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Chapter One
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Colonel Ambrose Browne, Her Majesty’s Royal Horse Artillery, stood on a high hill watching the mass of horses and men manoeuvre on the broad plain below.  Six teams, each of a dozen mounted men and a gun carriage towed by six horses, moved briskly forward at the canter, their gunnery Sergeants keeping them in a well-spaced formation.

In the centre of the formation rode the battery commander, Captain Jackson Forbes, a dashing young officer that Browne had high hopes for.  He had a good head for gunnery, a knack for getting the most out of his men and was more than proficient in the skills an officer of the Horse Artillery needed to forge a successful career...if it wasn’t for his fanciful notions about ways to make gunnery more “modern” and his odd off-duty hobbies, Browne thought he’d be the very model of an artillery captain.

Down in the valley, Forbes was enjoying himself enormously.  He’d been training his men hard in what he saw as a better way of using his guns, and today was his chance to show the Colonel and his staff exactly what could be done with some of the modern tools available to him.  

Quickly checking to make sure his gun teams were in position, he raised his right hand and brought it down sharply.  The gunnery Sergeants, waiting for that signal, barked their orders and the gun teams swung into action.

The men steering the gun carriages brought them around in a sharp arc, the guns to the right of Forbes turning clockwise, those to the left anti-clockwise.  Once the guns were facing towards the enemy, the carriages stopped and men dismounted to unlimber the heavy guns.

Normally, this would be a major effort involving most of the team – the guns were heavy, but the wooden gun mounts heavier still...they needed to absorb the recoil from firing otherwise they’d fly apart on the first shot.  Forbes, however, had replaced the heavy wooden mounts with much lighter platforms made from iron and mounted on coiled spring steel and thick rubber pads.  It took six men to handle each gun into place, leaving two men to lead the horses to the rear and four men to start preparing powder and shot for firing.

Browne watched with amazement as the men quickly wheeled the heavy guns into place and loaded for their first shot.  Normally, it would take eight minutes from the time the gun crews horses turned their guns around to face the enemy...he was astounded when the first volley fired at five minutes, a considerable improvement.

The target was a series of bright yellow tents set up on the hill at the far end of the valley.  Horse artillery were light guns, with a practical long range of about 1600 yards, which put them in range of the enemy’s rifles...they had a theoretical maximum range of 1800 yards, and while it was almost impossible to hit what you were aiming at at that range, a hundred men firing in your general direction meant that eventually someone was going to get hit, if only by accident.

Forbes had deployed his guns at 1900 yards from the target, which the Colonel thought showed poor judgement...one of his concerns about Forbes was that he focused far too much on being clever than on getting the job done, and it looked like for all his fine work in getting the guns ready in record time, it would be pointless if he wasn’t able to hit the target.

As the first volley crashed out, Browne watched as the balls flew on a higher angle than he could have imagined, falling neatly into the area marked by the yellow tents.  It was excellent gunnery, and while he had many questions to ask Forbes about the changes he’d made to the gun carriages, he was impressed by the speed and accuracy shown by the gunnery crews...he made mental note to have his Regimental Sergeant Major have a word with the gunnery Sergeants and let them know how impressed he truly was.  

The second and third volleys fired in good time, nothing better than what he expected of well-trained crews, and by the time the echoes of the fourth and final volley had died away, the hilltop was a mess of torn yellow tentage.

****** 
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Later that afternoon, Forbes was back in the Officers Mess being congratulated by his peers...those that hadn’t been at the display had certainly heard about it, and many of the more forward thinkers amongst the younger men were actively discussing how they could incorporate Forbes’ changes into their own batteries, and thinking about other changes they could introduce.

It was a pleasant discussion, and Forbes was happy to make science and technology the centre of attention, rather than focusing on himself.  Not that he was a humble man, far from it, but he had wanted the discussion to continue after he left and for the men around him to share everything they could think of.

A uniformed steward approached the table and stood politely by Forbes chair, waiting for a break in the conversation. 

“Yes Jenkins,” Forbes said, “what is it?”

“I’m sorry sir,” the older man replied, “but you did ask me to remind you at 3 o’clock of your appointment.”

Forbes looked at the large clock on the wall...it was dead on 3 o’clock, and he had to leave.

“Thank you, Jenkins,” he said, finishing his brandy in a gulp and then standing as the steward went back to his duties. “My apologies gentlemen, I have a doctor’s appointment to attend to.”

“That wouldn’t be Doctor Jones, would it?” asked Weatherby, one of his fellow captains.

“It would indeed!” Forbes replied.

“He’d be mortified that you referred to him as ‘Doctor’, instead of ‘Professor,’” Weatherby said.  “And there wouldn’t be a certain librarian also in attendance?” He added, grinning broadly.

“As a matter of fact, I do believe there might be, yes.”

“Best you be about it then Forbes, wouldn’t want to keep the...Professor...waiting.”

Grinning, Forbes slapped his friend on the shoulder and made his way through the Officers Mess back to his room to get changed in something more suitable.  As he left the room, he bumped into Jenkins.

“I’m sorry sir,” Jenkins said, “but Sergeant Bicks and some men are waiting out the back for you.”

“Excellent timing as always,” Forbes said. “Does he have a carriage with him? 

“Yes sir, a clockwork carriage for you, horses for everyone else.”

“Splendid!  Tell him I’ll be right out.”

Forbes went to his room and quickly changed, opting for his Number 2 dress uniform, which allowed him to wear his sabre and pistol, but didn’t require him to wear his medals and ribbons.  All in all, he thought he looked quite dashing and was certainly hoping a certain Miss Bryce would agree.

****** 
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An hour later, Forbes steered his carriage into the long driveway of a sprawling estate on the outskirts of the city, a troop of mounted artillerymen following in good order behind him.  The manor at the end of the driveway was quite modest in size, but Forbes knew that the interior fittings were expensive and in impeccable taste...Professor Jones might come across as the absent-minded scientist, but his taste in décor and art was absolutely first class.

A man and a woman were standing at the end of the driveway, and stepped forward as Forbes stopped his carriage in front of them.  He alighted nimbly and nodded to them both. 

Professor Aldous Jones was in his mid-fifties, still spry and in good shape despite the ragged mess of white-grey hair on his head, and he stepped forward and reached out to shake Forbes’ hand.  

“Good afternoon, Captain!” he said warmly. “You’re just in time to help us set up for tonight’s experiment.”

“Wouldn’t miss it for all the world Professor,” Forbes said. He turned and smiled at the attractive brunette by the Professor’s side.  “And I see you were able to make it as well Miss Bryce.”

Patricia Bryce was in her late 20’s, and at 5’4” in her low-heeled boots came up to Forbes’ chin.  Forbes had always found her to be a pleasant conversationalist and he thought she had a sharp mind, much sharper than many of his fellow officers.  Conversations with her were wide-ranging affairs that could cover science, politics, mathematics, astronomy, history and literature within the arc of an afternoon, and Forbes always looked forward to his next opportunity to spend some time with her.

“Of course, Captain,” she replied. “I’m almost certain we’ll be making history and changing the world tonight!”

Forbes and Jones both laughed...Patricia said that every time the Lunar Society conducted one of its experiments, and her cheerful optimism was very contagious.

“Maybe this time we will,” the Professor said.  “I certainly have something new to try after it gets dark!” 

Forbes looked over his shoulder and beckoned Sergeant Bicks over.

“Sergeant, the Professor here will show you where to set up the tents,” Forbes said. “When you’re done, could you have a few of the men start rewinding that carriage of mine?”

“Of course, sir,” Bicks replied. “I’ll let you know when they’re both done.”

“Good man,” Forbes said. “When they’re done, you’ll find a few bottles of brandy in the trunk...let them have a drink on me while they wait.”

“They’d appreciate that sir,” Bicks said.  

Bicks liked Captain Forbes.  Not only was he a highly competent officer, he always thought about the welfare of his men and treated them well.  A lot of officers would have brought a Sergeant and some men along as a labour force, showing off the authority their rank gave him.  Forbes certainly didn’t have to give the men anything to drink, but the men respected him for it and it was one of the many reasons he had plenty of men volunteering to assist his off-duty endeavours whenever he called for them.

“Come along Sergeant,” Professor Jones said, clapping him on the shoulder and steering him towards a large green field away from the manor house. “We have a lot to set up by nightfall, and I’m afraid your men are going to be rather busy.

Forbes and Patricia watched the two men walk away...they were both fond of the Professor and both had respect for the tough sergeant, albeit in slightly different ways.

“Has he told you what tonight is about?” Patricia asked. “He’s been very secretive about this one.”

“No, he hasn’t,” Forbes admitted, “and after the last experiment we witnessed you’d think he’d be telling everyone what it’s about and what not to bring.”

“Yes, I doubt Mrs Lambert will be coming back again,” Patricia said with a laugh, “and if she does, she’s not likely to bring her poodle with her.”

Forbes laughed aloud.  Jones’ last experiment involved high pitched sound, and while the experiment was technically a success, it had some unpleasant side effects that caused distress in any dog within five miles.  Since the Professor had predicted that might be a problem, he’d had his own hounds removed for the night, but had neglected to mention that to his guests.

“I feel sorry for the poor animal,” Forbes said, “but Mrs Lambert really should know better than to bring her pet to another man’s yard without at least letting him know.”

“Well, that’s Mrs Lambert for you,” Patricia said. “According to Mr Lambert, she won’t be back until the Professor apologises.”

“Which means she won’t be back,” Forbes said.  “Jones will happily admit when he’s in the wrong, but he certainly doesn’t think he was in that case.”

The two of them stood making small talk, watching from a distance as Bicks and his men erected a pair of large tents and assembled comfortable seating for the night’s guests...it wasn’t until right on dusk, after others had arrived and were assembling in the now brightly lit field, that they decided to mingle with the others.
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By the time they got to the tents, everyone was seated and they had to make their way through the small group to take the only places available, at the back.  Forbes recognised all of them, and it looked like almost everyone had turned up for the night’s event.

Right at the front sat Elspeth Rawlings, a well-dressed socialite who Forbes thought had married above her station and into money...the man beside her had to be her husband, Cecil, who Forbes had never met but had heard much about.  A successful merchant banker, Cecil Rawlings had ridden the wave of investment following advances in sciences and technology and made himself a fortune.  Much of what he’d heard about him suggested that Forbes would like the man, and he seemed quite comfortable sitting amongst a group he’d never met before.

Past them sat another mismatched pair, this time Oliver Simms and his son Johnathon.  The elder Simms, in his mid-50’s, had made his living as a scrap and junk merchant...the invention of a workable steam engine and development of clockwork machines had increased the need for raw materials enormously, and Simms was smart enough and savvy enough to turn second-hand metal into first class materials, and had turned a small family business into a nation-wide business empire.

His son had taken the business into a new direction, setting up small smelting factories and casting foundries across England.  Close to the small businesses that were springing up everywhere, they were soon working around the clock to provide sheets of metal or cast gears for everyone, and he had become independently wealthy in his own right. 

In the second row sat Baden Wright and his twin sister Carmel, both in their early 30’s.  The former was a chemist, the latter a Doctor of Botany at the Royal Institute, and they were both ardent believers in Jones’ theories and beliefs.  They had never missed one of the Professor’s experiments and brought a pair of scientific minds from different disciples to the gatherings.  Forbes and Patricia respected them both, and were always happy to see them.

The last member of their group sat off to one side, unable to use the normal seating the Professor provided.  Thomas Peal was a clockmaker who had lost the use of his legs after an unfortunate riding accident...rather than lament his loss, he set about using his skills to compensate, and his clockwork wheelchair was a marvel of modern engineering.  It needed winding every few days, but allowed him to move about with minimal effort, and the patent for the Peal Clockwork Ambulatory Seat would have made him a wealthy man, if he hadn’t already been one.  

With Patricia and Forbes seated, plus their host standing before them, they made a group of ten.

“Well, it looks like we’re all here now,” Jones said, grinning as he nodded to Forbes and Patricia as they took their seats, “so I call this meeting of the Lunar Society to order.”

“What do you have for us tonight, Professor?” Oliver Simms asked. “You’ve kept this one very hush hush.”

“And for good reason,” Jones replied.  “I think tonight is the night we make contact.” 

“Make contact?” Cecil Rawlings asked. “With whom?”

“With moon-men of course,” his wife answered. “That’s why we’re called the Lunar Society...to make contact with those who live there.” 

Cecil looked at her blankly a moment, and then at the others.  They all looked quite serious.

“Extraordinary,” was all he could say, then waved to Jones to continue.

“So far,” Jones went on, “we’ve tried using sound and we’ve tried using light, and with no success at all.  My theories have been evolving, and after many attempts I’ve finally managed to make what I call the Jones-Faraday Pulsing Array.”

“That sounds fascinating Professor!” Elspeth said excitedly.  “When can we see it?”

“Right now, actually,” Jones replied.  “The moon won’t rise for a few more hours yet, but we can look at it now, make sure it’s set up and get ready for our first test right after we eat.”

Jones led them from the tent, to where his groundskeeper Derbyshire was waiting outside for them.  He was in his fifties, a hardened outdoorsman, and masterful with the shotgun he always had at hand.  He handed anyone who wanted one a bright lantern, then followed up at the rear of the group as Jones made his way to a large object in the middle of the field, covered by heavy canvas sheeting.

“Who would like the honours?” he asked, and laughed as almost everyone’s hand shot up.  He stepped back and waved them all to the device...other than Peal, who would have been less than useful in his wheelchair, they all took an edge of the canvas and dragged it unceremoniously off to one side.

The device was large, much larger than any of his previous creations...the base was a large square, some 8 feet per side and about 3 feet tall, with a metal frame built atop it and a large needle-like device protruding from that.

Everyone clamoured around it, wanting to climb on and take a look at its workings but knowing that doing so wouldn’t necessarily be wise.

“What is it?” Oliver Simms asked.

“And how does it work?” his son Johnathon added.

“In its simplest terms,” Jones said with a smile, “it takes mechanical energy and turns it into magnetic energy, then converts the magnetic energy into electrical energy, and then turns the electrical energy into etheric energy, which we then beam towards the moon.” 

“Is that possible?” Cecil asked. “It sounds a complex process.” 

“Oh, definitely possible,” Jones replied, “and you’re certainly right about it being complex.  In fact, this is about as complex a device as I can build on my own...anything more than this and I’d need to call in some experts.”

Forbes grinned, knowing that Professor Jones was the kind of man experts called in to make their own devices work, rather than the other way around...if he felt a project was so complex that it needed extra brainpower, Forbes doubted that there’d be many that could help.  If that ever happened, he hoped to be there...it would be a meeting of some of the greatest minds from around the world.

“I think we know you well enough Professor to know that you’ve made something fiendishly clever, but childishly simple to use,” Patricia said. “There’s usually a big button somewhere, but I can’t find it.”

The Professor laughed. “I’ve gone even simpler this time,” he said. “We just point it at the moon, attach the powering pipes and it starts itself.”

The others started talking loudly, each eager to ask their own questions.  Jones put his hands up to quieten them down.

“There’ll be plenty of time for questions,” he said. “But first, we eat!” 

****** 
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The Lunar Society’s gatherings at Professor Jones’ manor were always well catered, and Forbes personally thought that the quality of the food was an important part of the appeal for many society members.  It was far from a formal affair, with tables set out on the lawn and the food very much a help-yourself arrangement.  After making sure Sergeant Bicks and the men were being fed, Forbes grabbed a large plate of food and he and Patricia circulated amongst the other members, making small talk and discussing the likelihood of the Professor’s new device actually making contact with creatures living on the moon.

Throughout the meal he noticed Cecil Rawlings looking his way regularly, and he figured that the man wanted to talk.  Excusing himself from Patricia for a moment, he stepped away from the others and waited...sure enough, Rawlings excused himself from his wife and moved over to him.

“Good evening, Captain,” the older man said.  “A pleasant enough evening.”

“It is indeed Mister Rawlings,” Forbes replied. “Weather is prefect I think.”

“Please Captain, formality doesn’t seem the norm here...call me Cecil.”

Forbes grinned and nodded. “Cecil it is!” he said. “And I can see you’ve been itching to talk to me...what’s on your mind?”

Rawlings looked around to make sure they weren’t being overheard.  “You seem to be a worldly man Captain, more so than many of them here,” he said quietly. “And despite your obvious interest in Miss Bryce, I assume you’re here for more than just the social connections you might make amongst this crowd.”

“You assume correctly Cecil,” Forbes said.  “The Professor is a brilliant man, I’d be here if it was just he and I, just to pick up whatever I could.”

“So, you believe all this talk about men on the moon, and contacting them, and them coming down here then?”

“Well, I’m not sure ‘believe’ is the right word,” Forbes said. “More a case of there’s no proof that there’s not.”

“Seems an odd way for grown people to spend their spare time.”

Forbes grinned broadly.  “An officer of Her Majesty’s Royal Horse Artillery doesn’t have a lot of spare time, I’ll grant you that, he replied.  “That said, what better way to spend it?”  He gestured around the lawn area with his fork. “A brilliant host, intelligent conversation, fine food and an opportunity to discuss our various views of the future with like-minded people who are happy to lend an ear.”

“And of course,” Rawlings said good-naturedly, “Miss Bryce.”

Forbes laughed. “She’s a remarkable woman,” he said, “and certainly out of my league.”

“She certainly doesn’t seem to think so,” Rawlings said.  “She looks quite happy following you around...I thought I was going to have to get Elspeth to distract her somehow so I could get an opportunity to talk to you.”

Forbes put his plate down on a carved statue, conveniently located nearby.  “Since we’re talking then,” he said, “what brings you here?  Elspeth has been coming for months, and while she talks about you, we never expected to actually meet you.”

Rawlings shrugged. “She talks about you all, of course,” he said, “and has been inviting me along from the beginning.  At first, I was too busy, and then it seemed a good opportunity to let her do her own thing and leave me to do mine...this was the first evening where I had nothing to do and no reason not to come along.”

“Forgive me for saying so Cecil, but she doesn’t seem the science type, seems to be here more for the social activity.  You, on the other hand, seem much more inclined to follow the sciences from what we’ve heard.”

“I dabble, nothing more,” Rawlings replied. “I understand it enough to know whether it’s a worthwhile investment, and have been luckier more often than not.”

“Is that why you’re here then, to see if the Professor is a worthwhile investment?”

Rawlings laughed out loud. “Oh Captain, you have no idea how funny that is,” he said. “I have a far better understanding of the Professor’s financial situation than you do...he has enough money set aside that he could fund anything my bank could, probably enough to start a bank of his own if he had the mind to.”

From the main area there came the sound a small bell. 

“Well, time to head back to the others Cecil,” Forbes said.  “That’s the Professor’s signal that we’re about to start.”

The two men walked back to the others and quietly re-joined the group.  Elspeth and Patricia were still talking, and Forbes and Rawlings grinned at each other, any thoughts they they’d be missed by the two women immediately dispelled.

The Professor had led the others back to his device and was attaching a long hose to a nozzle on its base.  He explained that this was the input valve for high-pressure steam...the steam would turn a series of cogs, which would in turn rotate a series of powerful magnets, which would create an electrical field...if everything worked out as he planned, that would fire a series of powerful etheric pulses towards the moon, and if there was sufficiently intelligent life there, they would see the signal and somehow respond.

“And what if there isn’t?” the elder Simms asked. “Or if they’re smart enough to see it but not smart enough to work out how to get here?” 

“Then we’ll both know of each other’s existence and plan our next move accordingly,” the Professor replied.  “Just knowing is enough for now.”

Satisfied the hose was connected properly, the Professor gave the nozzle one last twist to lock it in firmly...as it clicked home, the others could hear the sound of steam pouring through the hose and into the device.  It started vibrating, building in intensity as the internal mechanisms started rotating and counter-rotating.  Forbes felt a tug at his waist and had to get a solid grip on his sabre as it started to move towards the device, trying to drag him with it.

“I say Professor,” he said calmly, “I think you might have overlooked another side effect.”  He tapped his sabre. “Those magnets are getting awfully powerful.”

The others were all feeling it too, with various keychains, pocket watches and buckles being drawn towards the magnets inside the device.  The elder Simms laughed aloud as his belt buckle flew off and stuck fast to the metal walls.

Everyone stepped back a few paces, which diminished the magnetic pull, and watched intently.

“The magnets are at full strength now,” Jones said.  “There’s a chemical mixture inside, one with an iron and magnetite solution mixed within, which is now swirling faster than you can possibly imagine.  As it swirls, the particles collide one another, giving off etheric impulses.”

He pointed to the long needle sticking out from the machine, now aimed directly for the slowly rising moon.  “When those impulses build to a critical state, they’ll begin discharging through the needle...that amount of etheric energy will easily travel to the moon, almost instantly.”

“Will we be able to see it Professor?” Elspeth asked. 

“Of course!” Jones replied. “If the chemical mixture is right, it should give off bright purple flashes any moment now.”

Sure enough, the device began to emit a series of bright sparks...the first were small, almost too small to see, but they gradually grew, each one larger than the last, until the device was giving off arcs of bright purple energy that were dozens of yards long.

They all watched, fascinated, until the arcs began to fade.  

“The steam hose is connected to a small generator,” he explained. “It only has enough for an hour or so, then it needs to refuel.”

“Did it work Professor?” Patricia asked.  “Do you think they saw that from the moon?”

“Well, if there’s anyone up there with the ability to see etheric waves, they’d have seen it alright,” Jones replied.  “Whether or not they’ll signal us back is another matter.”

The machine had stopped vibrating and the sparks had died down completely.  “I’ll have the men refuel the steam generator and we’ll give it another try in an hour or so,” he said, unplugging the steam hose.

“I don’t think you’ll need to!” Forbes said loudly, pointing towards the sky. “I think you got through first time!”

Everyone followed his outstretched finger...against the star-speckled backdrop of the night sky, a bright light was moving towards them, getting larger as it got closer.  Moments later it was hovering over the lawn, and they all stared in amazement at an enormous metal disc slowly descending towards the green ground beneath it.
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The flying disc landed gently on the ground, settling several yards deep into the soft earth, and everyone stood, some open-mouthed, looking at it.  For several minutes nothing happened, the silence broken only by the sudden and loud arrival of Sergeant Bicks and his men, all armed and looking nervous.

“What the blazes is that?” Bicks demanded loudly, to no-one in particular.

“Sergeant Bicks!” Forbes replied, good naturedly. “Haven’t you seen a moon-men aerial ship before?”

“Moon men sir?”

“Of course, isn’t it obvious?”  Forbes signalled Bicks over and spoke quietly.  “The men look nervous.  You might want to take them back out of sight...we don’t want someone getting trigger happy and starting something we might regret.”

“Alright sir,” Bicks replied, “but yell loudly if you need us and we’ll be here in better than good time.”

Forbes clapped the man on the shoulder and watched as he began to turn away...then there was a scream that brought both men around in a flash.

Emerging from the vessel was a creature, an enormous eye that had to be at least three yards in diameter.  No arms, legs, body or even a mouth, just an enormous eye floating above the ground and moving towards them.

The screaming stopped suddenly as Elspeth fainted in fright, her husband catching her as she fell and lowering her to the ground, arms around her to protect her from the thing that approached.

One of Bicks’ men raised his rifle to fire, but before he could pull the trigger the creature turned its gaze upon him and a purple beam of energy shot out...the man cried out in agony and collapsed to the ground, twitching, the rifle falling beside him.

“Good lord!” Jones whispered to no-one in particular. “That looked like pure etheric energy.”

“From the eye?” Forbes asked.  “That’s impossible.”

“Clearly not,” Jones replied. “And from what we’re looking at right now, I think our definitions of ‘impossible’ might be in need of some re-calibration.”

Forbes laughed, drawing the gaze of the others...they were confused and shocked, and clearly didn’t think it a laughing matter.

Hicks stepped over to him, his hand on the hilt of a heavy Webley revolver at his belt. 

“Orders sir?”  he asked. “That thing might not be able to get us all if we’re quick enough.”

Forbes had already summed up the situation and realised that fighting would likely prove fruitless.  He was never one to let an opportunity for heroics to pass him by, but there were too many civilians around and some would likely get hurt if he decided to fight.

Besides, Patricia was beside him, and didn’t relish the thought of her getting hurt or killed...either way, a price not worth paying for a victory.

“No Sergeant,” he replied, “perhaps they want to talk...we did invite them here after all, and we haven’t been particularly hospitable hosts so far.”

He stepped forward, raising his hands to the creature to show them that they were empty. 

“Greetings!” he said slowly and loudly. “I am Captain Jackson Forbes, and welcome you to our planet!”

The creature drifted forward, stopping when it was a few yards away, and Forbes was able to get a close look at it.

As far as he could tell, it was an eye, albeit an enormous one.  The thing glistened, covered in a thin sheen of moisture, and the pupil was a wide and deep, like a black well.

The creature looked like it was inspecting him as well, and Forbes made sure to keep his arms slightly raised and away from his pistol or sabre...the thing clearly had enormous power at its disposal if it had travelled to Earth from the moon, and he didn’t want to provoke it with anything that could be misinterpreted as a hostile gesture.

Professor Jones stepped forward, his hands also raised.

“Do you speak English?” he asked loudly.  “Are you able to communicate with us?”

For a brief moment Forbes felt an odd tingle over his body, as if the air around him were somehow electrified, and the purple beam leapt from the creature’s pupil and washed over him.  It was agonising, and he felt his consciousness slipping away...even as he fell to the ground, blackness closing in around him, he saw others rush forward, and he heard the sound of a shotgun firing.

And then everything went dark.

****** 
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Forbes awoke with a blinding headache, sitting slowly up to look around.  He clearly wasn’t on the lawn where he fell...judging by the metal walls all around him, he had a horrible suspicion he wasn’t even in England anymore.

He was on a makeshift bed, something which felt like giant sponge in the shape of a mattress.  It was comfortable enough, but to a man who felt quite at home sleeping outdoors on little more than his field coat, it was too soft and had a texture he doubted he’d ever get used it.

The others were on similar beds all around him, in five neat rows of five, all lying still.  He was relieved to see that they were still breathing, and felt terrible when he saw Patricia lying a few yards from him...he had hoped she’d managed to get away, but if he hadn’t been able to see her, he’d have thought the worst and been worried about her safety.  As it was, he was glad that she was here and that she was alright, but was concerned that they might have been taken from the fire only to be put into the frying pan.

He suddenly realised that that was a terrible analogy, and hoped that the floating eye hadn’t taken them away just to eat them later.

Some of the others started to move, and he got up to help them sit up and to make sure they were alright.  Bicks and Rawlings seemed to recover quickly, and then the Professor, followed by most Bicks’ men.  

The others recovered quite quickly after that, with only Peal having any difficulty.  His clockwork wheelchair was gone, and he had no way of sitting up for too long without aid, so Forbes had two of his men drag some of the mattresses together to make something he could lean against without falling over.

Only one person from the Professor’s garden was missing, Derbyshire, the groundskeeper.  Forbes remembered a shotgun firing before he passed out, and suspected that Derbyshire had been dealt with more harshly than the others for daring to resist capture. 

After everyone had recovered, they gathered around the Professor and took stock of their situation.

“Well Professor,” Forbes asked, “any thoughts on where we are?”

“Sadly, old boy,” Jones replied, “none at all.”

“Other than in some flying device you mean?” Rawlings asked.

“I thought that bit would be obvious,” Jones said. 

“How do we get out of here?” the younger Simms asked. “I don’t fancy being taken to the moon and eaten.”

Forbes winced...he’d hoped that no-one else would come up with that idea, and that if they did, they’d keep it to themselves.  The situation as bad enough without imagining things unnecessarily worse than they were.

“Now, now,” Jones said, “there’s no reason to believe they’re going to eat us.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Well firstly
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