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The Grand Salon of the Empress of Mars was furnished to exquisite nicety.

The overstuffed couches, thoughtfully arranged before the tall Gothic viewing windows, were royally upholstered in the palest of Japanese silks. Tables for every occasion rose upon fluted cabriole legs to bear silver trays of sweetmeats, petits fours and fruits of exotic origin. On walls made beautiful by the fabrics of Sir William Morris, ornate crystal mirrors glittered in the light of electric candelabra. Octagonal carpets of the Jovian persuasion smothered the maple floor and orchids from the forests of Venus, rising from elegant French porcelain cache-pots, perfumed the rarefied air.

The Grand Salon was abuzz with conversation.

The very cream of London society, aristocrats of noble blood, rubbed suave and braided shoulders with potentates from other worlds. Champagne twinkled, amorous glances were exchanged. Military gentlemen, high-ranking officers of the Queen’s Own Electric Fusiliers, their uniforms of blue displaying many campaign medals, shared jokes with portly princelings from the royal houses of Jupiter.

The men were debonair and dandified, the women  pale and enchanting, their tiny waists encircled by corselets of filigreed brass, offset by flaring skirts and bustles prettied with embellishments of peacock feathers, ostrich plumes, waxen roses, jewels and further jewels. Upon their heads, nestling midst the coiffured, pampered curls, they wore the very latest thing: tiny silk top hats adorned with inlaid evening goggles.

Beyond the Grand Salon, upon the promenade deck, ladies and gentlemen strolled and took in the views. For on the warm and tender evening of this maiden flight, the views were well worth taking in.

Above, a clear night sky all draped with stars, and planets that might be viewed through one of the many astronomical telescopes arranged at regular intervals along the handrail.

Beneath, the City of London.

The Empress of Mars drifted silently over the great metropolis, a sleek silver air-form, one-third of a mile in length. The first of its kind, an aerial pleasure ship.

Sadly, upon this night of nights the capital was wreathed in fog. Another industrial pea-souper. The dome of St Paul’s peeked above the murk, as did the tessellated tower of the Babbage Institute for the Advancement of Science. And towards the south, a golden glow as of some rich and royal treasure could be discerned atop the hill at Sydenham. From the destination of this wondrous aircraft. The Crystal Palace.

For tonight a concert of celebration was to be held for the exalted company aboard the Empress of Mars. Titurel de Schentefleur would conduct Mazael’s Mechanical Orchestra in the performance of a cosmic operetta, created by Messrs William Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan: 
Of Mars and Mankind

(A stirring and exemplary tale as characterised by this Age of Moral Rectitude)





This stirring and exemplary tale had been expressly commissioned by the Prime Minister, Mr Gladstone. This stirring and exemplary pillar of society had taken it unto himself to oversee and vet the libretto, in order to ensure that the story of how British Forces defeated the Martians and extended the British Empire to the Red Planet be told in a manner that was altogether favourable to all involved. A manner that laid great emphasis upon the selfless, loyal bravery of the victorious Queen’s Own Electric Fusiliers and the callous cruelty and innate cowardice of the denizens of Mars.

That such a victory might in any way have a ‘tainted’ quality about it would appear outrageous to the all and sundry who had consumed the ongoing details of this singular interplanetary campaign via the pages of The Times newspaper. But nevertheless . . .

There were those who knew all of the truth. And others who wished to keep all of the truth from those who did not know it.

War of any kind is never less than ugly and an inter-species war, as of Mars against Earth and the subsequent genocidal retaliation, entered realms of ugliness previously only inhabited by certain debauched human exhibits in the Celebrated Professor Coffin’s Cabinet of Human Curiosities.

In brief, the true tale is as follows.

It has been well recorded by the pen of Mr Herbert Wells and set down in his episodic chronicle, The War of the Worlds, all that came to pass when soldiers of Mars  descended to British soil in their machines of war and wrought a terrible carnage.

This appalling circumstance, which resulted in the loss of many lives and the destruction of much property, was luckily, if such a word can indeed be suitably applied, confined to the southern counties of England alone. As will be known and understood by those who have read the work of Mr Wells, the Martians were defeated not by selfless, loyal bravery, but by falling prey to Earthly bacteria against which their unearthly bodies held no natural resistance. The invaders drooped and died. Their three-legged chariots of death rocked and tumbled.

Earth and the British Empire survived. Triumphed.

Celebrations followed and folk danced gaily in garlanded streets and cheered for Queen and for country.

In Westminster, however, behind closed doors, ministers took stock . . .

A secret conclave met in a secret room . . . The year was 1885.

At the table’s head sat Mr Gladstone, flanked by two fellows of funereal aspect. These two fellows’ names remain unrecorded and a matter of ongoing speculation. To the right of Gladstone and seated next to one of the anonymous fellows was to be found that eminent scientist and mathematician Charles Babbage, a jolly red-faced man, well swaddled in a great abundance of tweed. And directly opposite him, a gaunt but dapper personage of foreign extraction who answered to the name of Nikola Tesla. A surname the future would know as ‘the derived SI unit of magnetic flux density equal to a flux of one weber in an area of one square metre’. Beside him was an empty chair. And opposite  this chair, next to Mr Babbage, sat Silas Faircloud, newly appointed Astronomer Royal, tubercular and frail.

The secret conclave was called to order, and Mr Gladstone spoke.

‘Gentlemen,’ he began, ‘we meet here under what we must all consider to be the gravest of circumstances: the concern that further enemy forces might even now be amassing upon Mars, readying themselves for attack. Mr Faircloud, what think you of this?’

‘Ahem,’ went Mr Faircloud, a-clearing of his throat. ‘The possibility must be apportioned strong. Astronomers around the country, indeed throughout the civilised world, have their instruments trained upon that planet. As yet there are no signs of further martial activity, but—’

‘Pardon me,’ said Mr Babbage1, ‘but I am unaware of the existence of optical systems capable of observing the face of Mars to the degree that space-going vessels might be clearly discerned.’

‘I am working on such matters even now,’ claimed Mr Tesla, ‘although mine are not optics of glass, but of a more metaphysical disemblement that will penetrate the ether of space via the medium of radionic waves.’

‘Quite so.’ Mr Gladstone struck the table with a folded fist. ‘But we must all agree that the possibility of another attack is strong.’

Silas Faircloud made so-so motions with the bobbing of his head. ‘We can only speculate as to whether further forces of a Martian military nature even exist. It is   possible that they flung their entire might against us. That we took all they had and triumphed, as it were.’

‘What think you of this, Mr Babbage?’ asked the Prime Minister. ‘Would this adhere to your mathematical principles?’

‘Oh, very much so, sir.’ And Mr Babbage smiled. A big broad beamer bringing warmth to all. ‘Although the modes of thought employed by Martians have few echoes amongst we folk of Earth – and I have here the autopsy reports on the examinations of Martian bodies carried out at the London Hospital by the noted surgeon, and Her Majesty’s physician, Sir Frederick Treves, which suggest that the Martian brain has more in common with the shark or the porpoise than with that of the human being – regardless of these differences, logic of any kind surely dictates that if you choose to wage war upon another planet, you would do well to overwhelm your enemy as speedily and judiciously as possible. To wit, fling all you have in a great big all-out attack.’

Mr Gladstone nodded thoughtfully. ‘Which might be to say,’ said he, ‘that should the fight be carried to Mars, an all-over British victory might be accomplished.’

‘Carried to Mars?’ asked Silas Faircloud. ‘How so might this be?’

‘Mr Babbage once more,’ said the PM, indicating same.

‘Through a process of what Mr Tesla here has named “back-engineering”. To put it simply, we repair and restore the Martian ships of space. Convert their controls for human piloting. Fly to Mars and wreak—’

‘Revenge,’ said Mr Gladstone. ‘An ugly word, I know, but war is an ugly business. It would be my proposal that regiments of the Queen’s Own Electric  Fusiliers be put on standby. Your comments please, Mr Faircloud.’

‘Well,’ puffed the Astronomer Royal, ‘if it is to be done then it had best be done speedily. At this time, Mars is at its closest for some years to come. The opportunity presents itself, but fearful consequences might result.’

‘Specifically?’ asked Mr Gladstone.

‘One might only speculate. Perhaps a virulence exists upon Mars to which its inhabitants are immune, but which might well lay waste to soldiers from Earth.’

‘Unlikely,’ said Nikola Tesla. ‘My own researches suggest that the Martian atmosphere is thinner than our own, perhaps equivalent to that upon a mountain peak. As such, solar radiation cleanses the planet of bacteria. Mars, I believe, is a totally sterile environment. I would stake my reputation upon this.’

‘And such a reputation it is,’ said Mr Gladstone. ‘I understand that you have recently made great strides forward in the field of, what is it – teletalkation?’

‘Telecommunications,’ said Mr Tesla, nodding modestly. ‘The ability to communicate verbally, across great distances, without recourse to wires, cables or suchlike mediums of transmission.’

‘Extraordinary,’ wheezed the Astronomer Royal. ‘Would that I will live to see such wonders. But I still have fear for our soldier boys. These Martian vessels must be stocked with compressed air and sufficient rations. Much planning will be necessary. And who knows what awaits on Mars? Mighty armaments trained upon the sky? Who can say?’

‘Who can say, indeed.’ Mr Gladstone took out his cigar case and relieved it of a smoke. This he cut with a  clipper on his watch fob and placed between his lips. ‘Speed and force,’ said he, though slightly mumbled. ‘Speed and force must be of the essence, and to this end I propose that we engage the services of a young gentleman who has lately distinguished himself in the African troubles. I am putting him in command of the strike force. Mr Babbage, you are nearest – would you open up the door and bid him enter?’

Charles Babbage rose, pushed back his chair, took himself to the door and opened it. A slight young man with the face of a baby grinned into the room.

‘Gentlemen,’ said the Prime Minister, ‘allow me to introduce you to Mr Winston Churchill.’
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History does not record that Winston Churchill organised the assault against

Mars. Nor indeed did the libretto of Of  Mars and Mankind. There was some controversy.

Mr Gladstone bade the young man enter.

Mr Churchill entered with a smile.

Mr Gladstone indicated a vacant chair and Mr Churchill placed himself upon it. Mr Gladstone said, ‘The floor is yours.’

Mr Churchill rose and bowed politely. ‘I am gratified, ’ said he, ‘to be chosen for this task. One that will garner no glory for myself, but one that will be of enormous significance to the future of the British Empire.’

Mr Faircloud coughed a little. ‘Sir,’ said he, ‘we have not been introduced but—’

‘You are the Astronomer Royal,’ said Mr Churchill. ‘And here I see the noted Mr Babbage and the equally noted Mr Tesla. And the two funereal gentlemen are—’

Mr Gladstone put a finger to his lips. ‘One does not disclose the names of the Gentlemen in Black.’

‘Quite so,’ said the smiling Mr Churchill.

‘But how—’ asked Silas Faircloud.

‘I have my contacts,’ said Mr Churchill. ‘An intelligence network. It is necessary to know who is whom. And whom may be trusted with what.’

‘All may be trusted here.’ The Prime Minister inclined his head towards Mr Churchill, and then asked, ‘And why, might I enquire, do you feel that you will garner no praise for your part in this noble enterprise?’

The young man with the infant face produced a sheaf of papers. ‘Because the method by which we will achieve success must never be made public. For reasons which will immediately become apparent once I have explained them.’

‘Then please do so, sir,’ said Mr Gladstone.

‘Sir?’ asked Winston Churchill.

‘There are many ways of rewarding a servant of the Crown.’

And Mr Churchill smiled once more. ‘Your servant, sir,’ said he. And he read from a typewritten page. ‘ “From the eight extant Martian vehicles of interplanetary transport surviving, three can be put into serviceable condition, fuelled with an equivalent to Martian propulsive fuel, stocked with compressed air and foodstuffs sufficient to—” ’

‘That is my report,’ said Mr Babbage. ‘How—’

‘How is not important.’ Mr Churchill’s smile increased in size but not in warmth. ‘Three craft can be flown to Mars. Each craft is capable of transporting five hundred soldiers of the Queen, with full packs and Royal Enfield rifles. Fifteen hundred troops against the might of an entire planet.’

‘British troops,’ said Mr Gladstone, proudly. ‘The finest in the world.’

‘In this world,’ said Mr Churchill. ‘But untrained to fight in the unknown conditions of another.’

‘Highly adaptable,’ said Mr Gladstone. ‘At present we have several thousand men serving in Afghanistan. Soon that errant nation will be brought to book and no more trouble will this world know from it.’

Mr Churchill declined to comment. ‘Mars,’ said he, ‘presents us with a challenge. My solution is simple and will prove wholly effective. It will, however, garner me no praise, as I have said.’

‘Then please let us hear this plan,’ said Mr Gladstone, taking the opportunity to light the cigar that had been all a-quiver ’tween his moving lips.

‘We will send no troops,’ said Mr Churchill. Pausing to let his words take effect.

‘No troops?’ said Mr Babbage. ‘But then how—’

‘Fifteen hundred civilians,’ said Mr Churchill. ‘No full packs or Royal Enfields. Just the clothes they stand up in. Or perhaps lie.’

‘Please explain yourself,’ said Mr Babbage.

‘The Ministry of Defence has lately been experimenting with certain new forms of weaponry. Sophisticated modern weaponry that will make the bullet a thing of the past.’

Mr Babbage groaned. ‘You speak of poison gas,’ said he. ‘I have heard rumours of this awful stuff.’

‘Something to do with custard, isn’t it?’ asked Silas Faircloud.

‘Mustard,’ said Mr Churchill. ‘Mustard gas. Hideously effective. But the Ministry is moving beyond this. In fact, regarding the Martian campaign and the Martians’ obvious susceptibility to Earthly microbes, you might term my proposal “Germ Warfare”.’

Certain breaths were sharply taken in.

Mr Faircloud coughed a bit and said, ‘Not very, how shall I put this, British.’

‘Nor indeed the method of distribution.’ Mr Churchill darted eyes about the table. ‘The fifteen hundred souls aboard the three Martian craft will be incurables. Terminal cases. Consumptives. Those suffering from whooping cough, scarlet fever, diphtheria, cholera, typhus, genital crabs—’

‘People don’t die from genital crabs,’ said Mr Babbage.

‘They do if they give them to me,’ said Mr Churchill.

There was a brief moment of silence then, before Mr Gladstone said, ‘Dignity please, gentlemen. I allowed the “custard” remark to pass unchallenged, but if we are to descend to the humour of the music halls, I will be forced to call these proceedings to a halt.’

‘My apologies,’ said Mr Churchill. ‘Syphilitics, those in the advanced stages of any sexually or otherwise transmitted and transmittable terminal diseases. Three space-borne plague ships bound on a voyage of no return.’

‘My word,’ said Silas Faircloud. ‘I trust that I will not be recruited to this hapless jaunt.’

‘By no means, sir.’ The smile remained on Winston Churchill’s face. ‘At a stroke we will empty fifteen hundred beds in chronic wards. Where would be the loss, when everything, it would seem, would be the gain?’

‘As long as nobody knows.’ Mr Faircloud gave a little shiver. ‘It is a terrible thing. But in its way a noble thing. Viewing it dispassionately I ask myself, where would be  the harm? But as a humanitarian, to sanction such a thing would be—’

‘Not for you to trouble yourself with.’ Mr Churchill bowed towards the Astronomer Royal. ‘I will take full responsibility. Which is to say that I will make all the necessary arrangements. We will deliver these wretches to Mars. Hopefully the Martians will not open fire upon their own ships. Once they have landed and the ports are opened, nature will take its course. I would suggest that one or two months later, during which time more Martian craft can be “back-engineered”, we will send out a contingent of Fusiliers. Hopefully they will meet with neither resistance nor indeed a single live Martian. Gentlemen, such is my proposal.’

Mr Churchill reseated himself.

To no applause whatsoever.

‘Would you care for a cigar?’ asked Mr Gladstone.

‘Indeed,’ replied the youthful Mr Churchill. ‘I have always wondered just what they might taste like.’

 



But so it came to pass. And so to great success. Few questions were asked regarding the fifteen hundred terminally ill patients who vanished from their beds of pain. And questions asked regarding the human bodies found upon Mars, when the Queen’s Own Electric Fusiliers yomped down the gangways and onto the surface of the now lifeless planet, were capably answered in Parliament by a young buck named Churchill, who was building a reputation for himself.

‘I am aware,’ he stated, ‘that something I understand to be called a “Conspiracy Theory” exists regarding the human corpses found – and disposed of in a Christian manner – upon Mars. This theory states that for years  prior to the Martian invasion of Earth, beings from Mars had visited this planet and abducted humans for experimental purposes that are far too horrific to dwell upon. The theory that I have lately heard, which may or may not bear credence, is that the French authorities had for years colluded with these unspeakable aliens, supplying their needs in exchange for certain advanced machinery. I have heard it stated that this intelligence came to the ears of Her Majesty Queen Victoria, who ordered that all such abominable transactions cease immediately. It was this cessation that led to the Martian attack upon England. Which led in its inevitable turn to a retaliatory attack culminating in the extermination of the vile Martians and the extension of the British Empire to Mars. God save the Queen.’

 



And that was that.

Or nearly was.

Because it transpired that there was a degree of truth to the words spoken by Mr Churchill. Beings from other planets had indeed been visiting Earth for several decades. These visitors had not, however, been from Mars.

They had been from Venus and from Jupiter. Two more of the four inhabited planets of this solar system. These beings came in peace and in secrecy. But when the men from Planet Earth wiped out the unsavoury Martians, the men from Venus and Jupiter presented themselves to Her Majesty the Queen. Earth joined a congress of planets and a new age of interplanetary travel and discourse began.

 



That year was eighteen eighty-five, and ten years later, in this year of our Lord known as eighteen ninety-five,  the Empress of Mars, its panoramic maiden joyride completed, settled down onto the landing strip of the Royal London Spaceport, at Sydenham, just to the south of the Crystal Palace. Gangways were lowered and Queen Victoria, Queen of England, Empress of India and Mars, cast her regal shadow onto a red carpet that extended from the airship, across the landing strip, past the Terminal One building that mirrored so perfectly the architecture of the Houses of Parliament, and all the way up the hill to the palace of crystal, where tonight would be held the concert of celebration for the tenth anniversary of Britannia’s triumph over the Martians.

Her Majesty would be greatly amused this night by the comic capers of Gilbert and Sullivan and their musical evocation of British vim and valour. The truth, although out there, would never be known to her.
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The pickled Martian’s tentacles were fraying at the ends. A foul and healthless fetor filled the air. The showman’s wagon that housed this ‘Most Meritorious Unnatural Attrac tion’ trundled uncertainly upon its broad iron wheels. The constant clamour and shudderings of steam that arose from the traction engine hauling this wagon contributed no joy whatsoever to the chap in its cramped interior.

George Fox was a lanky lad whose legs needed plenty of room. As a wagon wheel plunged into yet another pothole, George found himself flung forwards, his face all squashed against the cold glass of the pickled Martian’s tank. He swore, briefly but greatly to the point, and made an attempt to straighten himself. This attempt was met with failure and George sank back on his bottom.

What there was to be seen of George, illuminated yet vaguely in profile by a guttering candle within a bull’s-eye lantern, looked reasonable enough. A noble profile with a striking chin. A blue eye all a-twinkle and a rather spiffing sideburn. A good head of wavy brown hair. A shirt with a collar in need of a scrub. And the costume of a showman’s assistant. Loud, that suit, very loud.

George Fox eschewed the word ‘zany’, although this was the title his employer Professor Cagliostro Coffin had thrust upon him.

‘One who engenders warmth and sympathy in the growing crowd by means of gambols, pratfalls and tricks above ground. A noble craft, my boy. A noble craft.’

A noble craft! George Fox held his fingers to his nose. He was nothing more than a clown to a shiftless trickster. And now this. George viewed the pickled alien that bobbed within its glassy prison. A gruesome creature, all tentacles and bulbous bits and bobs, its pale and scaly skin a jigsaw puzzle of autopsy stitchings.

George’s duties had recently been extended to the care and maintenance of this hideous specimen. And George hated the pickled Martian. Not just as one of a species would hate a natural enemy, but with specific, personal malice. Somehow that dead beasty had it in for George, and George in return had it in for the beasty. He was rapidly reaching the conclusion that this line of work did not suit him and that he should seek another position, one more trimmed to the skills he possessed.

Whatever those skills might be.

The wagon gave another lurch and George was drenched in formalin that spilled from the Martian’s tank. He did grittings of the teeth and gave himself to loathing.

At length, the wagon grumbled to a halt and hands threw the rear doors wide.

‘Sleeping?’ called the voice of the professor. ‘The life of luxury it is that you live, to be sure.’

George made grumblings of his own and rose most carefully. The contents of the wagon were many and  various and all, according to Professor Coffin, ‘of great value and irreplaceability’.

An ‘Holistical Mirror’, in which could be viewed the reflection of all of the world and all of its people thereto.

A stone from the Tower of Babel.

A grimoire penned in a universal language that could be read by anyone of any race, had they the knowledge of reading or not.

A clockwork pig of destiny, which solved mathematical conundrums and gauged the age of ladies by the shape of their unseen knees.

The stuffed remains of not only Brutus the Canine Escapologist, but also a mermaid lately taken by fisherman off the Island of Feegee.

All had been spoken of by Professor Coffin.

None, however, had been viewed by George Fox.

The boxes that housed these treasures rose to all sides of George in precarious towerings.

George stepped warily out into the night.

‘Where are we?’ he asked the professor. ‘Are we where we should be?’

‘Aha,’ said Professor Coffin, rising on the toes of his pointy boots. ‘It is for such questions that I retain your services, young Mr Fox. We have reached our destination. The Common Fields to the East of the Sydenham Spaceport. Here, tonight, we display our pickled companion. Although—’ And here the professor took to the sniffing of young George Fox. ‘It would appear that you have been applying the contents of his tank to your good self as an evening cologne. I fear you’ll fail to attract the ladies. Best you have a wash.’

‘Lead me to the nearest bathhouse,’ said George, with hope in his voice.

‘A horse trough presents itself yonder,’ crooned Professor Coffin, singing the words as one would a music-hall ballad and performing as he did so a curious high-stepping dance.

George Fox viewed his employer with a jaundiced eye. The professor was far from young. Sixty, perhaps? It was hard for George to tell, for he was in his teens and all men over thirty appeared quite aged.

Sprightly, though, the professor was, and slim as a dolly mop’s promise of faithfulness. And he had charisma. A presence. And almost poetic it was.

His face was that of Mr Punch, with a smile as wide as can be. His suit was louder than that of George, the broadcloth was Burberry. He twirled a cane with a skeleton’s head and he laughed as often as not and he called men ‘Rubes’ and trusted none except for the carnival lot. His accent was a queer one and his origins unknown. If ever asked he’d swear that all the universe were home.

And grudgingly George was forced to admit that he liked the professor very much. Although he would never have been able to bring himself to say this out loud. For it would probably have caused great embarrassment to the both of them if he had.

George Fox sighed, glanced in the direction of the horse trough and then set free a great and mighty gasp.

‘What, pray, is that?’ he enquired when he was able.

‘That, my boy, is the Empress of Mars.’

Cabled to its mooring masts, the great pleasure ship filled a quarter of the horizon, its twinkling underbelly lit by naphtha spotlights and modern electrical bulbs. Although constructed by British craftsmen in the hangars of Northolt, under the strict supervision of its  designer Sir Ernest Lovell, the Empress of Mars was a thing of unworldly beauty. That it was the single largest feat of engineering since the construction of the Great Pyramid had been a fact much trumpeted in Grub Street.

George took a step back and blew out a breath. ‘It is truly the most beautiful and indeed fearsome thing that I have ever seen in my short life. And—’

‘Please do not say it,’ the professor said.

‘Say what?’ asked young George.

‘Say, “And one day, when I have made my fortune, I shall travel upon it.” Or some such tragic phrase.’

‘Ah,’ said George. ‘I say that kind of thing often, do I?’

Professor Coffin nodded with his napper. A napper onto which he had now placed a top hat, whose fabric matched his suit. ‘Do you recall Liverpool, where I took you to the Philharmonic Dining Rooms? “One day I shall own an establishment such as this,” you said. Or in Paris, regarding that ghastly iron eyesore designed by the Frenchie, Alexandre Eiffel.’

George had to concede that he had indeed coveted the Eiffel Tower. And if it came down to the matter of a personal lack, highlighted by the words hitherto spoken by Professor Coffin, it could be said that George lacked the natural contempt for the French that was seemingly held by all ‘good’ British folk. That Martian he hated, but the French were all right.

‘Sorry,’ said George, all downcast once more.

‘Not a bit of it, my boy.’ Professor Coffin patted George, then wiped his fingers on an oversized red gingham hankie. ‘You have ambition. The seeds of greatness were sown within you at birth. You will  achieve wonderful things. Believe me, I know such stuff.’

‘You really do think so?’ asked George, with hope once more in his voice.

‘Of course, of course. But one thing at a time. I will secure our pitch and then you must pitch our tent. And when all is neat and nice, then you will pitch to the crowd.’

‘Me?’ said George. ‘Me on the bally, giving the pitch to the crowd? Not you? But this is—’

‘An honour?’ asked Professor Coffin. ‘Think nothing of it, my boy.’

‘I was going to say a “royal liberty”,’ said George, ‘as you will no doubt fail to increase my wages accordingly.’

Professor Coffin doffed his topper, then skipped off in search of a pitch.

George sat down on the wagon’s rear steps and gazed off into the night. Beyond the spaceport and the Empress of Mars rose Sydenham Hill and at the crest, the Crystal Palace, ablaze with light and wondrous to behold.

George set free another sigh. This was indeed an age of miracles. An age, it seemed, when almost anything was possible. Each week brought some new marvel. Each daily news-sheet spoke of the latest adventure. There had never been a time such as this. And George was here and this was his time and he knew that he must do something.

Make somehow a name for himself.

Succeed.

George took to further great sighings and hunched his head down low.

‘Good sir.’

And George remained hunched.

‘Good sir, if you please.’

And George raised his head. Then raised his body too and stood politely. ‘Madam,’ said George. ‘How might I be of assistance?’

A young woman looked up at George. She was a beautiful young woman. This was evident even though her face was modestly shaded by a riding veil, which depended from the tiny top hat nestling midst a tumbling of bright-red curls.

By the clothes that she wore, she was clearly a gal of the gentry. The flounced shoulders of her nip-wasted jacket, cut in the continental style of the inimitable Pierre Antoine Berquin de Rambouillet, glistened with pearls. Her brass corset showed traces of turquoise. Naphtha light reflected in her ivory-framed evening goggles.

‘Your servant, ma’am,’ declared George Fox, bowing almost to the ground.

The young woman tittered and raised her modesty fan. As the plumes unfurled, George was made conscious of a delicate perfume that breathed from this gorgeous item.

‘I fear that I have become lost,’ said this lady, a damsel in distress. ‘I somehow became separated from my party. It is my own fault, I confess. I became entranced by a showman’s exhibit – an “Holistical Mirror” in which could be viewed the reflection of all of the world and all of its people thereto.’

‘Indeed?’ said George. ‘Indeed?’

‘And now I have become a-feared. There are so many rough types here and myself unchaperoned and oh so vulnerable.’

George sought to detect the hint of a certain eroticism in these words. Surely just his wishful thinking.

‘Allow me to offer my protection,’ said he, with all the gallantry of Don Quixote, or indeed the Chevalier Tannhäuser. ‘And if you know the destination of your party, then please do not think me forward in offering to accompany you to this very destination.’

‘You are charm personified.’ And the young lady curtseyed a little. ‘I have lately arrived upon the Empress of Mars to attend the concert at the Crystal Palace. But I am somewhat short of sight and know not even how this concert hall might look. If you would be so kind as to escort me there, I would be more than willing to reward you for your trouble.’

‘To have assisted such a lady as yourself would be sufficient reward in itself,’ said George, who could feel himself rising to certain heights of gallantry.

‘As you wish,’ the young lady replied. ‘But I do have a spare ticket and it would be such a shame if it went all to waste.’

‘A spare ticket?’ said George. ‘To the concert?’ said George. ‘To the royal celebratory concert?’ said George.

‘Indeed,’ said the lady. ‘Indeed.’

‘Then, madam, I would be grateful beyond words to accept this most generous offer.’

‘I am not interrupting you? From your work, perhaps?’

‘My work, perhaps?’ George glanced all around and about. There was much coming and going of many people, but no sign whatsoever of Professor Coffin. ‘I hold to no work,’ said George, of a sudden. ‘I am a gentleman of independent means.’ And he extended his arm to the lady and smiled.

The lady returned a shaded smile to George. ‘Only one small thing,’ said she.

‘And that is?’

‘Perhaps you might care to take a small dip in yonder horse trough. You reek rather poorly at present.’
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Words were penned by George in a hasty missive to his employer, to the effect that he had been called away upon an important matter, would return soon and was regretful of any inconvenience that his absence might cause.

Solicitous and to the point, George considered as he folded the note and wedged it into the door crack of the showman’s wagon. A brisk sojourn at the horse trough, a don of his bowler and George was on his way.

There was, in truth, no great difficulty in finding the way to the Crystal Palace. It stood out upon the hill in the manner that a performing porker pig will stand out at a dowager’s petit déjeuner. Strikingly.

As George made his solemn and dignified approach, revelling in every moment that he had the beautiful woman on his arm, it occurred to him just how much he would love to own such a structure, and perhaps convert it into an indoor country park, where carriage rides might be taken and rare fowl cultivated. George’s face took on a wistful expression that did not go unnoticed.

‘You appear troubled,’ said the beautiful woman on his arm. ‘What is it that troubles you?’

George glanced down at the lovely creature and realised for the first time that he did not know her name.

‘I know that we have not been formally introduced,’ he said, ‘as one might be in high society, but allow me to introduce myself to you. I am George Geoffrey Arthur Fox and I am proud to escort you.’

The lovely creature giggled girlishly. ‘You are a gentleman, Mr Fox,’ she said. ‘My name is Ada Lovelace.’

‘Your servant, ma’am.’ And George did doffings of his bowler.

It was a pleasant moment, strolling towards the mighty palace of glass, lit to a dazzling brilliance from within. On every side the folk of fashion, gorgeous in their finery, folk of this world and beyond. The crème de la crème of this belle époque.

George gave guarded looks to all and sundry: to the provosts and paladins and papal nuncios, the plutocrats and panjandrums and princely potentates. He viewed the hospodars and shahanshahs, commissioners and commissars, the oligarchs and grand viziers, the emperors and subadars, the ecclesiasts of Venus, with their vestments and perfumers, the merry trolls of Jupiter, in pantalettes and bloomers . . .

‘This would be the life,’ said George unto himself.

Ada beckoned George and whispered, ‘Do you like Venusians?’

‘I do not really know,’ George replied. ‘I have never met one.’

‘I’ve met several.’ Ada’s voice was soft, but George was listening intently. ‘And I don’t like them at all. You cannot tell what they are thinking.’

George did shruggings and said that he rarely knew what anyone was thinking.

‘And they have three sexes,’ Ada said.

George, though tall, stopped short in his tracks. ‘What did you say?’ he asked.

‘They have three sexes,’ said Ada once more. ‘Male, female and “of the spirit”. And their spaceships do not have motors in them. They are powered by faith. They call them “Holier-than-Air craft”.’

‘That sounds most unlikely,’ said George, expressing doubts.

‘But it is true,’ said Ada. ‘Aether ships they also call them. And I have heard that their intention is to convert all the people of Earth to their religion. They have their own bible called The Book of Sayito and speak of a “Goddess of the Stars” who will manifest herself to all in a time not far from this, when the “Great Revelation” will occur.’

‘Ah,’ said George. ‘Please do not consider me impious, but I hold to be prudent those men who do not offer to explain the Book of Revelation.’

‘Well, I find Venusians fearful,’ whispered Ada. ‘Sleek and beautiful perhaps, but so too is a fencing foil.’

A tall Venusian passed them by, then paused and turned them a glance. George could see the beauty, but he could not sense a threat. The being of Venus, man, or woman, or be what else it was, stood tall and slender to behold, with hair as white as alabaster and teased to dizzying plumes. The face was gaunt, the cheekbones angled, the eyes pure gold and radiant. The high-shouldered vestments were pinched at the waist and reached all the way to the ground. The perfumer, without which no Venusian was ever to be seen, swung  censer-like from the being’s pale left hand. Small whispers of luminous green smoke issued from the perfumer. Human yet inhuman was the creature. George wondered how such beings as this had managed to move incognito amongst the peoples of Earth for quite so long. Masters, mistresses or otherwises of disguise, George supposed, although their innate ‘otherness’ would surely be hard to conceal.

But no further words were said upon the matter of Venusians, as George and Ada had now reached the entrance of the Crystal Palace. George looked up at the dizzying walls of glass, the great distant swirl of the high façade. The golden glow of light within, provided tonight, George overheard a fellow remark, by Mr Nikola Tesla, who had positioned ten thousand neon tubes around and about the vast glazed building, brought to fluorescence by an induction loop of cable that did not actually touch the tubes themselves.

‘One day all domestic lighting will be as this,’ George heard the fellow say.

And then they were within. Within that vastness, with its tall statuary, hewn from silica mined from Earth’s moon. Her Majesty’s moon, where the first flag planted was the Union Jack. The humming of the neon tubes, the static crackle of a thousand educated voices. The glamour and the beauty.

George was entranced.


This was the company he belonged with.


This was the place for him.

They stood upon a red carpet now, bounded by velvet ropes on brassy stands. The queue for admittance to the concert hall. George was most excited.

‘I need to go somewhere,’ Ada whispered to him.

‘Where else would be a better place for us than here?’ George asked.

‘A ladies’ somewhere,’ hissed Ada. ‘It has been a long walk and I have a frail constitution.’

‘Oh,’ said George. ‘Most sorry,’ said George. ‘Perhaps, ’ said George, ‘that fellow?’

And George pointed towards a tall and swarthy fellow, in turban, coronation dress, buskins and puttees. He wore a very fierce beard, with tightly curled moustaches.

‘You ask him,’ said Ada. ‘I would faint from embarrassment. ’

‘Ah,’ said George, ‘indeed.’

And so George pressed forwards through the queue, much to the disgust of margraves, viceroys and the occasional rajah. He spoke urgent words into the tall and swarthy fellow’s ear and this fellow beckoned to Ada.

She hurried through the grumbling throng, ducked under the velvet rope that barred the way ahead and slipped away to a certain ladies’ somewhere.

George returned to his place in the queue.

‘She needed a wee-wee,’ he explained to a crusty cardinal, who stood a-tut-tut-tutting.

And slowly the queue moved forwards as tickets were checked and directions given by the tall and swarthy fellow, now joined by several others of his ilk.

As George reached the head of the queue he began to fret. ‘She had better return soon,’ he fretted to himself. ‘She has both tickets and by the way these folk are a-sniffing at my person, it is certain that I shall not gain entrance without one.’

It was only after the unpleasantness occurred that it  fully dawned upon George that he had not actually seen the actual tickets. He had not been given the opportunity to vouch for their authenticity.

Or indeed their very existence.

He made loud his protests, of course. Explaining that the lady had the tickets. That the lady would shortly return. That all would be well when she did so.

But the lady did not return.

The lady was not for returning.

And who was there, amongst gentlemen, who was prepared to believe that a gentleman would possibly trust a mere woman to mind the tickets? George bristled somewhat at that. But then, it was explained to George, George was clearly not a gentleman. George was a common fairground hobbledehoy, seeking to slip into an affair many levels above his lowly station in life, to dare to mingle with his betters.

George not only bristled at this.

George swore somewhat too.

Which led to much of the aforementioned unpleasantness. With George being frogmarched from the Crystal Palace between two swarthy turbaned types. Both of whom, George noted in passing, owned too many medals. No doubt from the soon-to-be-concluded campaign in Afghanistan.

In the shadow of some beech trees George received a thorough trouncing and was left there unconscious to dwell upon his folly.
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George awoke in darkness. In darkness, but to movement. A rumbling rattling movement it was, and as George awoke to it he also became aware of a most maleficent smell.

‘Oh no.’ George did groanings and worried at his head.

Delved into his waistcoat, recovered his match case, removed and struck fire to a Lucifer.

The pickled Martian fixed him with a pickled baleful eye. George did groanings once again, then took to a fitful sleep.

 



He awoke this time to the wagon’s rear doors being flung open and a great deal of bright white sunshine flooding in all over the place.

‘Up, my sorry fellow,’ called the voice of Professor Coffin. ‘Another fine day awaits your late arrival.’

George did the regulation blinkings of the eyes and, upon finding his voice, asked, ‘What happened?’

‘I worried for your safety, as well I might,’ replied the professor, all in silhouette before the beastly morning light. ‘And not without good cause, as I found you in  the grounds of the Crystal Palace, all bleeding, broken and banjoed.’

‘Banjoed?’

‘Done for. Patched your bruises, so I did, then brought you back to your home.’

Even in his loosely semi-conscious state, George could sense a certain duplicity in these words. It was not, as it might be put, the whole story.

‘But another day has dawned.’ Professor Coffin leaned into the wagon and tousled George’s hair. ‘You are fit and well once more, or certainly will be once you have some vittles housed ’neath your belt, and together we must make up for our loss of earnings last night.’

‘And where are we now?’ asked George, squinting into the light and discerning a humble cottage or two.

‘A tiny rural hamlet by the name of Brentford.’ Professor Coffin straightened up and twirled his cane a little. ‘Upon the northern bank of the Thames, opposite Her Majesty’s Royal Gardens of Kew.’

George did strugglings from the wagon and took in pleasant surroundings.

‘Yonder inn.’ Professor Coffin pointed with his cane. ‘The Flying Swan. We shall take our breakfast there.’

 



The Flying Swan served a goodly breakfast. Specialising as it did in the popular dishes of the day, George enjoyed amongst other such popular dishes a helping of chibberlings, two portions of Melbury chubs, three wifters (finely sliced) and a quick-fired crad that would have done credit to Her Majesty’s breakfasting table at Windsor. And all washed down with porter. Splendid stuff.

George drew a jacket cuff across his mouth and  nodded his approval. ‘Would you like to tell me what really happened last night?’ he asked.

Professor Coffin swallowed a slice of Corby snaffler. ‘Would you?’ was his reply.

‘I made a mistake,’ said George. ‘And I abandoned you, my employer. I apologise for this. I paid a price for my thoughtless behaviour.’

‘We will speak no more of the matter.’ Professor Coffin gulped porter. ‘Tit for tat, black for white, the balance of equipoise is maintained.’

‘Professor.’ George Fox looked up from his breakfast. ‘Have you ever met a Venusian?’

‘Many, my boy. Most many. And not a single one of them would I trust.’

‘But for why? They have such rare beauty and seem so benign in their manners.’

‘They have three sexes, you know?’ Professor Coffin forked up a rumpling and popped it into his mouth.

‘Male, female and “of the spirit”,’ said George, knowledgeably.

‘No,’ said the professor. ‘All in a single being. They are what are called “tri-maphrodites”. They can self-reproduce. They do not require sexual partners.’

‘They have sex with themselves?’ George spat out breakfast.

‘Well, don’t think I haven’t seen you doing it.’

George now choked on his breakfast.

‘Jesting, of course,’ said Professor Coffin. ‘Don’t cough your minced pappings into my porter, please.’

George took sup from his own porter pot.

‘I don’t trust the blighters.’ Professor Coffin made the face of disgust. ‘They are all too sweet and kindly. And I have heard it said that they have no machines  whatsoever. They cause things to happen through the power of their minds. Move their ships of space through the heavens by the power of faith alone.’

‘I did hear that,’ said George, reapplying himself to his breakfast.

‘Venusians are a bunch of black magicians,’ said Professor Coffin, spitting onto the sawdust on the floor.

‘Steady on now,’ said George. ‘Black magicians, you say? That is rather strong, surely?’

‘Then think on this,’ said the professor. ‘You would call yourself a Christian boy, would you not?’

‘That is the way that I was brought up.’

‘That is not what I asked.’

‘Then I am a Christian, yes. I believe in God.’

‘And do you believe in magic?’

‘Witchcraft, do you mean?’

Professor Coffin’s head went bob-bob-bob. ‘Magic is presently quite the fashion amongst the London toffs. Seances are regularly held in the parlours of the gentry.’

George nodded to this intelligence. The papers were filled with stories about a certain Daniel Dunglas Home, who held such seances. And in whose spiritual presence tables moved of their own accord, instruments played themselves and Mr Home himself had been known to levitate. Mr Home was quite the darling of the upper classes, lionised by ladies of the court. A certain expression crossed George’s face.

‘Do not even think about it,’ said his employer. ‘Your future does not lie in spiritualism.’

George tucked into his tucker.

‘My point is this,’ the professor continued. ‘Magic is practised here on Earth, but in my opinion to little or no  effect. I concede that conditions upon another planet might be conducive to practical magic. Magic that is controllable and employable. But is this Godly magic, or is it the work of the Devil?’

‘I have always wondered,’ said George, giving his mouth another cuff-wipe, ‘who was the very first magician? Magicians always claim to have these ancient books of magic. Grimoires penned by Paracelsus, or your namesake Cagliostro. But who wrote the very first one? And where did the information come from? That is what I would like to know.’

‘Then I will tell you.’ Professor Coffin finished his porter and called for more from the bar. ‘From Moses is the answer to that. When Moses ascended Mount Sinai and received the tablets of stone upon which God had hewn the Ten Commandments, God took Moses into his confidence. God gave Moses more than just the Ten Commandments. He gave him the very first grimoire. Or rather he dictated it to Moses, who wrote it all down.’
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