
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 "Ghoulish Good Fun"

'The Anthology Goes
'Bump' In The Night'

 


by,

 


Robert A. Boyd

 


Cover illustration by Steven J
Catizone

 


 


Copyright 2014 by The
Written Wyrd

All Rights
Reserved

 


 


Distributed By
Smashwords

 


Proceeds from this E-book
go to a non-profit literary trust supporting self-published
authorship. It is licensed for your personal enjoyment. If you want
to share it with friends, please buy a separate copy for them.
Thank you for respecting copyright, and for your support of the
literary art. If you wish to aid this
effort, please go to the publisher's website —

 


The-Written-Wyrd.org

 


—for further information.

 


Thank you.

 


*****

 



Title

Introduction

Best Laid Plans

The Light Speed
Myth

A Birthday Gift

The Game's
Afoot

Miss Jane Marckell

Superpredator

Wishful Thinking

Innocent

A Matter Of
Taste

The 8:30

It's A Dirty
Job

On Language, And The Illuminati
Revealed

On The Street Of
Dreams

Nothing Ventured

A Brief Note From The
Author

 



 



"Introduction"

 


Ah! I see we have another
brave soul in our presence. Welcome, dear Reader!

 


Let us embark this day
upon a journey into the farthest, darkest reaches of speculative
literature. Herein is a veritable Rogue's Gallery of short stories
and articles—some amusing, some informative, some horrifying, some
all three at once—which will uproot your preconceived notions about
the world we live in.

 


Within these pages you will touch the depths of Darkness,
reach for the stars, ponder mortality and immortality, wonder at
our place in the Universe, and marvel at how Good Intentions can go
so horribly wrong.

 


All told, here is a
collection to set the mind a-buzz, stir the pot of complacency, and
make you look nervously over your shoulder, which is what
Speculative Writing is all about. Enjoy!

 


 


*****

 



 


 We all long for peace and harmony in the
affairs of the world, and yet, historically, we have long been
disappointed. It is a sad truth of human nature that wars and
rumors of wars are our daily lot. If only someone would grab the
bull by the horns, so to speak, and set this troubled world on the
Paths of Righteousness! But the problem with grabbing the bull by
the horns, of course, is that said bull can be remarkably
unpredictable...

 


"Best Laid
Plans"

 


June, 1890:

"I should like to know what the devil this is about!" was how Lord Edrich
greeted Markham, the British Legate there in Charlotte Amalie,
capital of the Danish West Indies. The voyage by Royal Navy
cutter—there being no ship more appropriate to his station in
Bermuda at the moment—was a miserable affair which had his
indigestion quite out of sorts. "Well, sir?" he thundered. "What
have you to report?"

"I'm afraid I've learnt
nothing, m'lord." Markham wilted under Lord Edrich's famously hasty
temper. "The Spaniards arrived from Havana two days ago, the
Americans arrived yesterday, the French and German delegates just
this morning. No one knows anything."

Edrich planted his hefty
bulk firmly on the wharf and confronted the smaller man. "Nothing?
Nothing, sir? Is this what the Foreign Secretary pays you
for?"

"Even the Danish Governor
knows nothing, sir!"

"By God, sir! Do you mean
to tell me delegates from all the European powers are gathered in
this tropic hell, and no one can say why?"

"So it would...ah...a new
arrival, m'lord." Markham gestured to a ship just setting into
Saint Thomas's tiny harbor.

"Hmmm... Austrian!" Lord Edrich studied the newcomer.
"Their new steam frigate, no less. They're well out of their allotted place, I
daresay."

"She's signaling, sir!"
Markham studied the flag hoist on the Austrian's yards.
"Have...Russian...and...Italian...on board."

"By Jove, that must have been a stormy passage!" All three powers had long
histories of antagonism toward each other.

"Indeed, sir. One can but wonder at what impelled their
governments to agree to such a thing?" Markham was sobered by the
thought. "This affair must be of a special order to get
those
lot in one
ship."

"Hmmm. Not to mention getting the entire herd of us
together on this Godforsaken island." Lord Edrich pondered the
'Special Instruction' he'd received a mere two weeks past from the
Foreign Secretary directing him to 'Proceed at once to the Danish West Indies
to witness a weapon's test reputed to be of the utmost concern to
Her Majesty's government.' This mystery was taking on sinister undertones if
everyone and their dog were to be present. "What is this about a
weapon? The Danes are hardly world-beaters, and even if so, why
demonstrate it here in the Caribbean?"

"I can't imagine, sir,
unless..."

"Unless?"

"...unless...this weapon
is so fearful that they prefer to test it here in this remote
location?"

"Stuff and nonsense! What
can best the power of a proper twelve inch cannon, I ask you?" Lord
Edrich sighed in resignation. "I suppose we shall find out soon
enough. Well, sir? Where is my carriage?"

"Right this way,
m'lord!"

§

Needless to say, with this
many official delegates from the world powers present, a formal
reception was in order. The Governor of this tiny Danish outpost
was a bit overwhelmed, as was the Official Residence, but they
managed a modest repast. Finding quarters for them all was more
difficult, since there was only one respectable hotel in Charlotte
Amalie.

"I am afraid I know nothink of any veapon,
mienheren," the Governor protested when they ganged up on him at the
dinner table. "Vee haff no such demonstration in mind!"

"If not you, then who?" the Frenchman demanded.

The Dane spread his hands
in frustration. "I haff no idea!" That sorely tried gentleman
scarcely got to taste his dinner. The delegates were in a
state—predictably so at the thought of a super-weapon—and gave him
no peace. His protests did little to calm the storm of curiosity,
and he retreated to his quarters as soon as he properly could,
leaving them to fume.

The sun set, taking the
oppressive heat and humidity of the day with it, and the evening
was a pleasant relief as they gathered on the promenade overlooking
the harbor.

"Fish has never been my
favorite, but it's no more than we can expect from these Danish
fellows," Lord Edrich grumbled. The chef's specialty was roasted
tuna, which he consumed more than a share of. "At least they can
offer a fitting cigar!"

"Indeed, m'lord," Markham
mumbled as he stoked his own Havana. "Hello, storms on the
horizon!" The French and German were bearing down on them, cleared
for action.

Edrich got off the first
broadside. "So what have you gentlemen heard of this
business?"

"Aucunement!" the Frenchman cried. "We have not a clue, nor does the
Spaniard. All I know is Le President received a most alarming
missive claiming that a dreadful new weapon will be unveiled here,
of all places. Why he would take such alarm I cannot say, but take
alarm he did."

"It iss zee same mit der
Kaiser," the German added. "He received a communique which caused
great alarm in der court."

"But you have no idea
why?"

"Nichts, mein
Herr...nothing. Vee haff heard nothing as well. Zere must haff been
further information in zee message vee vere not privilege
to."

For once they were
probably telling the truth. "Well, I suppose we shall find out in
good time," Edrich grumbled. They spent the next few minutes
exchanging chilly pleasantries before drifting off in different
directions.

"I have a bit of news,
m'lord," Markham said, quietly, when he rejoined the party a few
minutes later. "I spread some money about, and have just learnt
there is some sort of project under way on one of the minor islands
some distance to the Southeast. My informant couldn't learn any
details, but there are rumors of ships calling there at
night..."

"Ships calling at night?
Smugglers, sir!"

"No doubt, but smuggling
what?"

"Hmmm... That is the
question."

§

The delegates met the next
morning on the quay, and their moods were hardly improved. The
Danish Governor joined the procession, and was equally out of sorts
over a supposed super-weapon being tested in his bailiwick without
his knowledge. They spent the time grumbling and arguing among
themselves, wondering what this was all about as the sun rose and
the day turned warm.

"By God, I hope this isn't
some elaborate Fools' Errand!" Lord Edrich complained.

"That would hardly seem
wise, m'lord," Markham offered.

"Mocking the British
Empire rarely is, to say nothing of all these other
people."

They were joined a few
minutes later by someone new. "Good morning, gentlemen," he said,
somberly. "I am your host, Professor Marquaid." He was improbably
tall and thin, almost emaciated, dressed in an ill-fitting Panama
suit. His features were burnt by the tropic sun and his hair was
thin and gray, and he had an almost funeral air about him, as if he
was the bearer of some tragic news.

"Well if you are, then you
may start by explaining what is going on here," Lord Edrich
demanded. "I warn you, sir, if this is some sort of Fools'
Errand..."

"It is NOT!" Marquaid silenced him with a stinging retort. "Everything
will be revealed in due course, if you are all up to a brief
voyage." He waved at a local fishing vessel tied to the quay, its
crew of four natives waiting passively. "Our demonstration site is
some distance Southeast of here."

"What? In that?" the American objected.

"Unfortunately there are
no luxury ocean liners available for hire here in Saint Thomas, so
we shall have to make do," Marquaid snapped. "Your discomfort is a
small matter compared to the discomfort your government will feel
it they miss out on this demonstration!" His somber mood faded
abruptly, replaced by a burning light in his eyes. The abrupt
change, and his unexpected assertiveness made them all
nervous.

"Now see here, sir! Who
the devil are you, and what do you have to do with this?" Lord
Edrich couldn't be overawed for long, it seemed. "I should like to
see your credentials before I go anywhere."

"The fact that your government took this seriously enough
to send you here is all the credentials needed. If you want to defy
Downing Street's wishes, do so, but don't waste my time!" It seemed this Marquaid was an
ill-tempered sort, to be expected of a True Believer. "So, if
you gentlemen will get aboard, we have a fair trip ahead of
us."

There was nothing for it,
so they squeezed onto the tiny fishing vessel, which took some
doing. The native crew cast loose, and they set out of the harbor.
The delegates made themselves as comfortable as they could on the
stained decks and endured the overwhelming stench of fish and tar.
Marquaid stayed apart from them, standing in the boat's prow
watching the sea ahead.

"What do you make of this
Marquaid fellow?" Lord Edrich muttered to Markham after they
cleared the breakwater.

"I've no idea, sir. I've
never heard of him before." He paused to covertly study their host
standing aloof in the bows. "The man is a fanatic, sir. If he's
devised some sort of super weapon, this could be a
problem."

"Indeed." They both
watched Marquaid for a time, noting how the native crew, usually a
talkative, carefree lot, were subdued, even nervous around their
host. "They know something." Edrich gestured furtively at the
coxswain.

"The natives always do,
sir. Uncanny, that. But my spies have learnt little beyond the bare
fact of the project itself."

The sea was picking up a
bit once they were clear of land. The fishing boat rode the swells
easily, but it was not a comforting journey, made all the worse by
the stench of fish and tar, and their nagging worry over what this
voyage would reveal. The delegates and the native crew were all
silent and withdrawn, as was Marquaid at his station in the
bows.

§

Even with a fair wind, it
was mid-afternoon when they hove to on the lea of a small island,
little more than a sandbar with a few scraggly palm trees and some
sawgrass. "Frenchcap Island," Markham said as he consulted a
navigation chart. "Uninhabited." The island was about seven hundred
feet across in fact, and an enormous white structure in its center
was the only hint of man's presence. As they dropped anchor a few
miles off shore, a cutter set out from the island and soon joined
them, delivering two more men on board.

"Is it ready?" Markham
demanded as they climbed aboard.

"All set," the first one
said. "The timer is activated, and you have about five
minutes."

"Fine." Marquaid glanced
nervously at his watch. "Gentlemen, you will forgive me if I am
brief and to the point, since we have but a short time for
explanations. My two associates, Professors Van Decamp and Wilson
and I are part of an international organization, the World
Scientific League, devoted to a systematic approach to scientific
discovery. You may know that up to now scientific exploration has
been the realm of individuals working on their own with limited
resources, often as an adjunct to their teaching duties. Our League
has sought to improve on this haphazard process, which has led to
some startling, and I daresay disturbing results."

He glanced at his watch
again, clearly feeling rushed. "Recently, some of our members made
a frightening discovery: a discovery which threatens the very
existence of mankind, and poses certain doom for our civilization.
We have learned that matter and energy are two different forms of
the same thing, like ice and water, and that it is possible to
change them back and forth..."

"What is the significance
of this?" Lord Edrich demanded. "You're talking of nothing more
than ordinary fire!"

"...except that fire, combustion, converts but a tiny fraction of the
burnt mass to energy. Even the most potent explosives use only a
minuscule part of their mass. Our research has found a way to
release all of the mass as energy!"

"Time," Professor Wilson
said as he studied his watch.

Marquaid nodded nervously.
"Gentlemen, the moment is upon us. On that island we have prepared
a test of this new power, which is set to go off any second now."
He grabbed a box and began distributing dark goggles, which his two
associates also donned hastily. "For your own safety, you need to
wear these, and to turn away from the blast as well."

"You propose to demonstrate a weapon by not permitting us
to watch it?" the Frenchman scoffed. "But of course, it is a secret
weapon, non?"

"Trust me, sir, this is
for your own good." Marquaid pressed the goggles into his hand and
turned him away, together with the Spaniard. "The flash can blind
you otherwise."

"Bunch-a hooey..." the
American began, but was cut off when they were enveloped in a
blinding glare.

Their first instinct was
to turn to see what happened, which those not wearing goggles
regretted. The island had been consumed in a vast blinding ball of
fire, which rose slowly and majestically on a seething column of
smoke until it towered over them, blotting out the afternoon sun.
The roar of the explosion reached them moments later: a deafening
thunder which rolled and reverberated until it shook them as if
they were being beaten. Even as the roar of the blast faded, they
were pelted by a hail of fragmented coral, followed in turn by a
shock wave which almost capsized their small ship.

It took perhaps five minutes for the calamity to expend its
force, and considerably more before they began to recover from the
shock. The American was the first to recover his wits.
"What...the...hell was that?" His exclamation set off a clamor from the
delegates which took Professor Marquaid some time to
overcome.

"There you have it, gentlemen," he said at last. "That
blast was caused by the conversion of one ounce of mass by our process. You can see
how devastating the result is."

"By...God..." Lord Edrich
mumbled. "We were...what...four miles distant?"

"Five," Marquaid said,
grimly. "And that was just a sample."

"You haff sunk our
island!" the Danish Governor cried.

"Mien Gott, zey haff!" The
German was equally appalled.

"You can imagine what such
a weapon would do if detonated in the heart of a city!" Marquaid
said, grimly. "I can assure you militarily useful weapons a hundred
times that force are not only possible, but practical!"

"Mon
Deau! How
did you do it?" the Frenchman cried, setting off another
clamor.

"You will forgive me if we
refuse to tell you," Marquaid managed at last. "The world does not
need for this secret to get out!"

"But you must! This is too
important to keep from the world!"

"It is too deadly to let the world have it, Monsieur!"

"It's your duty to reveal it to a government who will protect the secret
properly!" the American huffed.

"And which government would that be? Which of you will the
others all trust? You can see why it is our duty to remain silent!"

"It seems to me we can
discover the secret soon enough," Lord Edrich growled. "When we get
you back to London and turn you over to the tender attentions of
Scotland Yard, I daresay you'll talk!"

"Nein! Vee vill not allow such a weapon to fall into zee hands of
any other power! Zey must come mit us!"

"Never! France must be the guardian of this secret!
Anything less is scandaleux!"

"We'll get 'em t' talk!"
the American vowed.

"You will do no such
thing, gentlemen!"

They were all taken aback by Marquaid's sudden
assertiveness. Academics simply did not address their betters in such a tone.
"What do you mean by your impudence, sir?" Edrich
demanded.

"I mean that the only hope for the human race is to keep such
terrible power out of the hands of fools such as yourselves!" Marquaid drilled
each of them with an icy glare. "Think of the consequences of these weapons in
the hands of such fatuous children! You would destroy each other;
you know it's true!"

That produced a chorus of
righteous indignation which, nonetheless, failed to move their
host. "There is worse news!" he yelled over the clamor, which
restored order abruptly.

"These 'atom weapons' are
expensive, but a bargain compared to the cost of a modern army,"
Marquaid went on after a bit. "And the secret, once understood, is
something any industrial nation can develop..."

"All the more reason to make you talk!" Lord Edrich yelled.

"That is the one thing you will not do!" Marquaid drilled him with an icy glare.
"Understand this, gentlemen: any attempt to force the knowledge of
this power from any member of the World Scientific League, and we
will release that secret to everyone!"

"You would destroy the
world to keep your secret, Monsieur?"

"If we must, since the
only hope then would be to arm everyone so that no one dare start a
war."

"What you propose is
appalling, sir!" Edrich cried.

"You should talk! The means of modern warfare are hideous
enough; if these 'atom weapons' are employed, our civilization will
crumble!"

That daunting prospect and
the thin fog of steam and coral dust from the former island put a
damper on the argument. "What you say is true enough, sir," Lord
Edrich said at last. "But can you assure us the secret of these
dreadful weapons won't leak out? Scientists are merely human, as
patriotic as any. Can you assure us this knowledge won't fall into
the wrong hands?"

Marquaid shook his head dolefully. "No, we can't. No one
can. As much as we wish this never was developed, and as much as we
wish to keep it secret, knowledge is its own truth, and cannot be
denied. This is why we prepared this demonstration; not to announce
a terrible new weapon, and certainly not to sell it to the highest bidder! This
demonstration is to convince you all of the threat now hanging like
a Sword of Damocles over all our heads. If the secret of this
dreadful power can be discovered once, no doubt it will be
discovered again. It appears we are doomed...unless we chart a bold new
direction."

That caught them all off guard. "So what do you
propose, Monsieur?" the Frenchman asked.

"We must outlaw war!" That
produced another round of squawking. "Our one hope is to make war
impossible by abolishing all military forces." Marquaid had to
shout over the renewed clamor. "In order to insure compliance, we
must create a World League with the power to inspect for and punish
possible violators. This World League would also maintain an
arsenal of these 'atom weapons' for the common defense against
rogue nations...great or small."

If his earlier statements
produced a storm of indignation, this last unleashed a hurricane.
Even the Danish Governor got into the act as they threatened and
blustered and vehemently denounced the very idea. Marquaid matched
them blow for blow, arguing persuasively that the World League
would insure the peace, resolve disputes, improve trade and,
ultimately, keep the human race from self-destruction.

It went nowhere. The
argument continued well into the evening as they sailed back to
Saint Thomas, and even thereafter. It didn't end, in fact, until
Marquaid threw up his hands in disgust and stomped off.

§

"By God, that was quite a performance!" Professor Van Decamp said when the
conspirators could get a moment of privacy at the
vaertshus
where they met
frequently for lunch. "I had no idea our creation would make
such
a bang!"

Professor Marquaid greeted
his acclaim with a weary chuckle. "Five thousand tons of powdered
magnesium and guncotton? I should think so!"

"The biggest photoflash in
history! It certainly made an impression on our guests," Professor
Wilson added. "Scared the living bejesus out of them!"

"As intended. I think we
can expect some interesting results in short order."

"We took a terrible risk,
you know." Van Decamp always was the pessimistic one. "Handling so
much explosives..." He shook his head in dismay. "If it had
misfired, our fraud would have been exposed. We would be
ruined."

"The tricky part was getting all those detonators to fire
at the same instant, which your electric system solved nicely."
Marquaid patted Van Decamp on the shoulder in a reassuring gesture.
"You made it work, and because you did, we have changed history!"

"Wonderful, I'm sure." Van
Decamp sighed in one of his habitual funks. "It's a shame, though.
Your fine little speech about a 'World League' was a grand idea.
Sad to say, they didn't seem impressed."

Marquaid shorted
derisively. "Of course not! The European powers are too caught up
in the glory of themselves. The idea of a supra-national body
taking away their cherished privilege of waging war upon each other
would never work!"

"We can only hope your
idea does," Professor Wilson said. "I can't help wondering if
they'll really bankrupt themselves?"

"Of course they will! They can't take the chance of another
power developing these 'atom weapons', so they'll keep trying to
invent the impossible until they ruin themselves. It's human
nature; our real secret weapon." Marquaid hoisted his coffee cup in a mock
toast. "The World Scientific League; serving humanity through
flim-flammery! Barnum was right: there's one born every second"
That brought on a round of derisive cheer at the success of their
gambit.

"I just hope this doesn't
trigger a general European war, like we feared," Van Decamp said
after a bit.

"Again, Van?" Marquaid complained. This was an old argument among
them. "Surely they're appalled enough at the thought not to
go that far!"

Van Decamp sighed. "It
would be bloody. I hate the thought of setting off a holocaust on
such a scale."

"They aren't that stupid," Marquaid said, sternly. "It would be a
horror, as our studies predict."

"But suppose they do? What
then?"

Marquaid dismissed the
unpleasant prospect with the wave of a hand. "They would be too
caught up in their own sense of glory to simply make peace despite
the obvious stalemate. The fighting would go
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