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          TENEMENT OF TERROR

        

      

    

    
      Foul odors from the city sewers escaped as wisps from the manhole covers along a forgotten street in New York City. Lined with buildings weathered gray and crumbling, these all too common streets housed the lives of the humble and hard working. Mortar and brick lined the sidewalks. Time and nature had chipped away at the posture of the buildings and their occupants, leaving everything on the street broken. The debris fell to join the litter in the gutter below as the people went on living.

      Louis Stokes peered out the window. Heat rose from the streets as the underground steam system carried heat to those who could afford it. The rain did its best to beat it back down. Even the weather knew such luxuries didn’t belong here. But still it rose and drifted away, refusing to be confined to the city’s underbelly. Louis smiled.

      Soon he would rise. He would rise and drift away with his family. This building had been home for many years and he would abandon it as if he had never set foot inside.

      He wasn’t proud of what he had done, but pride was a stupid thing. Pride had kept his family in the slums for far too long. Pride had robbed him of enrichment too often. While others he knew had embraced the opportunities offered to the desperate, he had refused. Opportunity rolled into the neighborhood in long black cars. It found takers in the narrow alleyways. It paid well if you didn’t cling to honesty as a principle. He had always waved it off, choosing to lead a guilt-free life in squalor.

      That had changed and his actions may weigh on his conscious, but his family’s happiness would balance that weight. They would be happy. They would be safe. His son and daughter would grow up without the temptation of the “opportunities” that came with living in the forgotten streets.

      The life he had always promised them was only a month away. No more rats. No more heatless winters fighting the cold with threadbare blankets and clothing. He’d take them away from all of this. He’d give them new blankets.

      Quitting his job would come next. Storming out of the New Yorker Hotel would be fitting. Leaving his mop and bucket in the middle of the lobby in hopes that some rich snob would trip over the handle could be his final statement. But, this could not happen. Not with what he had done. A month would be enough, he had decided. One month’s time would be enough to leave without suspicion. At that point he would just stop showing up. There would be no questions. No one would inquire about him. It would be no trouble for his employer to find another able-bodied immigrant to fill his position behind the broom handle.

      It would be difficult to work for the next month. How could he, now a man of means, toil for the benefit of others as they passed him by without a word or a wave? The thought drew out a contempt in him he had never felt before. No matter how menial it had been, he had always been thankful for the job. But, now, with the money stashed in the tenement wall, he could not stomach the idea of returning to the floors of the hotel.

      Nevertheless, he would carry on. Just for one more month. He would carry on for his family. Fortune had finally smiled on him. It had stepped out of the shadows one night on his way home, addressed him by name and offered him freedom from the penniless life he had lived.

      The man had smiled and reassured him that it would be easy and rewarding. The man was right. It had been rewarding.

      Louis smiled as he counted the money once more in his head then pictured the stash in the apartment wall. He’d never seen so many bills.

      And, it had been easy. No one tended the door of suite 3327—just like the man had said. Like he had every day before then, and like he would every day for the next month, Louis entered the room and collected the trash from the apartment. No one had seen him add the papers to the pail.

      Letter and number combinations marked each folder. Without looking, he shook them into the pail, wishing to remain ignorant of what he stole. If asked, he wanted to honestly say he knew nothing about missing files. The trash bin full of scattered pages, he emptied the room’s wastebasket on top and left. Guilt hit him as the door closed, but it was too late. The guilt faded when the man handed him the money—enough to leave the neighborhood, and the city, forever.

      Rain beat against the window in front of him. He wouldn’t miss this view—litter-strewn streets, cracked walls and the shuffling of the depressed immigrants that lined the streets. Even now, with the streets quiet and still, a sense of sadness paced the sidewalks. Hopes and dreams died on those streets—perhaps that’s why they were so still. Tired men and women worked to exhaustion, curled up inside their dilapidated apartments and rested what they could until the time came to return to the factories, the docks or the service of others the next day. The streets below died at night because no one could stand any longer.

      But, something did move. It appeared as a shadow within a shadow, but the motion caught his eye. For a moment he doubted that he had seen anything. The day’s excitement had exhausted him and only his dreams had kept him awake this late.

      Again the shadow crept along the street and Louis, now certain it wasn’t his imagination, stared. Dressed in darkness, a man darted from the basement entrance of Louis’s building and moved across the street. Even when he stepped into the light he seemed a shadow—cloaked in black, it moved like fluid hovering above the surface of the ground.

      Louis Stokes watched it move. It dashed over a manhole cover without disturbing the steam. It was not until the figure moved up the wall of the adjacent building that Louis returned to the belief that exhaustion produced the sight. No man could accomplish that feat. There couldn’t be anything there.

      A strike of lightning blew up the night for several seconds. The harsh silhouette against the sky revealed the mysterious shadow to be a man with his hands raised above his head.

      Thunder followed and Louis felt its voice in the floor of the building. The air splitting clap had been close and the walls rattled even after the boom had faded. A picture of his wife’s mother fell from the wall and pulled his attention away from the window. When he turned back, the shadow was gone.

      The walls did not stop shaking. Rather than fading, the intensity grew. The floor continued to vibrate. It should have faded. The thunder had passed. Pans rattled from their shelves in the kitchen and crashed to the floor. Under his feet, the bare wood boards began to bounce and he found himself holding the windowsill for balance.

      Plaster cracked and dropped, erupting in plumes of white dust and smoke as it burst on the floor. The whole building came alive with tremors. Hidden supports creaked. Floorboards popped from their nails.

      He looked back out the window expecting to see each tenement on the street shaking. But, each sat quiet and still, just as before. Glass sprayed into the apartment as the thin windowpane exploded. He threw up his arms to protect his face. The shards tore into his skin.

      Beneath his feet, the floor moved with violent fits. Walking was difficult, but he had to reach his family. Waking to the now violent thrusts of the building had caused the children to cry and his wife to call out. The floor of his apartment swayed like the deck of a ship in heavy seas and threw him to the ground. Further and further, with each sway it moved back and forth in a rhythm that grew in intensity until he wondered how the building could possibly stand.

      His wife screamed. The rise and fall of the boards made reaching her all but impossible. Yet, he found her and held her. With her in his arms, he found the children and he apologized through tears. He caused this. Fate had come masked as fortune and he embraced it like a fool. For the love of his family, he doomed them all.

      The building collapsed.
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      As the sun crested the skyline of the great city, the drapes withdrew and allowed the rays of natural light into the room. Inching across the modest bedroom, the sun crept over antique furniture that had once graced the quarters of kings, beamed over a chest that had been carried by the Pilgrims in their quest for religious freedom, and glanced off a mirror worthy of Narcissus himself. Daylight met the sleeper’s eyes and Damian Stockwell’s marvelous body reacted immediately by slowing the production of melatonin and rousing him from his well-deserved slumber. The mighty adventurer awoke to an empty room.

      Servos, not a servant, had drawn back the curtains. Tiny motors housed in the wall reacted when a lens detected the light and determined optimum waking conditions. Servomotors such as these were at the forefront of both military and window treatment technology and were far more reliable, and cleaner, than a rooster.

      Employed by America’s armed forces, the electric motors would serve to protect the lives of soldiers. Here, in his grand bedchamber, they served to maintain what one of the world’s foremost minds knew to be man’s diurnal cycle. Damian was a predator. Evil was his prey. To stay at his most lethal, he needed rest. Rest was a weapon against evil and evil was growing.

      He took account of the world’s known evils as he rose from the bed. Eliminating the petty and preposterous, there stood one threat above all others that concerned him. It had been customary for such evils to work in secret, hiding their sinister desires behind shrouds of mystery. But, the world was changing. Evil, no longer satisfied with shadows and secrecy, paraded in the streets of Berlin. New appearances had been adopted and new names given, but evil was evil and the cancer grew unchecked in Europe.

      Two days ago it had spread to Poland.

      These current events weighed on Stockwell’s reputed mind as he began his morning routine. Pitting muscle against muscle, he roused his notable strength in a series of controlled bursts. The massive mirror sat in the room not for vanity, but for the practice of this exercise he referred to as Damnamic Tension. As he was the only person he knew of that could best him physically, proper form was essential to prevent injury. Performed properly, five minutes of Damnamic Tension was the equivalent of an hour in the weight room and two minutes in a sauna.

      Fifteen minutes later, he bathed and dressed to perfection before heading downstairs for his morning meal.
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        * * *

      

      The valet set about the kitchen preparing breakfast. Bertrand moved from appliance to appliance gathering the day’s greatest meal. As each device sounded its task accomplished, he plated the items and set them on the table next to the morning editions of several international papers. Eggs, bacon, toast and a fresh serving of fruit accompanied the urn of coffee.

      Stockwell entered the kitchen, inhaled and sighed with delight at the aroma of the breakfast. “Good morning, Bertrand.”

      “Bonjour, monsieur.”

      “Anything of note in the papers this morning?”

      “Oui. It’s war. England and France have both declared it. It’s in all of the papers.”

      A curt squeak sounded as Stockwell drew a chair from the table, grabbed the paper from the top of the stack and sat down to breakfast. “And us?”

      “Non. There is no news of that.”

      Despite having witnessed it several times, Bertrand marveled at the speed with which his employer digested the printed medium. Reading a paper line by line would exhaust a man, his employer had once told him. Instead, one must consume entire articles at a glance and trust one’s own mind to identify the most pertinent information. The Frenchman turned to the counter and grabbed a bowl of cream. When he turned back, Damian had moved on to the second paper.

      “You’re right. There’s no declaration from us.” The great man sighed, “It is a sad day to be an American, my friend.”

      “Why do you wish for war, monsieur?”

      “I wish for an end to war. That’s why we should visit upon evil the forces of just and good and bombs and explosives. Rarely has the world seen an evil such as this frothing madman Hitler. His motives have never been well hidden. He makes no secret of his dreams for world conquest. The world has ignored the obvious for too long. And now the good people of Poland must pay for our ignorance.”

      “You tried to warn them.”

      Stockwell nodded. “My speech at the Palace of Nations fell on deaf ears. It was easier for the world to pretend that feeding this maniac his wants would sate him. He hungers for the world, not scraps. And now the world will suffer for it.”

      Stockwell grabbed another paper. “God bless the British. Their courage outweighs our own this day.”

      “It is not like you to speak well of the British.” Bertrand topped off Stockwell’s coffee and moved to the sink. “I thought you were still sore at them for the invasion.”

      Stockwell shrugged, “Can we really blame them for wanting America back? I don’t think so. I can no longer call them my enemy. Not when they have the gumption to stand against a dictator such as this. Any man that would stand against such evil is a man I would call my friend.”

      Static popped through the air as Bertrand reached for the faucet. A blue arc leapt from the metal to his outstretched finger. The Frenchman hissed and snapped his hand back.

      “What is it, Bertrand?”

      “Just a shock, monsieur.” Bertrand shook his hand to clear the surprise. “Other nations will follow into the war. Canada has already committed men.”

      “I don’t trust Canadians.”

      “But you just said that any ... “

      “Yeah, but Canada is just too ... close. I don’t really trust them being all up there above us.”

      “Sir, they have been a tremendous ally in the past.”

      “Allies don’t burn White Houses.”

      “That was a century ago.”

      “Exactly. They need to stay up there where I can see them. If they ever want to come warm themselves on this side of the border—well, that’s why there’s War Plan Red.” Stockwell turned his attention to his plate and ate as he thought.

      “What is War Plan Red, monsieur?”

      “How do you know about War Plan Red?”

      “You just ... “‘

      “I didn’t.”

      “But, you ...”

      “No.”

      “I ... “

      Stockwell shook his head and chewed his bacon.

      “Oui, monsieur.” Bertrand saw no point in arguing and turned his attention to the toaster just as the slices popped up through the top of the appliance. With butter tray in hand, he reached for the toasted bread. A blue spark leapt from the steel toaster to his fingertips. He pulled his hand back with a start, “Merde!”

      Stockwell chuckled. “What is it this time, my friend? Did the toaster bite you?”

      “Non, it ... never mind.” Bertrand pulled the bread from the toaster and buttered each slice.

      “This war is going to happen with or without us, Bertrand. It would be a much better war with us. We’ve seen what happens when we don’t get involved. Damn that Franco.”

      “You cannot blame yourself for Spain. You did what you could.”

      “But, it wasn’t enough. Sadly for the world there is only one me. And because of that, and the League’s ignorance, Spain is now under the control of a dictator. And, you know what, Bertrand? It wouldn’t surprise me if those Nazis were a part of it. I’ve always suspected they were helping the opposition. Now, with Franco in power, they have one less nation to oppose them.”

      Bertrand picked up the plate of toast and strode back to the table. He set the plate in front of Stockwell. “You’ve said nothing of France’s declaration.”

      Damian nodded, “I’m pleased. I half figured your countrymen would just sit behind their,” Stockwell laughed, “Maginot line and stick their tongues out at the Germans.”

      “Laugh all you want, monsieur. The Maginot line will stop the Germans.”

      “Only the ones in Germany, my friend.”

      Bertrand stiffened his lip and grabbed the butter from the counter to place it back in the fridge. Several large blue sparks bolted from the stainless steel handle of the Frigidaire and ran the length of his arm. Glass shattered and butter splattered as the plate hit the floor. Bertrand yelped in French before dropping to his knees and gasping, “Mon Dieu.”

      Stockwell stood and laughed. “Maybe you’re dragging your feet too much today, Bertrand.”

      The laugh was deep and, usually, infectious, but Bertrand could not find the humor. He gasped for breath.

      Genuine concern entered Stockwell’s laugh, “Are you okay?”

      Hair stood on end along the length of his arm. The whole appendage tingled. Okay? He wasn’t sure, but he nodded. “Oui, I think so.”

      “Good. Then why don’t you answer the door?” Stockwell returned to the paper.

      “Monsieur?”

      A musical chime rang from each corner of the old brownstone home signaling a presence at the front door.

      The mighty adventurer possessed a great many talents. Had he added prognostication to the list? Perhaps he had discovered the secret in some ancient text or unlocked the full potential of the human mind during his surgical studies. Bertrand gave Damian a puzzled look and thought of a beautiful insult to see if perhaps the man could read minds as well. But his employer’s attention remained focused on the paper in front of him. Perhaps it was the shocks. Yes, the shocks had confused him. Obviously, the bell must have rung before and he had not heard it. Bertrand straightened his tie and hurried to the door.

      The glorious chimes rang throughout the house as he approached the bottom floor. Each note sounded individually but hung in the air to form a beautiful choral echo. A third, or perhaps the fourth, ring signaled the impatience of the caller and Bertrand quickened his step. A fourth or fifth ring raised his ire and he grabbed the large brass doorknob with the intent of displaying his displeasure.

      Calling the current that flowed through his arm a shock would be misleading. There was no pop from a sudden discharge. There was no snap or blue arc as there had been before. Electricity flowed through his arm and his muscles seized their grip on the door. He could not call out. He could not release the doorknob. Bertrand’s teeth were inseparable.

      As if someone had flicked a switch, the current ended. Bertrand released the doorknob and fell back to the floor. He yelled French slurs at the closed door while trying to rub feeling back into his arm.

      Laughter poured through the door—a giddy laugh, high pitched and fighting for breath from its heartiness. At the top of the stairs, Stockwell clapped and chuckled. A final laugh came through the door and threatened to drain the weak voice of its life. It was strained and Bertrand could tell whoever it might be was bent over slapping his knee. It faded only slightly before Bertrand heard an old voice say, “Hee hee. That’ll goose ya.”

      Confused, Bertrand looked back to Damian.

      “Bertrand, pick yourself up and show Dr. Tesla inside.”
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      Old masters and emerging artists hung on the wall of Damian’s lounge. To many, the collection seemed eclectic, but to the more observant eye, one could tell that each painting had been selected not for aesthetics but for control. Only a handful of paintings were visible from each seat in the room and each guest was directed to sit in a location that best suited the meeting.

      If he wished to put the guest as ease, Stockwell would seat the guest in view of the landscapes. If he wanted the guest to be kept off balance, they would be seated adjacent the Picasso. He assured intimidation when they faced the massive portrait of himself. It never failed.

      Damian sat beneath the landscapes and waited for his guest as Bertrand mustered the courage to try the doorknob again. He heard the large front door close and the faint sounds of a cordial, if somewhat forced, greeting. Moments later, Bertrand led an older man with a satchel into the lounge and Damian rose from his chair with a large smile on his face. “Nikola, my old friend.”

      The visitor made his way across the room and returned the smile. “Dam, it’s good to see you,” the septuagenarian said as he stretched out his hand.

      Stockwell waved off the offered hand and chuckled, “Now, doctor, I know how you are about shaking hands. But, it is good to see you. I don’t believe you’ve met Bertrand. He is a good and loyal friend.”

      “Well, I suspect any associate of yours would be. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Bertrand.” Tesla offered his hand to the valet.

      Bertrand shook the elder man’s hand and dropped to his knees. His teeth chattered, but he did not release the grip.

      Tesla laughed, “Hee hee, that’ll goose ya.” He released the Frenchman’s hand.

      Stockwell laughed as Bertrand gasped for breath.

      Nikola removed a powerful joy buzzer from his palm and set the hand on Bertrand’s shoulder. He helped the stunned valet to his feet. “It’s good to meet you, Bertrand.”

      Once on his feet and in control of his breathing, Bertrand sneered and excused himself from the room. He pulled the door closed behind him but left it slightly ajar.

      “Oh, Bertrand.”

      The valet stuck his head back in the room. The sneer had not left his face.

      Stockwell gestured to the panel door, “All the way, if you will.”

      Reluctant, but obedient, Bertrand shut the door by grabbing the panel and not the doorknob.

      Nikola gave Damian a puzzled look, “What’s with him?”

      “My good doctor, I think you’ve made my valet afraid of doorknobs.”

      “That was not my intent.”

      “Never mind Bertrand. He doesn’t have much of a sense of humor. I fear it was lost on his crossing from Marseilles.”

      “Ah, so that’s all. I worried that I had miscalculated the voltage.”

      Damian laughed again. “Forget the marvels you’ve created; history will remember you as a practical joker.” Stockwell gestured to an open chair. “What brings you here, Nikola?”

      The elderly scientist sat across from Damian and placed the satchel at his feet. More than age and ashen skin caused the grave look that overtook the man’s face. “It’s not good, my friend. I am afraid that I am in need of your help.”

      Nodding, Stockwell sat back in his seat. Science was not the concern. Though he had worked with the doctor before, it had always been at Damian’s pleasure. There was simply no mind in the world sharper than the one that sat before him. Even behind the old and tired eyes, Nikola Tesla’s brain pulsed with brilliance. This man had delivered the future to the world. If Dr. Tesla was in need of help, it was a problem that required more than an agile mind to solve.

      The doctor continued, “Several months ago, there was a break in at my apartment. A great deal of research was stolen. Once I was able to take account of what was taken—well, I fear how the plans could be used.”

      “You’re not saying it was Edison, are you?”

      “Of course not, that contemptible man is dead.”

      “You’re not saying it was Edison’s ghost, are you?”

      “My friend. I am not so paranoid. Our rivalry died with him.”

      “Just checking. Still, it could be a rival. There’s no shortage of men who would like to stand on the shoulders of your genius.”

      “Damian, you’re too kind. I know that you’ve seen the stories they print about me. They say I’ve lost my mind. Eccentric, they say. My rivals have lost respect for me.”

      “In my experience, you can’t believe everything they say in the papers. You should read what they print about me.”

      “True. But their lies do not make rivals out of doubters.”

      “Have you any idea who may be behind the theft?”

      “I fear that it can only be the forces of evil.”

      Stockwell’s teeth clenched, “Those are the forces I hate the most.”

      “That is why I came. My friend, no one is more an enemy of evil than you. You must help me.”

      It was not a plea. Nikola didn’t deal in emotion, only fact. Since arriving he had sat in the chair with perfect posture and his hands crossed in his lap. He did not rock. He did not fidget. He simply presented the facts of the situation. If Stockwell did not help, the world would be in peril. There was no telling what secrets of the universe the doctor had unlocked in his research. These secrets in the hands of evil made Stockwell sick.

      Damian leaned forward in his chair. “You say this occurred several months ago. But, you’re just coming to me now.”

      Tesla sighed. “I went to the FBI first. They assured me they could handle
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