian brandy at his side on a table with ornate crystal legs and a mosaic top. The stars wheeled, and now through the entwined vines above he watched the slow navigation lights of airships and aether fliers, some journeying to other regions of Mars, others lifting toward the outer reaches where the planets waited, and still others rose stealthily, not seeking notice as they were about their businesses, nefarious and otherwise.

Watching the workings of this modern age of clockwork and steam, of differential engines and aether whispers caused Daraph-Kor to consider earlier times, simpler times, when there was but one world, but one people; and the planets were but wandering strangers along unknowable paths. On Mars, as on all Sol’s worlds, its Golden Age was lost in mists, recalled in legends, embellished in dreams, and yearned for even when times were good and profits were fat.  It was an apt Martian proverb: “The past is always better.”

Such fancies held Daraph-Kor’s mind thrall even as he contemplated the fullness of his life and the blessings heaped upon him by the often capricious gods. He drifted into light slumber, the most vulnerable of mental states.  It was then the Song came to him, caressing his thoughts, stroking his memories, stimulating dark emotions within him with feral pulses and primal rhythms that were ancient even when Mars was a young hot world savaged by the Dark Gods, now but evil spectres with which naughty children were threatened.

He was caught in the web of fiery ethereal music.

Trapped by a siren call none but he could hear, with no wax for his ears, nor a mast to which he could cling.

Called and listening in a moment of weakness, he answered.

He said no farewells, put no affairs into order, made no provisions for his abandoned family, no letters of explanation to his former friends.  He dressed for a long journey, packed such supplies as he had on hand, and travelled southward.

He exited the great city by secret means, through tunnels lit by torches and gaslamps, filled with the hiss of steam and the murmurs of polyglot masses on dark errands. He attracted no attention as he passed under the ancient city walls by one of a thousand secret portals.

He left the green edges of the great canals, the cities that clung to them, trekked across the grey and ruddy deserts, and climbed into the white mountains of the far south.  When his pack animal was lost, he continued without it; when his strength faltered, he persevered. Finally, he dug his fingers into the ice and pulled himself over the last crag.

Days, weeks, months, years – he neither knew nor cared.

Misr finally rose before him, wreathed about with icy winds, and even though he knew it was draped in silence he also knew it was imbued with ancient melodies, with the whisperings of the Dark Gods. His shoes worn away, his feet bloody, his fingernails worn to nubs from single-minded climbing, he entered the fabled city of an evil past.

Glassy galleries and crystalline archways soared into vaulted darkness.  He had never trod these sacred precincts, no Martian ever had, and yet it was all somehow familiar, like a way prepared before him, paths made straight.  He was a lost child of Misr, a progeny of the Dark Gods finally returned to a home of which he should have never been deprived, a world out of which the Masters should have never been cast.

He entered a vast circular chamber, ribbed with gleaming ice and lighted by shimmering prismatic windows high above.

In the centre of the chamber awaited the Black Mirror.

Its surface was an abyss, deep, roiling, glassy; and something within was reaching for him, even as, against his will, such as he had any left, he stretched out his hand.

Dark contact.

The music that had drawn him across the sere leagues vanished with a suddenness that was almost painful.  Simultaneously, a presence flowed out of the Black Mirror and into his body, into a frame that was no longer frail and upon the edge of death.  In that moment, that which had been called Daraph-Kor was brutally pushed aside, replaced by something vile and unnameable, something that had waited an eternity for this moment.

Just as Daraph-Kor had felt a sense of homecoming at the sight of lost Misr, so did the banished Entity experience such a sense at its return, a portentous advent into a universe from which it, and others of its kind, should have never been banished.

The Entity was home.

Eventually, all the Masters would return.

As soon as the keepers of order were swept away.

The Dark Gods’ old enemy, the Elder Race, was long gone, but they had been replaced by other beings, other keepers of law, other foes of chaos.  The flesh which had once been Daraph-Kor called them Humans, fearing and respecting the might of their greatest empire...the British.  If humanity’s most powerful rulers toppled, all others would fall from their own weaknesses. 

Yes, all the Banished Ones would return to blood and death, to the rule of chaos, the triumph of darkness and the final defeat of light and life.

As soon as the British Empire was crushed and swept away.

The battered and abused mass of flesh which had been Daraph-Kor waited and gathered strength and planned.
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Chapter 1: Attack at Cydonia
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THOZA-JORAN CREPT STEALTHILY through the ancient ruins of Old Cydonia, warily threading his way amongst the lengthening shades of dusk.

He was a lowlander Martian of middle age, taller than average, gaunt, with eyes sunk so deep into his skull they seemed absent entirely. Garbed in indigo robes, he seemed little more than a shadow himself, or perhaps one of the phantasms with which legend peopled the long-deserted city by the Sapphire Canal, across from the modern city of Cydonia, one of the principle trading centres of the northern hemisphere, close to the air routes of several Terran powers operating on Shemosh, or Mars as all now called the sacred orb, after the manner of the interfering humans.

Thoza-Joran rested his hand upon one of the many five-sided pyramids lining the pathways of Old Cydonia, feeling the cool, smooth, barely weathered stone beneath his long tapering fingers.  He held still there a moment, letting the monument support his weight.

He was so very tired.

The infusion of power that had come to him in the sounding blackness, the fire that had coursed through his brain at the command of the Entity, had taken as much from him as it had given, perhaps more, bringing him close to death before letting him return.  Even now, weeks after submitting to the process, he quavered at the thought of the Entity.

At first, he had taken the Entity to be just another Martian, some do-gooder seeking to lift him from his misery, to raise him from the filth of the narrow alleyway in which he had come to rest. At the second command to rise to his feet, he lifted his gaze, beheld those hooded eyes filled with stars. When the Entity took his hand, something like a galvanic shock seemed to leap through his weak and emaciated frame.

In that moment he felt the ancient power, knew he had been called to something better than an inglorious existence, an unnoticed death among filth.

Quite literally, the Entity lifted him from amongst the dead and restored him to life.

And more.

Much more.

Revived by memories of that fated meeting, he walked down the path leading to the shimmering canal, flanked on either side by guardian pyramids, much as the Old Ones used to stroll under flaming stars, when Mars was a hot, young world, ruled by godlike beings at a time when humans still stared in fear at the haunted sky.

At that moment, Thoza-Joran could almost forget his pain.

Almost, but not quite, not ever.

The absence of his wife and daughter still afflicted him like a bitter poison of the blood, but the power imbued to him by the Entity enabled him to counter the desolation that had almost carried him to his death; there was no masking the acidic memories, but the Entity had given him the means to avenge their deaths, to bring holy retribution to the humans.

He wound his way to the canal’s edge and sat upon a platform above which arched two double curves of stone, coming almost together like the horns of a deadly animal. He meditated in the gloaming as stars spread across the welkin and hated Earth rose eastward. The glittering stars manifested themselves in shimmering canal waters as the watery sun’s light fled, and the navigational lights of paddle wheelers and great-sailed xebecs formed floating constellations and slow meteors, and the gaslights of New Cydonia flickered among the far towers and domes.

The Entity had instructed him to recruit followers, to share with them the power that bound them together, to distribute the spice that made them dream of the Dark Gods in their prison. He would do all the Entity had instructed, but first there had to be a reckoning, a settling of accounts. He would obey his commands, but the desire for vengeance burning so long in him could not be quenched so easily, not even by one of the Dark Gods.

So he crossed the canal to this ancient city, a nexus of power in olden times, a numinous site where he could better raise and control the powers once wielded by the shadow lords of Mars. Thoza-Joran felt an invasive vitality he had never before known. The Entity had somehow planted within him a seed of power, some small aspect of the souls of those ancient blood-drinkers, so that he might do their will. He would serve then, walk the path to dominion, but only after they had served him against the humans and their planet-sprawling empire of steam and steel.

Especially the British, Thoza-Joran thought secretly.

He would become the dark lord’s avatar.

But, first he would be avenged. He had kept this side of his nature hidden even as he absorbed the secrets and mysteries of the Dark Gods.

There were always secrets, Thoza-Joran assured himself.

Even from the Dark Gods.

Especially from the Dark Gods.

He sat upon the pedestal above the murmuring canal waters.  Setting aside his brooding thoughts, he meditated, as he had been taught, then reached inside his own soul that he may nurture the seed of darkness now burning like black fire. The new habitation of humans and Martians on the far side of the canal faded from his thoughts, from his vision, and he became more aware of the ancient city surrounding him.

The lengthening shadows coalesced into solidity.

Old Cydonia seemed a ruin no more, but a place of newly spilled blood and old nightmares.

The terrors surged and crashed around him like the coming of the primal waters.

Thoza-Joran tasted blood anew.

The temples and palaces rose about him, shadows ascending to the soul-numbing strains of music not heard by Martians for aeons, and never by the ears of mere humans.  Despite the advent of twilight, Thoza-Joran felt only warmth, as if he sat before the life-sustaining flames of an obsidian fire. He seemed to actually see it, the leaping black flames, the eyes watching from its depths.

With slitted gaze, Thoza-Joran perceived a sort of indigo glow about him, which crept up the pedestal as if it emanated from the ancient soil itself and flowed up the curved stones meeting above him. At the apex, a void formed, a seething blackness. While maintaining his meditative concentration, Thoza-Joran exulted in his heart of hearts for he had accomplished what no Martian had accomplished since the dream-time, when Shadows held sway and shed blood, glorious blood.

Thoza-Joran frowned suddenly.

Something was intruding upon the delicate moment.

He heard the steady drone of propellers beating the air, the steady thrum of a steam engine high above. A patrol craft was approaching. Perhaps it had been attracted by something seen in the old city; perhaps it was just on a routine patrol. No matter. It could not stop him.

But it could distract him.

And it did.

The power concentrated in the void which he had summoned seemed to ebb.

It was a steam-craft of human manufacture, not of the court of the Red Prince, and that realisation made him pause. It might carry British markings, but at this nexus of trade lanes, the reason they had constructed the blasphemy of a new city so close to sacred ground, it might just as easily carry the flags of America or Texas or Germany, or any of the terrestrial invaders.

But please, Thoza-Joran prayed, let it be British.

Let it be of the devils who had taken his family during the food riots years before. The British still denied they had fired upon the rioters who wanted nothing more than food, still blamed the pirates and black marketeers that had surged against the authority of the military governor and the August Majesty of the Red Prince.

Lies, all lies, Thoza-Joran thought.

The bile that rose in his throat now no less bitter that it had been that pale dusty day he had cradled the bloody and bullet-riddled bodies of his family.

He watched the solitary steam-flier approach Old Cydonia through narrowed eyes.

The difference between now and then, Thoza-Joran reflected with a wide smile of sinister satisfaction, was that he was no longer a weakling, a timid and broken being beneath the heel of the British invader. Now he had the power to strike them, and strike them he would.

The steam boilers of the patrol craft hissed fitfully and the blades of the propellers chopped at the twilight, and control surfaces groaned as it dropped out of the purple sky to investigate the strange luminosity at the edge of the dead city...the once-dead city, Thoza-Joran thought.

Closer, come closer, he thought, have a good look at the vengeance that has come to Shemosh.

Thoza-Joran could see the tiny figures scampering upon the deck in their sky-sailor uniforms, but he could not yet make out the ensign fluttering at the stern.

Let it be British, he thought fervently.

As the craft reached the middle of the canal, a beam of harsh and naked light shot from the sputtering and crackling arc-lamp upon the prow.  It swung this way and that before settling on the gaunt form of Thoza-Joran upon the platform bathed in cold black fire.  A voice boomed through a speaking-tube, but the human tongue was a mere babble to the Martian.

The flier slowly closed upon him.

He could see its flag now, fluttering at the stern.

He uttered a harsh maniacal laugh, much as he uttered years ago in the streets of Syrtis Major, in the blood-washed streets when a British soldier prodded him with his rifle and told him to move along or face arrest. Now, however, the laugh was not accompanied by a pathetic whimper, a timid sob as he crawled like a cur; it was accompanied this time by jagged bolts of searing energy flung from the apex of the edifice soaring above Thoza-Joran.

Men burst aflame.

The boilers exploded, steam roaring from its ruptured guts.

Its propellers whirled away like flashing knives.

The hull and superstructure of the craft hurtled into the black waters like a comet thrown from the heavens by the gods.

In the dying light of the fires, Thoza-Joran saw that which he had searched for so fervently come fluttering in the gloaming.

The Union Jack settled like a falling leaf, floated a long moment among the slicks of burning oil, then sank beneath the black waters.

Thoza-Joran exulted.

And he waited.
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Chapter 2: Captain Folkestone
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“FINE, I DON’T NEED to go all the way in, chappy,” Sergeant Felix Hand said. “I just need in so I can...”

“You cannot enter,” the tall bulky human said in low rumbling tones. “You are not a member.”

“I know damn well...”

“Please control yourself, my good man; your rough language is not...”

“I am not your good man!” Sergeant Hand nearly shouted. “All I need you to do is go into your little clubhouse and get...”

“As I explained...” The club doorman paused, the silence laced with unspoken disdain. “...Sergeant, the membership of the Red Sands Club is both strictly limited and utterly confidential. Since I can in no way tell you whether or not Captain Folkestone is a member, or the guest of a member, there is no way I can...”

“Look, chappy, I know...”

“My name is Mr Giles...Sergeant.”

“Whatever,” the short barrel-chested highlander Martian interrupted. “I know Captain Folkestone is here because he always comes here when we stop in Syrtis Major. He comes to drink and smoke and gamble. If you don’t turn yourself around and get him now I’m going to go right past you and...”

“I do not respond well to threats...Sergeant.”

“And that’s another thing,” Sergeant Hand snapped, his rapid breaths not matching the even motions of the clockwork heart in his chest. “I am a goddamned non-commissioned officer in Her Majesty’s goddamned 63rd Martian Rifles, on special assignment to the goddamned Admiralty, so you better well show me some goddamned respect before I...”

“What is going on, Mr Giles?” a voice asked from behind.

The doorman paled suddenly and stammered: “I...Sir, I was explaining...trying to explain to this...this uncouth...this person the impossibility of...”

Sergeant Hand turned, smiled and saluted.  “I’ve been trying to get Captain Folkestone out of this place, Commodore.  His presence is urgently required at the Admiralty.”

Commodore Bentley’s face lit up in recognition. He returned the salute and extended his hand. “Well, it’s Sergeant Hand!”

“Yes, sir, it’s good to see you again.”

“I didn’t know you and old Folkestone were back in Syrtis-Major,” the Commodore flustered, smoothing his moustache.

“Just back from India via Mercury.”

“All very hush-hush, I suppose?”

“Yes, sir. Very, if you know what I mean.”

The Commodore winked almost conspiratorially, though he had not a clue. “Needed at the Admiralty, you said?”

“Yes, sir – urgently.”

Commodore Bentley fixed the doorman with the sort of stare that in his younger days would have made Zulu warriors or Venusian Nagas wither, and the club functionary learned that time had not much dimmed the old warrior’s gaze, if at all.

“I will get Captain Folkestone immediately, Commodore Bentley,” Mr Giles replied stiffly, words barely able to escape his constricted throat, and tiny beads of perspiration layered his brown.  “If the, uh, Sergeant had perhaps explained...”

“Just get him,” the Commodore growled softly. “Now.”

Without a further word, Mr Giles turned on his heel and vanished behind a red velvet door.

“It’s always something, isn’t it?” the Commodore muttered.

“Yes, sir.”

“So, tell me, Sergeant how have you and that reprobate Folkestone been getting along,” the elderly officer asked, leaning just a bit on his silver-tipped walking stick.  “Still saving the Empire from itself?”

“Yes, Commodore,” the Martian soldier answered.  “As much as we can these days.”

“Good show!”

Nursing his wounded pride, silently cursing uppity wogs with friends in high places, Mr Giles made his way through the lounge, bypassed the smoking room, the library and the dining room, and entered the card room.  Yes, of course Captain Robert Folkestone was here. Where else would the scoundrel be but in the card room of the Red Sands Club taking the money of his betters by, Mr Giles was certain, every foul means known to man?  That Folkestone was a member was a mystery to Mr Giles, and a grating one, as Folkestone was not even a proper captain of the Royal Space Navy, but a mere captain of Marines, and Mr Giles was all but certain he had somehow obtained even that commission through some sort chicanery or guile.

Probably blackmail, Mr Giles thought.

Mr Giles positioned himself behind Folkestone’s chair and leaned forward. As he did, he noticed the captain did not hold a winning hand, though he was playing as if he did, and the doorman murmured: “Captain Folkestone, I regret this interruption but your presence is required in the foyer; your...assistant asked for you.”

“My...assistant?” To the man sitting across from him he said: “I believe it is still your play, sir.”

“Your native man,” Mr Giles explained.  “Your batman, I assume.”

A faint smile flickered over Folkestone’s thin lips, but his gaze and concentration did not waver from the game before him. He said softly, only loudly enough for red ears, “I trust you did not say that to him, Mr Giles, else your voice would be much higher pitched than it is now and you would be applying for emigration to the Ottomans as a eunuch in service to the Sublime Port.”

“Sir!”

“Mr Giles, please remember the decorum,” Folkestone urged.  “The Red Sands Club is a respectable establishment,”

Mr Giles gritted his teeth.

“Give me a chance to finish this up,” Folkestone said after a moment. “Tell Sergeant Hand I shall be with him momentarily.”

“Yes...sir.”

The trouble, of course, Robert Folkestone reflected as he returned his full attention to the game, was that his hand was utter rubbish. Fortunately, he was the only one aware of it, at least he thought so; that damnable Giles had no doubt taken a good look at his cards, but Folkestone was fairly certain he’d managed to keep the functionary off balance enough to prevent his expressions from sending messages to the others.

“Well, gentlemen, I must be going, but I do mean to finish this hand; after all, there will be debts to settle, and rather would I have you gentlemen attend to them with your money than I with mine,” Folkestone declared jauntily.  “We must make haste.”

He gazed over the top of his cards.

The other players scowled to one degree or another, natural since they were all behind and looking to recoup their money from the man who had taken it, but Bowie, oil baron from the Republic of Texas, who’d been admitted to the Red Sands Club under the aegis of Lord Alfred, grinned mightily.

“I can’t say I’d like you to run off with my money just yet,” Bowie said, his voice possessing the natural boom of the outdoorsman, even in the more tenuous Martian atmosphere.  “And I don’t know as you have the cards to pull it off, Captain.”

“Only one way to find out, Mr Bowie.”

“Let’s have at it then.”

Wagering began in earnest, fuelled by a sense of urgency, which Folkestone did his best to promote. While the others sweated and dropped from the hurried play, Bowie kept pace with Folkestone, and even seemed to push it along himself with his banter. Within minutes, the sums involved and the pace of play had caused the timid and the lean of purse to drop by the wayside; predictably, only Bowie and Folkestone remained with counters.

“I think you’re bluffing, Captain,” Bowie asserted.  “It’s in your eyes.”

Folkestone smiled thinly and pushed a mountain of counters forward, almost all of which had been donated by his former companions of the table over the course of the evening.

“I invite you to discover for yourself, sir.”

Bowie’s face revealed nothing of the emotion coursing through him. Back home, on Earth, back in Texas, the empire of cotton, cattle and petroleum, there was not a man to stand up to him the way this Brit did, and he was sure he did not like it.  This was no man to be bullied, not by wealth or position or reputation, and Bowie was damn sure he did not like that either. He had called the game as prerogative of the dealer, certain none of these barbermongers would be up to a real man’s game, but it may have turned on him. He could call Folkestone’s wager, but just barely, but with no other counters remaining before Folkestone the Brit would be forced to turn up his cards, and Bowie was certain Folkestone was a bluffer, more sure than anything else in his life.

“I’ll call your wager,” Bowie said evenly, pushing forward all his own counters. “Let’s see those cards, partner.”

“I am not so certain you are not, as you say... ‘bluffing’ yourself, Mr Bowie.”

“You’re called, Mister,” Bowie growled, “so, unless you can pull something out of...”

“No, I really do believe you are overestimating the strength of your hand, Mr Bowie,” Folkestone interrupted, reaching inside his tunic and withdrawing his chequebook, quickly dashing out a sum, tearing it from the book and adding it to the pile of counters. “If you can call that, you may see my cards; otherwise I shall see yours.”

“What is this?” Bowie demanded.

“Good as gold, drawn on Lloyd’s of Mars,” Folkestone explained.

“Captain Folkestone is quite correct, Mr Bowie,” interjected Pips, one of the Club officers, stepping forward.  “As a member, Captain Folkestone has the privilege endorsing a cheque.”

“I can do the same,” Bowie asserted, reaching inside his jacket for his own chequebook.

“It is drawn on a bank on Mars or in London?”

“No, the First Republic Bank of Houston.”

“I am sorry, sir, but Club rules prohibit that.”

“It’s the biggest bank in Texas,” Bowie said with rising voice. “I am on its Board of Directors; we have more gold in our one vault than you do in all the vaults in London and Mars combined!”

“Perhaps, sir,” Pips admitted, “but the rules are quite specific, and may not be amended without a vote of the Board.”

“Fine, I’ll just go get...”

“If you leave the game,” Pips interposed quickly, “you will forfeit both hand and play. I am sorry, sir, but the rules...”

Bowie’s gaze shifted between Pips’ bland countenance and Folkestone’s smug one. Back in Texas, he knew what he would have done to these cheats, but his hog-leg was locked in the office of the Provost Marshal, taken from him the moment he disembarked from the aethership from Earth. The Texan scowled.

“Very well, Captain Folkestone,” Bowie said.

Folkestone reached forward to draw back his winnings.

“I’ll see your cards, Captain.”

“As the game was your choice, Mr Bowie, I assume you know the rules of play, so I will not embarrass you by quoting them to you.” He drew back the counters and stacked them on a gaming tray. “Perhaps you should have stayed with the club standard, which would have been fair to all, rather than choosing a game of cards in which you would assume you possessed a natural advantage over the other members and guests.”

“Are you suggesting I cheated you, sir?” Bowie bristled.

Folkestone glanced up and grinned. “Not at all, Mr Bowie; I am suggesting that you underestimated Mars...and Martians.”

Bowie raised his eyebrows in disgust, but Folkestone had already dismissed from his mind the man from Texas. He left his counters in charge of Pip and departed the table. By the time he had gathered his hat and cloak and joined Sergeant Hand, his winnings were waiting. He discreetly passed a portion to the clubman, then inserted the remainder into his pocketbook.

“The table was kind, sir?” Hand murmured.

“Kindness is a gullible Texan,” Folkestone answered. “What has happened?”

* * *
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NIGHT WAS DEEP UPON the ruins of Old Cydonia when Captain Folkestone and Sergeant Hand departed the steam-flier. Just in case the HMS Victorious had been brought down by a rocket or some ballistic device, they avoided a direct approach to the ruins and kept low to the terrain. It had been less than four hours since news of the fiery loss of the patrol steamer had been flashed from New Cydonia by aether-wireless to the Admiralty in Syrtis Major.

“I do not see any signs of life,” Folkestone said softly.

He passed the field-glasses to Hand.

“No, sir, but not surprising since it’s Old Cydonia,” Hand explained, slowly scanning the dark towers, domes, streets and pyramids. “Decent Martians tend to avoid Old Cydonia.”

“More so than the other elder places?”

“Yes, sir, it has a bloody history.” He paused. “Even by Martian standards.”

The two men were prone upon a hillock just above the ruined city.

“I suppose that had something to do with the two of us being asked to investigate, on the sly,” Folkestone ventured.

“Very likely, sir,” Hand confirmed. “Having large number of troops tramping through Old Cydonia, especially humans – beg pardon, sir – is not the sort of thing that would do the prestige of the Red Prince any good; and not even the Red Prince could order his own men here, not even by daylight.”

Folkestone cast a quick glance at the sergeant.

“Don’t worry about me, sir,” Hand assured him.

“No worry at all, Sergeant Hand,” Folkestone said, returning his gave to the dim-lit streets. “Her Majesty’s Martian Rifles could not ask for a better representative.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Hello, that’s something, isn’t it?” He passed the field glasses to the Martian. “Between the pyramids along that road off the main.”

Sergeant Hand peered through the darkness, watching for movement. A shape moved from behind one of the five-sided pyramids, quickly passed behind another, then reappeared. It was a Martian, he saw, its thin form marking it as being of one of the lowland tribes. Hand made a small sound of disgust.  Leave it to a lowlander to violate the sanctity of a place like this for no good reason, and if there was some foul reason for the destruction of the patrol craft, it made sense that a lowlander would be behind it.

“Appears alone, sir.”

“You take the left.”

“Yes, sir.” Hand started out, making sure his steam-repeater rifle was secure in its scabbard across his back, but readying his Webley revolver.

“And be careful, Sergeant,” Folkestone cautioned as he withdrew his own weapon and started out. “I don’t want to take you to the artificer.”

Hand grunted softly.

Folkestone took the opposite track as his sergeant. Both men knew the other reason Lord Admiral Barrington-Welles had ordered only the two of them to investigate the tragedy of the destroyed vessel and the accompanying enigmatic display reported by the baffled and frightened inhabitants in the modern trade city across the canal. They could be relied upon to keep their mouths shut.

Though, Folkestone reflected, only on Mars would something old as Bethlehem be termed as “modern,” and only Martians (and maybe Americans) would call a canalside village a city. But Mars was what it was, and those who forgot or underestimated this strange and savage usually ended up on the next aethership out...or dead.

As Folkestone drew closer to the lone figure in the forbidding ruins it seemed he heard a toneless arhythmical chanting, tuneless, droning. And there was something else as well, as if there was a voice actually answering from out the dead city where blood once flowed like rivers seeking long-dried seas. The answering sound, if indeed that was what it was, did not have the tonal qualities of a voice, neither human nor Martian, but there was a sort of malevolent intelligence behind it all the same.

He saw his sergeant approaching from the other side, swift and furtive in the uncertain light of the hurtling moons.

“Attention, you are surrounded by forces of the British government!” Folkestone shouted when they were close to the figure seated upon a mycological platform amidst the strange five-sided pyramids. “Stay where you are! Do not move!”

The Martian’s turned swiftly toward Folkestone, and was filled with such fury as the soldier had never before seen in any living creature.

Sergeant Hand also shouted a warning, this time in the Martian tongue, but the being paid no attention to him, so intently did he fix his vicious visage on Captain Folkestone.

Whatever words the Martian sergeant uttered were lost in the primal scream of rage that issued from their quarry’s mouth.

And that bestial howl was totally overpowered by an explosive volcanic growl that seemed to rise up from the very foundations of old Cydonia.

Simultaneously crackling azure bolts of energy leapt from the hands of the seated figure, streaming toward both Captain Folkestone and Sergeant Hand.

Folkestone threw himself to the ground, but not so quickly as to totally avoid getting singed by the phenomenal pyrotechnic display. He felt his crimson jacket smouldering, smelt the charring of the fabric, and hoped that Sergeant Hand was at least as quick moving.

It was clear now that the wild reports of the witnesses in New Cydonia that had been relayed by aether-wireless to the Admiralty in Syrtis Major had not been so wild after all. What was not clear was how anyone, man or Martian, could issue such powerful discharges of energy without benefit of instrumentality: a Tesla sphere could hurl thunderbolts like King Zeus himself, but a machine like that was storeys tall, was powered by rumbling steam engines, and could be dragged laboriously from place to place with only the most powerful of steam-tractors.

Folkestone chanced a look from his hiding place but was immediately forced back.

In that instant, he saw the Martian standing upon the platform, tall and thin and garbed in rage as if it were a mantle.

Folkestone fired his revolver twice, but the Martian was unaffected.

Firing as he did, without a good aim, it was likely he simply missed, but it was also possible, Folkestone reflected, that the bullets had simply melted in flight, reduced to slag by the leaping bolts of energy.

“Cease your actions immediately!” Folkestone ordered. “By order of the British Admiralty, in the name of Her Majesty the Queen!”

The only reaction from the Martian was to redouble his efforts to kill Folkestone.

Folkestone emptied his weapon without effect, then reloaded.

He had neither seen nor heard his companion since the start of the attack, and he was worried that the little Martian had not survived the initial assault.

Folkestone cursed the Admiralty for sending only the two of them to investigate the destruction of HMS Victorious. In seeking not to offend the sensibilities of the Red Prince and the majority of Martians, the Lord Admiral may have sealed their fates. On the other hand, Folkestone thought as he crawled under cover, he doubted that a squad armed with percussion weapons or aether oscillators could have withstood this preternatural assault by a lone Martian seemingly in control of – or controlled by – powers beyond human ken.

The electric bolts were now breaking behind him, throwing up stone fragments and dust from where he used to be.

By law, by the games of courteous gentlemen, Folkestone should have shouted another order to surrender, should not have been crawling through the ruins like a slinking jackal, but, then, rules were often for dead men, and Folkestone had a great aversion to dying; when it came to skirmishes and battles, to alarums and excursions, to struggle and flight, Folkestone preferred to fight like he played cards – for blood and supremacy.

He had come round ninety degrees canalward of where he had been when he had first called for the Martian’s surrender.

He could see now that the energy bolts did not emanate from the Martian’s hands as they had first seemed. Instead, the power seemed to stream up from the very ground, as if he were somehow drawing power from the very heart of the red planet, rippling up the sides of the platform and passing through his form as if he were but a copper wire carrying aether force, or a conduit transferring motive power from an aerial craft’s boiler to its screws. The Martian obviously had no occult power of his own organism but could conduct it as a prism gathers and concentrates light.

Folkestone wanted to take the Martian alive, and he would do so if humanly possible.

But, one way or another, he would take him down, alive or dead.

He aimed his weapon carefully, exposing as little of himself as possible.

He fired, then fired again.

The first bullet passed through the Martian’s left calf; the second shattered his kneecap.

Any other man would have fallen, would have toppled to the ground, but not this foe who could summon and direct planetary lightning. Instead, he whirled about, extended his right arm and sent a searing bolt coursing for Folkestone.

Almost too late did Folkestone dive for cover.

The carven stone behind which he had concealed himself burst explosively.

He was blinded by the flaring light.

His jacket flamed.

But he was alive.

As he was flung back, stunned but conscious, he heard, or thought he heard, three shots in swift succession. 

He saw the Martian swing toward Hand’s position as he was flung back by the force of the rifle shots. A final flaring burst of energy shot outward as he was lifted and thrown off the platform, falling to the ground. Even before he thudded into a crumpled heap, joints twisted in directions not even the Martians could manage, it was of a certainty that he was dead.

Folkestone struggled against the blackness.

Only moments, mere seconds, had passed, he knew, but it could have been an eternity as he fought his way back to full consciousness.

He opened his eyes.

He was being pulled along.

“Sergeant Hand?” he murmured weakly.

“Right here, sir,” the Martian non-com answered. “Had me worried, you did, sir.”

“The man in the ruins...how...”

“He’s dead right enough, sir,” Sergeant Hand reported. “He was so bloody enraged by you telling him you were British that he didn’t pay me no mind after giving me a good pop. Knocked me for a fair loop, it did, Captain, but not so much it kept me down.”

“We have to go back and...”

“Already got his corpse in the flier, sir,” Hand assured him. “After seeing what he did, I knew all the science lads would be wanting to take a peek inside, so after I made sure you weren’t dying, I popped him in the cold cargo. According to papers I found, his name was Thoza-Joran.”

“I’ve heard that name before.”

“Aye, sir, been in trouble often, here and about, wanted for attacks with infernal devices against the British in Syrtis Major, though he hasn’t been shy about spreading around the mayhem,” Hand explained. “Murderer and agent provocateur...he won’t be doing none of that anymore. His death will close lots of cases with the other powers, not that we’ll get any thanks for it.”

Folkestone sat up, tried to stand, woozed a little, then sat down on a carved stone.

“Thank you, Sergeant, good work!” He glanced at his friend slyly. “If this gets out, the Admiralty brass will want to give you a medal for sure.”

Hand snorted. “I’ll deny it all, sir, anything you claim in your delirium. Don’t make me call you a liar!”

Folkestone laughed. “Have it your own way, Hand.”

His vision now clear and his muscles recovered fully from the galvanizing effect of the energy bolts, Folkestone stood, though shakily, and looked at the sergeant.

“Crikey, Sergeant Hand!”

Sergeant Felix Hand looked down at his chest where the bolt from Thoza-Joran had struck him full. Flesh showed through the burnt-away cloth, and from the rent in his flesh dangled partially melted gears and springs, the mangled mess of his clockwork heart.

“It’s not as bad as it looks, sir,” Sergeant Hand lied.

“Our first stop is going to be the regimental artificer!”

“Perhaps that would be for the best, sir,” Hand admitted as he fell into Folkestone’s grasp.
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Chapter 3: Below Syrtis Major
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DOWN BELOW THE BUSY streets of Syrtis Major, down in the dark and steamy tunnels and chambers that comprised the ancient underworld of Mars’ largest city, Captain Robert Folkestone and Sergeant Felix Hand moved furtively through shadows. Out of uniform and less than well-scrubbed, they attracted no more attention than other traders or any of the wandering peoples of the Inner Planets who wished to go about unnoticed by the British and Martian authorities.

A thin haze drifted through the tunnels and chambers, carried to and fro by vague breezes, some from the world above, channelled through conduits long forgotten by generations of Martians, others from the motions of bodies skulking through the eternal twilight, of fires and lights in hidden grottoes where people of many races practised secret sins or chanted darkly to gods fair and foul.

Folkestone looked across the square to where the Sergeant was talking animatedly with a meat seller, whose wares hung from cords on a cart. Through the acrid smokes of cooking fires and the sweet scents of smouldering opiates from secret dens he could smell the smoked meats, but any hunger it might have raised in him was tempered by the knowledge that here, in the common markets and xocolos of Syrtis Major’s underworld all that seemed savoury was neither beef nor pork, and the fish and fowl offered never knew any sea or airy vault of Earth; and though Folkestone had, during his long assignment on Mars, developed a taste for the crustaceans and insectoids of the deserts, it was not a taste he would have sated willingly in these squalid lairs, no more than he would have admitted to his less acclimated friends and acquaintances. 

He leaned back against the cool carved stone column that rose to support the unseen lithic sky and watched Hand question the Martian vendor. Folkestone sensed by the dynamics between the two men that Sergeant Hand had perhaps found out something about the enigmatic Thoza-Joran, but he stayed where he was, knowing full well that the Martian informant might shut up at the intrusion of a Terran, no matter how disreputable he might appear.

Though it had only been a couple of days since the incident in the ruins of Old Cydonia and their frenzied flight to the artificer, Sergeant Hand seemed fully recovered. Folkestone had tried to keep the little Martian from accompanying him into the underworld, but Hand would have none of it, praising the skill of the artificer  in putting his clockwork heart back into working order (though he claimed a drunken seamstress could have done a better job sewing up his chest than had the surgeon), refusing to stay a moment longer in the infirmary that required by the exasperated artificer and berated surgeon.

A copper exchanged hands furtively and Hand made his way circuitously toward where Folkestone held up the pillars of heaven.

“It seems Thoza-Joran was a well known character here- abouts,” Hand murmured just loud enough for Folkestone’s ears. “Quite a firebrand, always ranting and raving to whomever might listen – most just thought he was a stark barking lunatic – about the evils of the Empire, and anyone allied with them. Family killed in one of the food riots years back, it appears, and the poor bugger never got over it.”

“Bad times,” Folkestone said lowly. “But the deaths...”

“He would not accept that the deaths came from villains,” Hand said. “He blamed the British and the Red Prince. Nothing could shake him from it. Like a starving dog with a bone, he was.”

Folkestone shook his head. People were the same all over, no matter the planet. It was always easier to place the blame on outsiders than one’s own kind. Even now, black marketeers held a claim on the peoples’ affections, even though they themselves had caused the food shortages of the past, to their own great profit.

“A loony babbler, he was, sir,” Hand continued. “Not only did he rail against the British, and all outworlders in general, but he spoke to people no one else could see.”

“Delusional, Hand?”

“Apparently, sir,” the Martian replied. “That was why most people avoided him like the purple plague, not because they thought they might get caught up with his seditious rants.”

“He talks to the family he lost?’ Folkestone ventured. “That would not be that unusual if he could not escape his grief.”

“No, sir, it wouldn’t,” Hand agreed, “ but it was the Dark Gods themselves that he spoke with.”

“But...”

“Yes, sir, no one talks seriously about them, much less to them,” Hand said. “History better left forgotten, and there isn’t a single Martian who would feel different. It’s the sort of dark bloody tales that Martian mothers send bad children to bed with to give them screaming nightmares. Mine certainly did.”

“Hard to understand, Hand,” Folkestone admitted. “I don’t know much about the old ways, other than what a Terran can learn about something no one wants to talk about, but even I know that mentioning the Dark Gods or the Old Times is a sure way to empty a room very quickly.”

“Precisely so, sir. And he also talked to the dead, like they was standing right next to him.”

“Ghosts?”

“Or at least those assumed to be dead – Daraph-Kor.”

“Why do I know that name?”

“Formerly a prominent merchant in town.”

“Ah. Yes, the fellow did quite a brisk trade with the Admiralty, I think.”
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