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Cyrus R. Teed (1839 – 1908) was a real person, and Koreshanity a real movement. I have taken some liberties with their belief system for dramatic purposes, but the central tenets are, for the most part, accurately portrayed here. Since the last remaining adherent of Koreshanity passed away in 1982, I doubt anyone will complain. The town of New Jerusalem is, or was, real as well. Now known as the Koreshan Unity Settlement Historic District, it's part of Koreshan State Park in Estero, Florida. Admission as of this writing is $5.00 for up to eight people crammed into one vehicle, or $4.00 if you're traveling solo. Overnight camping, guided tours, and a boat ramp are all available. For more information you can contact Koreshan State Park at (239) 992-0311, or visit them online at FloridaStateParks.org. –Brad D. Sibbersen
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In October of 1869, Cyrus R. Teed, a self-taught alchemist/scientist/practitioner of Eclectic Medicine, accidentally electrocuted himself into unconsciousness while conducting a medical experiment. While unconscious, he experienced a vision wherein he was visited by the Divine Motherhood, who revealed to him the true nature of the universe. To wit: the Earth is a globe, but we live on the concave surface of the interior, with the sun, moon, and stars located at the very center, their apparent celestial ballet a complicated optical illusion. Thus, the entirety of the universe, or at least that portion which the Divine Motherhood deigned to reveal to Cyrus, exists solely within an 8000-mile-diameter sphere, 25,000 miles in circumference, the interior consisting of three layers of atmosphere between the inner surface of the outer shell and the centralized "heavenly bodies", the outer shell consisting of seventeen layers of geological strata, minerals, and precious metals, the outermost of which is either solid gold or solid platinum, depending on which day Cyrus, who subsequently adopted the nom de plume "Koresh", was asked. Perhaps inevitably, a cult, Koreshanity, sprang up around his semi-messianic theories, and a Utopian community of believers was ultimately founded near Estero, Florida. This community, New Jerusalem, thrived until 1908, when Koresh/Teed was injured in a psychical alteration and subsequently died, marking the beginning of the end for both New Jerusalem and Koreshanity.

And yet, nothing so far revealed is the strangest part of this story.

The strangest part of the story is that – inevitably, in a multiverse with infinite, infinite variations – there is at least one reality in which Cyrus R. Teed...was right.
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"Scrib Cooper?" demanded the man standing in the doorway of the saloon. "Is Scrib Cooper here?"

The place went silent. If there'd been a piano player currently tinkling the keys, he would've paused, solely to emphasize the effect. Every head in the place swiveled in the direction of the interloper. Nice suit, new shoes, hat in style. He was no newspaperman, and this was a newspaperman's bar.

"Please. It's important," the stranger pressed. "I'm not a marshal" he added after a pause.

"Not a marshal, he says," someone retorted. "But maybe a bill collector, or a process server." A few men laughed, but not with their eyes.

"I'm none of those things!" the stranger insisted, exasperated.

"Maybe you just want to beat Scrib up," suggested a huge Irishman in the back, who looked like he'd done his time on either side of that equation.

"He fuck your wife?" someone else asked, and everyone laughed this time.

"He didn't fuck my wife!" The stranger's voice cracked and he looked on the verge of tears.

"I'm Cooper," one of the patrons finally admitted. He looked like what might happen if a cheap suit filled with old newspapers decided to get up and walk around. Too skinny twice over and then some, prematurely balding, eyes considerably older than the rest of his face. The pint glass in his hand was half-filled with beer, and there was a shot glass resting on the bottom of it.

The newcomer pulled up a chair next to him without being invited. Scrib guessed the intruder at about thirty. Dark brown hair. Brown eyes. Clean fingernails. Women would probably find him handsome.

"What can I do for you?" Scrib asked him, lifting his half empty glass as if in greeting. The newcomer took the hint.

"Two more here!" he called out to the barkeep. Then he turned his attention back to Scrib. "They've discovered a new Symmes Hole!" he exclaimed without preamble.

"Oh?" Scrib said, swallowing the last of his beer. "Where's this one? At the bottom of the Mariana Trench?" The two previously extant Symmes Holes – one confirmed, one purely theoretical – were located at the North and South poles, respectively.

"What? No! Perhaps I should introduce myself first..."

"Perhaps you should."

The younger man extended his hand.

"Linus Beaucamp, at your service. You've heard, perhaps, of my father? A. Grover Beaucamp?"

"Nope," Scrib admitted, shaking the young man's hand. The girl placed their beers in front of them. Scrib's came with a shot of liquor on the side. Linus watched in mild awe as Scrib dropped the shot, glass and all, into the beer and polished off half of this mixture at one go. "I call it a Steam Bomb," the reporter explained. "Beer and licorice-flavored brandy."

"I...see," Linus said.

"You were saying...?" Scrib prodded.

"Yes, of course." He produced a folded-up newspaper and presented the applicable article, buried in the local news from a place called Fort Myers, in Florida. "I found it on top of the waste bin at the train station, open right to that page. Couldn't have missed it. It was a sign, I thought, and then I thought of you. I recalled your articles about Symmes aborted expedition to the Pole, and I've read your book about the Symmes Holes, so many times it's all but fallen apart."

"I didn't think anyone read that book," Scrib replied, as he skimmed the newspaper article, "aside from a few waggish book critics." The Symmes Hole in Florida, if such it was, was located in the depths of a near-inaccessible swamp, because of course it was. Yet that hadn't deterred the residents of nearby New Jerusalem. Apparently they'd constructed some sort of steam-powered climbing machine, and were keen on navigating the thing. Already they'd enlisted the services of two former Pinkertons, personally selected by their financial backer, San Francisco-based industrialist Gainsayer Prescott (whom Scrib had heard of), and were set to embark on their historic journey in eight to ten weeks at the latest.

"New Jerusalem," Scrib mused aloud. "That's the place founded by Cyrus Teed, the fellow who first posited and later proved that the Earth was concave and we live on the inside. A town inhabited and run almost entirely by women, as I recall..."

"Yes and yes!" Linus Beaucamp nodded excitedly. He hadn't even touched his beer. "It was actually his associate, Mr. Ulysses Grant Morrow, who did the proving; it's Morrow's own daughter who's piloting the climbing contraption they're to navigate the Hole with. And she has put forward every intention of penetrating the entirety of the Earth's crust until she reaches its outer shell!"

"Where does it say that?" Scrib asked, examining the newspaper again.

"'Story continues on page 37'," Linus quoted from memory.

"So what does any of this have to do with me?" Scrib asked. "Or you, for that matter? New Jerusalem is, what, a thousand miles from here?"

"Twelve hundred," Linus nodded.

"My question stands."

"Mr. Cooper," Linus Beaucamp declared, with an earnestness that was almost comical, "I have pursued what my father conservatively refers to as a nigh-obsessive interest in the physical nature of this sphere in which we live since I was old enough to peruse my first book on the subject. According to the article, this fabulous climbing machine is designed to carry six persons. If we presume that this will necessarily include Miss Morrow, a co-operator or co-engineer, and Mr. Prescott's pair of thuggish mercenaries – enlisted, no doubt, to protect his interests as an investor as much as to protect the occupants of the vehicle – that leaves, potentially, two open seats. I propose to claim one of these seats, Mr. Cooper, and you are, as they say, my 'in'."

"And what makes you think they'll have such a vested interest in my accompanying them, Mr. Beaucamp?"

"Your knowledge of Symmes Holes and the myriad theories pertaining to them is legendary," Linus said. "Within, er, certain circles," he quickly added. "Miss Morrow even refers to you, by name, in that very newspaper article."

"I didn't see my name mentioned," Scrib said.

"Page 38," Linus assured him. "Towards the end."

"I'm not so sure I'd want to descend into a Symmes Hole," Scrib frowned. "The more fanciful theories aside – most of which are assuredly unadulterated poppycock – it might nevertheless prove to be a somewhat dangerous venture. Twenty years ago I've have jumped at the chance. Now..."

"I will pay you one thousand dollars," Linus said. "Deposited into your bank account before we even leave Jefferson City."

"Union dollars or Confederate dollars?" Scrib asked.

"Union. And further consider the ensuing newspaper articles, at your asking price...the speaking engagements...the inevitable book..."

Scrib reached across the table and shook Linus's hand.
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Three elderly women composed the entirety of Ezekiel Roderick's congregation these days, and he had regretfully performed the last rights for one of them just this Wednesday past.

His parish was no longer floundering. It was deceased.

Hands clasped, he knelt before the great wooden crucifix which stood behind the altar, head bowed.

"Lord and savior Jesus Christ," he prayed aloud, "son of the True God, resister of the Demiurge, come to me and guide me in this, my hour of confusion, as..."

There was a knock at the church door.

Ezekiel nearly jumped out of his frock.

A second knock, and, mildly embarrassed, the shepherdman moved to answer it. Certainly the Son of God would not be rapping out "Shave and a Haircut" on the the church doors.

One of the sheriff's new men stood on the church steps.

"Shepherdman Rod'rick?" the fellow asked, as if a man found inside the church, wearing a frock, might be anyone else. Ezekiel nodded. The fellow took off his hat, an afterthought, then, unsure if this was really necessary in the presence of a shepherdman, hesitantly put it back on and then took it off again. "There's a no-account what's due to be hanged 'til dead come sunup," he explained after his extended business with the hat, "and he was askin' after someone to as perform a Reckon-, a Reckon-silly-ation?"

"That's a papist rite," Ezekiel pointed out with thinly-disguised disdain, "and I serve our Lord in the Marcionite tradition, but I'd be more than happy to speak to him and ease his transition into the next world."

"Much obliged, Father," the fellow said, bowing slightly, putting his hat back on, taking it off again, and then backing down the steps. He returned his hat permanently to his head once he was well down the road.

Ezekiel gathered his props: his Bible, a vial of unguent which he quickly blessed in case he had neglected to do so previously, and a green switch collected after midnight but before dawn on a Sunday morning.

The church was technically located outside the town limits, but the walk to the sheriff's office/jail took less than fifteen minutes.

"Zeke," Sheriff Jefferson-Washington-Adams greeted him. The sheriff was a colored man, which was unusual in the Confederacy. But then Spring Whisper was an unusual town.

"Sheriff," Ezekiel nodded. "I understand there's a soul here who will soon be going home?"

The Sheriff reluctantly abandoned his chair, plucked the key off a hook on the wall, led the shepherdman through a single door to the rear of the building where the jail cell was located, let him inside, and locked the gate after.

"He starts strangling ya," he instructed Ezekiel, "or gropes at yer groin, you scream. I'll hear ya." Then he left them alone.

The cell's sole occupant, tangle-bearded, face so sun-baked that it had taken on the appearance of leather, looked up at the shepherdman pitifully.

"I asked for a priest," he lamented. "My Ma was Cath'lic and she'd want me to confess my sins to a Cath'lic priest. 'Stead they get me less'en five feet o' whatever you are."

"Jesus's heart is open to the lamentations of all his children," Ezekiel said. He resisted informing the man that he was exactly five feet tall, thank you.

"In other words, you'll hafta do, huh?" the man frowned. "Well, I guess in His eyes one of you clowns is as good as another. I'm a sinner, Father." (Ezekiel didn't bother to correct him here.) "They're stringing me up tomorrow for burning down a horse barn with all the horses inside, and their owner, too." He smiled at the memory. "But he was a miserable skunk what deserved it, so cons'quently that ain't the worst I ever done, not by a long shot. Father, I once killed two men, in cold blood, while committing a bank robbery in Free El Paso, North Texas. Then I shot the fella what committed the robbery with me. They set the Punkertons on me though, so ultimintly I stashed the money in a gigantic, hollow cactus on the Arizona-California boarder, jest outside a little town called Crystal Falls. Twelve feet tall, this cactus. Can't miss it.

"Never went back fer that money. Too scared someone might mark me and set the Punkertons on my trail again. Three men dead and I never even got t' spend the money." He sighed regretfully. "That's my confession, Father. Do what ya need to."

"First," Ezekiel said, "I need you to confirm that you regret the sins you committed and the harm you did, not that you weren't able to spend the money."

"Sure, o' course," the man said, not very convincingly.

Ezekiel had the man repeat a prayer of contrition, anointed his forehead with the holy unguent, and then symbolically "whipped" him by touching him seven times upon his shoulders and back with the switch. The man responded with an "Amen," and then spontaneously recited a Marian prayer he'd learned in childhood and got mostly right. Ezekiel blessed him one final time and declared him forgiven of all his earthly sins.

Only when the shepherdman was halfway home did he realize that he'd never even asked the man's name.
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"Steam power changed the world, and this damned railroad strike is doing everything it can to impede it!" Gainsayer Prescott groused. He hurled his train ticket to the platform, then stepped on it and ground it into the wood slats for emphasis.

"I have it on very good authority that heads will be rolling soon," Alabaster St. Mark, known by ally and foe alike as "Bastard" St. Mark, said with a vicious grim. "Or busted, as the case may be."

"Oh?" Prescott inquired. "Are they enlisting some of your former compatriots to put down this illegal disruption?"

"No doubt that would do it," Tac Wherwithal, the other former Pinkerton man, said, "but word is Wilson is actually empowering the U.S. Calvary to arrest anyone participating in, or assisting or abetting anyone participating in, the strike."

"Good to hear," Gainsayer nodded with approval. "Let's hope the Confederates follow his example!"

Jim Wang Sung, Gainsayer's personal assistant, finally reappeared, gripping a fistful of mixed bills, Union and Confederate.

"They refunded the price of our tickets," he reported, "and I managed to secure us a private rail car, but there's a rumor that the strikers are physically tearing up the tracks just east of Tucson, so we might have to engage a steamcoach, or even a traditional stage, from there."

"We'll cross that bridge when we come to it," Gainsayer replied.

"Indeed," St. Mark said, cracking his knuckles.

"Does this private car come with an engineer?" Gainsayer asked Jim. Jim nodded. "Good. Find us a boy to transfer our trunks. That sort of task is beneath you." Jim nodded curtly and darted off. "Mr. St. Mark," he addressed this man as soon as Jim was out of earshot, "I don't care how many chinamen you thrash – or how many white men, either – between here and dreary, swampy Florida, but I'll caution you not to injure that trigger finger of yours. I've not the time to enlist another man with your qualifications.

"Yours and Mr. Wherwithal's," he quickly appended.

"Yes, sir," Bastard St. Mark said. He waited long enough to suggest that his polite acquiescence was in no way related to his subsequent actions, then said, "Ima get myself a Kane's Cocaine Beverage before we depart." He moseyed to the end of the platform, down the steps, and across the street in the direction of the apothecary.

"Man doesn't like to be told what to do," Gainsayer frowned.

"Few proper men do," Tac suggested.

"When I'm paying a man," Gainsayer countered, "he follows my orders. I've invested an enormous amount of money into this expedition. Financing Vanaman's machine. Keeping the lid on the discovery of the new Symmes Hole for longer than even I'd dared hope possible. Bankrupting, or otherwise incapacitating, other potentially interested parties. I'll not be delayed by pride at this late juncture. Not my own, and certainly not another man's."

"If you don't mind my asking, sir, why, exactly, do you have such a vested interest in this Symmes Hole? To my understandin' it's just a 'specially big, 'specially deep hole in the ground. Do you think it maybe leads somewhere? Somewhere dangerous? Is that why you requisitioned this Steam Crawler to explore it and hired us to accompany you? Forgive my ignorance, but seems to me it'd be easier to just tie a rope to a willing man and lower him in 'til he strikes bottom."

"There's not enough rope in the collected states to lower a man to the bottom of a Symmes Hole, Mr. Wherwithal. A Symmes hole has no bottom. It bores through the entirety of the shell encasing the world, all the way to the outer surface."

"And why, if I'm not overstepping my boundaries, Mr. Prescott, would a body want to go there?"

Gainsayer smiled.

"Have you any knowledge of cosmology, or geology?" he asked.

"Can't say as I even know what that first one is," Tac admitted.

"Well, without going into unnecessary detail, the ground immediately beneath our feet consists of several geological strata. Layers. Beneath these, and this has been confirmed through the use of drilling machines, lie several mineral layers. Proceed even further, and you reach the outermost layers, the very last of which, according to all the top science men, is composed of solid gold."

"And beyond that?"

"That's it. The gold shell constitutes the outermost layer of the Earth."

"But what's outside the gold layer? Above it and around it and beyond it? There must be something. There has to be."

"Maybe so," Gainsayer conceded. "But I couldn't care less."
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No one showed up for services the following Saturday. Not a soul.

Sleep was long in coming that night, and even after it finally deigned to embrace him Ezekiel tossed and turned and muttered incomprehensibly.

And dreamed.

In his dream he rode a great horse, impossibly large, black as night, expelling coal stream from its nostrils with every breath. He rode it across the country, in great leaps and bounds, a journey of weeks in mere minutes, all the way from his tiny, austere church in Lower Carolina to the Arizona-California border. There, next to a canted, sand-weathered sign, CRYSTAL FALLS POP. 999, stood the great cactus, not twelve feet tall as he'd been told, but closer to a hundred. And spilling out of a fresh, jagged, vertical gash near its base, scores of glittering gold coins.

Ezekiel woke with a frown. His dream required no complex interpretation. He, or a part of him, wanted to saddle up, ride west until he reached the Arizona-California border, and seek out the big cactus, to see if the stolen money was still there. He was, in short, being tempted, by a lust for worldly riches. Slipping out of bed he immediately knelt, in his bedclothes, and prayed for guidance.

Thirty minutes later he rose, dressed for comfort (undergarments and a simple frock), ate a modest breakfast, gathered what little coin he'd managed to squirrel away, secured his austere room at the rear of the little church and then the church proper, and began
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