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“For what is it to die but to stand naked in the wind and melt into the sun.”
 
- Kahlil Gibran
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 1
 
 
The cold that February morning in 1901 was the kind that seeped into the bones—a razor-edged chill that made skin prickle, eyes water, and breath curl in ghostly wisps from every nose. London stood frozen, not just by winter’s grip, but by the weight of history.
Inside her coffin, Victoria—Queen of the United Kingdom and Ireland, Empress of India—lay as if suspended between two worlds. Dressed in white and donning her wedding veil, she was surrounded by relics of a life steeped in love and loss: Albert’s dressing gown, a plaster cast of his hand, a photograph of John Brown beside a lock of his hair and his mother’s wedding ring. These were not merely tokens; they were fragments of a heart that had outlived its dearest companions by decades.
Throughout the city, it seemed time itself stood suspended. The gun carriage bearing her casket, shrouded in a white pall, rolled slowly from Victoria Station toward Paddington, where a train waited to carry her to Windsor. The streets, usually alive with the clamour of London, were eerily silent. Despite the biting cold, crowds lined the route—bundled in wool and grief—their faces solemn as they bore witness to the passing of an age.
For sixty-four years, Victoria had been more than a monarch; she had been an era unto herself. Under her reign, the world had transformed: steam engines shrank continents, the telephone rewired human connection, and science vanquished plagues that had once ravaged nations through advancements in medicine, sanitation, and nutritional requirements. The British empire sprawled across a fifth of the globe, its influence indelible. And yet, as the procession inched forward through the hushed streets, what lingered was not just the shadow of an empire, but the quiet, human truth—that even the mightiest rulers are, in the end, mortal.
The world had come to mourn her. Kings and emperors, princes and dukes—sovereigns who held the fates of empires in their hands—stood diminished, mere mortals in the long shadow cast by Victoria’s coffin. Her vast progeny, an entire dynasty stitched into the very tapestry of Europe’s thrones, formed solemn ranks: her grieving son and daughter-in-law, now Britain’s King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra; her volatile grandson, Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany, his uniform stark against the mourning black; the steadfast Duke of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, a guardian of Prince Albert’s cherished legacy; the Grand Duke of Hesse, whose quiet dignity masked future sorrows; and the Crown Prince of Romania, a testament to Victoria’s far-reaching marital diplomacy.
They gathered not just as rulers, but as grandsons, nephews, sons-in-law, and cousins, bound by the intricate, often frayed, threads of Victoria’s lineage. The very air hummed with the suppressed power of rival nations and intertwined destinies. Before the quiet majesty of the Queen-Empress in her coffin, thrones stood empty and sceptres felt light. This was not merely a funeral; it was the passing of an age, witnessed by the men who would inherit its fractured world, united only in this moment by the formidable matriarch who had outshone them all.
And then there were the others—the lesser nobility. Earls who measured their worth in acres, duchesses who wore their titles like gilded armour, viscounts who had spent decades jostling for a glimpse of the throne’s favor. They had come not just to mourn, but to be seen mourning—to secure their place in history’s ledger as witnesses to the end of an epoch.
The cortege moved with glacial precision, a river of black silk and military braid winding through the frozen streets. No jostling, no misstep, no breach of protocol—this was a spectacle rehearsed by empires. London, usually a city of clamour and chaos, held its breath. Even the cold seemed to pause, as if nature itself recognised the weight of the moment. For this was more than a funeral. It was the unraveling of a century.
An Egger-Lohner C.2 Phaeton jolted over the cobblestones, its electric hum drowned by the clatter of iron-rimmed wheels. The driver—no, not just a driver, a creator, a man who bent motion to his will—leaned forward as if his own weight could urge more speed from the machine. But physics was indifferent to desperation. Twenty-two miles per hour. No more. The carriage, burdened by its monstrous battery—a leaden heart weighing half a ton—refused to be hurried.
On the dashboard, one of his masterpieces ticked away the seconds: a brass stallion in mid-gallop, legs pistoning in perfect, lifelike rhythm as it chased an endless fox hunt across a scrolling countryside. A marvel of gears and artistry. A lie. Because behind him, Henriette lay still.
The guilt was a vise. He had known the risks—had dismissed them, as he always did, because his automata were more than machines. They were his children, his legacy, fragments of his own restless mind given form. Cogwheels and springs, yes, but also purpose. Life, or something like it.
And yet.
Henriette was not a thing of brass and torque. She was breath and warmth, the quiet hand on his shoulder when the world grew too loud. His raison d’être, now suspended somewhere between the carriage and the void.
The chronograph’s horse ran on, indifferent. The city blurred past. Somewhere ahead, a doctor might still save her.
Might. The word was a splinter in his throat.
It was an accident—but that word felt hollow, a coward’s shield. The truth gnawed at him: he had allowed this. His workshop was a cathedral of whirring marvels, each automaton a child of his obsession. He’d convinced himself they were alive—not just metal and spring, but vessels of his élan vital, his very essence given motion.
And now one of them had felled Henriette.
Ernest Decamps—engineer, illusionist, fool—had perfected the unthinkable: a doll that walked like flesh and blood. Its delicate ankles turned, its weighted footfalls echoed a human’s. A triumph. Until Henriette, thinking him buried in his workshop, had climbed the stairs to call him for tea. Until her slipper caught on the doll’s outstretched arm. Until the crack of her skull meeting oak steps severed his world into before and after.
Now the electric carriage lumbered through London’s veins, its battery, a leaden anchor. Every jolt over cobblestones rattled his teeth; every sluggish mile mocked him. Behind him, Henriette’s breath came shallow. The automaton’s gears had never faltered. Her’s might.
He gripped the tiller until his knuckles blanched. The doll still lay where it fell—limbs splayed, glass eyes staring. It had performed its function flawlessly. And he had forgotten what it meant to be human.
“Dégagez! Move!” Ernest’s voice tore through the frostbitten air as the Phaeton’s wheels sparked against cobblestones, its electric motor shrieking like a gutted beast. Pedestrians lunged sideways, fists and curses hurled at the carriage as it fishtailed on the ice rounding the corner—and slammed into a wall of black.
Thousands choked the intersection, their mourning veils and top hats merging into a suffocating tide. The distant thud of drums pulsed like a dying heartbeat: Victoria’s funeral cortege inched forward, a ghostly gun carriage leading the way.
Decamps leaned out of the vehicle, waving his arms and shouting for them to make way, but his pleas were drowned out by the murmurs of the crowd.
“S’il vous plaît! My wife–!” Ernest roared, jamming the tiller forward. He slowly pushed the vehicle toward the mass, hoping that they would move aside to avoid being crushed by the automobile. But the closer he got to them, the more their anger surged as they glared at his arrogant imposition and shouted a litany of profane curses. The Phaeton lurched, its brass grille kissing the back of a mourner’s coat. A pair of bobbies approached, their faces stern, motioning for him to reverse his vehicle back in the direction from which he had arrived.
“J’ai besoin de passer à travers! I need to get through, damn you!” he shouted. “My wife has been injured and I must get her to hospital!”
“You can’t go through here,” one of them said, his tone firm. “It’s the queen’s funeral procession. Find another route.”
Decamps’s frustration boiled over. “Au diable ça!” he screamed, and started forward once again.
One of the bobbies reached into the Phaeton, grabbed the impertinent driver by his coat, and dragged him from the vehicle. For a heartbeat, he dangled there—a marionette with cut strings—before crashing onto the cobblestones. The crowd erupted.
Hands seized him. Fists like iron pistons. A boot cracked his ribs, another stomped his thigh. He tasted bile, blood, the metallic tang of fear. A boot snapped his head sideways, slicing open his brow. Crimson warmth flooded his eye, turning the world into a scarlet vignette: faces contorted with rage, spittle flying, the Phaeton rocking backward as the mob reclaimed the street.
“Henriette.” Her name clawed its way through the pain. He writhed, trying to crawl toward the carriage, but a truncheon slammed into his kidney, driving the air from his lungs.
Decamps’s vision flickered. Through the blood and chaos, he glimpsed the Phaeton’s rear seat—a pale hand dangling lifelessly over the edge. Henriette’s hand.
“No–!”
The truncheon fell again. This time, it struck his temple with a wet crunch. Consciousness unraveled in jagged threads. Darkness swallowed him—but not before he heard it: the procession’s dirge swelling, relentless, as the Phaeton’s motor sputtered… and died.
 

Chapter 2
 
 
The Gardner-Serpollet steam cab shuddered to a halt outside 36 Wigmore Street, its brass fittings gleaming like feverish eyes under the gas lamps. The machine hissed like a living thing—Leon Serpollet’s oil-fired flash boiler gnashing in its belly, exhaling vapors that coiled like spectral fingers into the night. My hands trembled. Not from the cold, but from the potion coursing through me.
Fitzhugh Ludlow, that grinning apostle of oblivion, had convinced me to swallow half a drachm of Tilden’s Extract. Half. Even diluted, it felt like ingesting lightning. James Edward Smith of Edinburgh’s Cannabis Indica concentrate was no mere resin—at ten times the potency of ganja and twice the potency of hasheesh—it was a sledgehammer to the soul. And Fitzhugh, ever the zealot, had urged me to double the dose. “A drachm, old boy—true transcendence!”
As I lurched from the cab, the world dissolved. My eyes throbbed as if my skull housed a swarm of bees. The pavement undulated like a black river; the gaslights pulsed like dying stars. Fitzhugh, swaying beside me, seemed to flicker between flesh and shadow. “Steady, man,” he slurred, though his pupils were voids swallowing the light.
Bechstein Hall, recently constructed by the German piano manufacturer C. Bechstein Pianofortefabrik, loomed ahead—a mausoleum of marble and alabaster, its Renaissance façade writhing under Thomas Edward Collcutt’s terracotta flourishes. The walls breathed. The cupola, above the stage, created by Frank Lynn Jenkins and crowned by Gerald Moira’s mural of the Soul of Music, dripped color like melted wax. Even the crowd’s murmurs warped—a cacophony of clucking hens, their feathers rustling in time with my heartbeat.
Focus. Left leg. Right leg.
The hall’s acoustics—renowned, flawless—amplified every creak of my bones. Fitzhugh steered me to our seats, his laughter echoing as if down a tunnel. The lamps dimmed. The curtain trembled.
And then—silence.
The kind of silence that hums.
The kind that precedes either rapture or ruin.
The hall plunged into darkness. Then, a single candle flickered to life above the piano, illuminating Rachmaninoff’s hunched silhouette. His hands hovered over the keys like a mourner at a graveside. The Trio Élégiaque in D Minor began not with music, but with silence—a silence so dense it seemed to swallow the air itself.
Rachmaninoff had composed this elegy to his mentor, Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, who died rather suddenly on 25 October 1893, at the age of 53. He wrote in a storm of grief, they said. Five weeks of feverish creation, as if Tchaikovsky’s ghost had gripped his wrist and forced the notes onto the page. The trio echoed the master’s own lament for Rubinstein, but twisted deeper, darker. This was not a requiem—it was a scream.
The piano’s first chord struck like a coffin lid slamming shut. The violin—Conus’s bow trembling as if possessed—answered with a wail that raised the hairs on my neck. Brandukov’s cello moaned beneath them, a sound dredged from the earth’s core. Together, they wove a tapestry of despair so visceral I felt it in my teeth.
Tchaikovsky’s ghost was everywhere. In the dissonant harmonies that clawed at the hall’s pristine acoustics. In the way Rachmaninoff’s shoulders shook as he hammered the second movement’s jagged rhythms—a danse macabre for piano and strings. The trio’s recurring motif slithered through the chaos, a serpent of mourning that tightened its coils with every repetition.
And then, the drug seriously took hold.
Tilden’s extract dissolved the boundaries between flesh and sound. The piano’s bass notes erupted as black tendrils, thrashing against the alabaster walls. The violin’s high C shattered into prismatic shards that cut my cheeks. I watched grief become geometry: Brandukov’s cello drew filigrees of indigo and ash, while Rachmaninoff’s hands blurred into crimson storms above the keys.
The Trio Élégiaque did not merely play—it haunted. Its harmonies frayed like threads of a burial shroud, each dissonance a splintered bone beneath the skin of sound. Rachmaninoff’s grief was not composed; it was exhumed, note by note, until the air itself curdled with the rot of loss. The violin’s cry was not a lament but a plea to a grave; the cello’s groan, the creak of a coffin lowered into frozen earth.
And I—drugged and defenseless—drowned in it.
Tilden’s concentrate had flayed my senses raw. The music did not resonate; it invaded. Every minor chord pooled like lead in my veins, every discordant phrase a serrated blade sawing at the sinews of my resolve. The piano’s refrain—that wretched, recurring motif—coiled around my throat like a noose woven from Tchaikovsky’s last breath.
I wept not for art, but for the futility of all things.
Tears etched trenches down my face, each sob a confession of the void the trio carved into me. The hall’s alabaster walls wept with me, their marble veins bleeding shadows. Even the drug’s cruel synesthesia turned traitor: the notes now hung as ashen veils, their geometries collapsing into funereal spirals, a maelstrom of charcoal and bruise-blue swallowing the light.
This was not music. It was a séance.
And we—Rachmaninoff, the audience, the ghosts—were all just prisoners of its sorrow.
The hallucinatory haze made the impossible merely surprising. So, when a small globe—its surface a molten swirl of gold and blue—coalesced in the dead centre of the hall, I registered only mild astonishment. It hovered, humming faintly, then burst. Not with sound, but with a covey of intricate clockwork butterflies, shimmering blue and gold. A gasp rippled through the audience as they fluttered like living jewels. One landed delicately on the neck of a man seated a few rows forward. Another flew past my head and a few seconds later I felt a sharp sting on the back of my neck, just above the collar. I reached up to slap away the device, but the mechanical insect clung fast, its tiny legs anchored like hooks. My fingers scrabbled uselessly against cold metal.
I suddenly had the sensation of someone else in control of my body, as I found myself standing and walking towards the exit. I knew not of the whereabouts of my comrade Fitzhugh and had no means of discerning my cohort’s situation. I was merely a passenger in my own protoplasm as I, and several other concert attendees, filed out of the theatre and commenced a brisk walk eastward along the pavement. We continued en masse, never giving way as oncoming pedestrians scrambled aside; carriages veered; velocipedes wobbled and crashed. We marched, blank-faced automatons, for some twenty relentless blocks until the British Museum’s imposing façade rose before us. Our aggregation invaded the museum and tread directly to the Enlightenment Gallery, with focused attention on the exhibit of the magical artifacts once belonging to Dr. John Dee.
The horror deepened. I watched my own traitorous hands, and some others as well, snatch five wax seals, an obsidian mirror, a gold disc, and a crystal ball. Others set about restraining or blocking the museum’s security staff whilst we persisted in our audacious robbery. With the museum staff fully engaged with a large portion of our congregation, several of us walked purposefully, but not with extreme haste, out the exit and onto the pavement. As before, I was merely an observer through all this abhorrent behavior, as a marionette manipulated by strings to perform as conducted, still screaming silently inside a skull that wouldn’t obey. It was absolutely horrifying, and an overwhelming sense of helplessness drove me toward the darkest depths of my sensibility.
I was guided to a large black carriage, from which a young man, who appeared to be of an age between twenty and thirty, emerged to take possession of the stolen items we conveyed. After returning to his transport with the loot, the vehicle sped off down Great Russell St. with a clattering of hooves from the four fine black equines employed for its mobility. 
Control slammed back. One breath I was a passenger; the next, gasping, choking on air in my own lungs. Around me, my fellow ‘conspirators’ blinked, bewildered, muttering about Bechstein Hall. They remembered nothing. The chilling truth dawned: only I carried the vile memory of our forced robbery. I alone possessed memories of the wretched commission we had so recently perpetrated, and urged my fellow conspirators to relinquish their liberation to the nearest constable in the hope of discovering the perpetrator of this flagrant and vicious atrocity. 
 
 
“After extensive interrogation and dubiety from the understandably incredulous Scotland Yard, I was freed by a Mr. Mycroft Holmes, who insisted I relate my story to Dr. Maxwell Jaxon. And that, good sir, explains my sudden imposition into your forenoon routine.”
“Not at all, Mr. Eccles,” said Maxwell Jaxon, his voice a low rumble, like distant thunder. The sudden scritch of a Bryant and May match cut the silence, flaring brightly. In its brief, sulfurous glare, Eccles saw the doctor’s lamp black hair and obsidian eyes, fixed upon him with unnerving intensity. Jaxon touched the flame to the slender Kyriazi Frères Egyptian cigarette; the tip glowed like a malevolent eye in the dim study. A plume of fragrant bluish smoke curled upwards.
“Your narrative is… electrifying. Though,” he added, tapping ash into a crystal tray with a precise finger, “certain details demand immediate illumination.” His gaze, sharp as flint, swept over Eccles again—the crisp white Marcus Regency shirt, the burgundy canvas vest stretched taut over a lean frame, charcoal Callahan frock coat hinting at Prussian blue beneath. The man was young, barely thirty, with carefully tended dark hair and a moustache that seemed an afterthought, to intense, watchful eyes.
“I shall strive for clarity, Dr. Jaxon,” Eccles replied, his own fingers instinctively seeking the reassurance of his moustache. He took a steadying sip from the delicate coffee cup resting on the mahogany table, its intricate marquetry sun seeming to pulse faintly in the shifting light.
“Your bearing speaks of academia,” Jaxon stated, leaning forward slightly, the cigarette held loosely. The grey haze thickened around him. “Elucidate your… cultivation.”
“Barrow-in-Furness born, Doctor. Postgraduate studies at the Royal College of Science, London. For the past two years,” Eccles straightened, a flicker of pride breaking through his tension, “I’ve served as assistant to Guglielmo Marconi, the Italian radio entrepreneur.”
Jaxon’s lips thinned into something resembling a smile. “Marconi. ’96. Salisbury Plain. Morse code crackling across four miles of empty air. Like magic made manifest.” He took a slow, deep drag, the ember flaring. “Then ten miles across the Bristol Channel the very next year. I heard him lecture at the Royal Institution—‘Signalling Through Space without Wires.’ A prophet.” He exhaled a long, contemplative stream. “Soon, his waves will girdle the globe.”
“Largely thanks to the Kennelly-Heaviside layer,” Eccles interjected, leaning in, the scientist momentarily overriding the supplicant. “Reflecting the waves back from the upper atmosphere. That’s been our crucible these past years.” He paused, his voice dropping. “We also confirmed the day-night disparity. Solar radiation… it devours the signal strength.”
Jaxon sucked the smoke deep into his lungs, holding it for a beat before releasing it. The pungent Egyptian scent filled the space between them. “Solar interference,” he murmured, the words thick with smoke and hidden meaning. “A familiar adversary. It shackles our own work at the Royal Society of Esoterica—cerebral kinematics. Sunlight renders the aetheric pathways… impassable for consciousness.”
Eccles met the doctor’s obsidian stare, understanding dawning. “A shared nemesis, then. Without that solar tyranny, Doctor, wireless telegraphy would be mere child’s play next to transported consciousness. A pity dawn must silence such profound travel.” He gestured vaguely upwards. “At least Marconi’s whispers, however weakened, can still pierce the day.”
The rich aroma of coffee filled the silence as Dr. Jaxon lifted the heavy silver carafe. “A refill, Mr. Eccles? You seem… fatigued.”
“Thank you, Doctor,” Eccles rasped, accepting the steaming cup. His hand trembled slightly. “Sleep eluded me. Between the… violation of possession and the lingering grip of Tilden’s Extract…” He trailed off, the shadows under his eyes stark against his pale skin.
Jaxon poured for himself, the dark liquid swirling. “Tilden’s Extract,” he mused, settling back, his obsidian gaze fixed on the younger man. “An uncommon choice. Was this your first encounter with its… illuminations?”
Eccles flinched, his eyes darting away like startled birds. “An aberration, Doctor! Solely due to Fitzhugh Ludlow’s influence. A foolish curiosity, I confess, but the suggestion to combine it with the concert…” He hung his head, fingers twisting the napkin in his lap. “It seemed… artistic at the time. Now, merely mortifying.”
“I know of Ludlow and his hasheesh explorations,” Jaxon stated, his voice low and devoid of judgment, yet carrying immense weight. “Judgment is not my purpose. The Royal Society of Esoterica understands the value of probing altered states. Consciousness, Mr. Eccles, is the ultimate frontier, and certain keys… chemically forged… may unlock its doors.” He took a slow sip, watching the relief soften Eccles’ rigid posture over the rim of his cup.
Encouraged, Eccles leaned forward, a spark of the scientist momentarily dominating his shame. “Precisely! Might such substances reveal hidden layers of our world? Or… crack open doors to entirely other realms? Or simply illuminate the brain’s own shadowed machinery?”
“Indeed,” Jaxon murmured, the word heavy with shared understanding. He placed his cup down with deliberate precision. “And Ludlow? Since your… parting at Bechstein Hall?”
Eccles winced, rubbing the nape of his neck as if the memory were a physical ache. “No word. I abandoned him, Doctor. My guest. The guilt… it gnaws.”
“A perspective lost,” Jaxon observed coolly. “His account of the Hall’s events would be invaluable. Understand,” he continued, his gaze sharpening like a scalpel, “I do not doubt your experience. But you acknowledge the potent hallucinogen coursing through your veins. Can you swear, absolutely, that those clockwork butterflies manifesting from the aether were not phantoms born of an overstimulated mind?”
Eccles drew a ragged breath. “I feared the extract would damn my testimony.” His hand plunged into his jacket pocket, emerging not with hesitation, but with a sudden, decisive motion. He placed the object on the polished mahogany with a soft, metallic clink. But this should quench your skepticism, Doctor.”
Maxwell Jaxon froze. Before him lay a mechanical marvel: a butterfly wrought in shimmering gold and lapis lazuli, wings impossibly delicate. He picked it up, the metal cool against his skin. His thumb found the seam, flipped it. Twin, wickedly sharp spring-loaded needles gleamed on its underside.
Without a word, Jaxon stood. He moved to a mahogany desk, opened a drawer, and retrieved a compact device—a brass dynamo lamp. The rhythmic whir-clunk, whir-clunk of the crank filled the room as he charged it. Finally, a harsh, focused beam cut through the dim study. “Your neck, Mr. Eccles,” Jaxon commanded, his voice devoid of its earlier courtesy. “If you please. I will be… precise.”
Eccles tilted his head forward, exposing the vulnerable nape. “Of course. The sting remains... a persistent annoyance.” The brilliant light pinned two tiny, livid puncture wounds just below the base of Eccles’s skull. Jaxon traced their outline with a cold, clinical finger. “Fascinating,” he breathed, the word almost lost in the lamp’s hum. He snapped the light off, plunging the corner back into gloom, his silhouette looming over Eccles. He held the butterfly up, its wings catching the ambient light like captured fire. “This artifact must be studied. By my colleagues at the Royal Society. Its secrets… the very method of your ‘hijacking’… may lie within its gears. May I retain it?”
William Eccles met Maxwell Jaxon’s gaze, his own eyes sharp beneath a veneer of wariness. “Of course,” he said, the words clipped. “Any insight into this madness is welcome. Mr. Holmes made his expectations clear—full cooperation. You have it.” He leaned forward, the worn leather of the armchair creaking softly. “What would you know of the globe?”
Jaxon didn’t blink. “First, describe its arrival in Bechstein Hall. Anything unusual… before it manifested?”
Eccles stiffened as if struck. A heavy, hollow silence descended, broken only by the relentless tick-tock of the mantel clock. Seconds stretched into an age. When he finally spoke, his voice was thin, distant, frayed at the edges. “There… was something. Though God knows if it was real or just the extract unraveling my mind…”
“What did you see, Mr. Eccles?” Jaxon pressed, his tone cutting through the haze.
Eccles squeezed his eyes shut, lines of strain etching his face. “The air… above the musicians… it wasn’t still.” He opened his eyes, staring past Jaxon at some phantom stage. “It shivered. Like heat haze off a desert road, but… timed. Precise. Twisting and coiling in perfect time with the Trio Élégiaque.” A shudder ran through him. “And behind it… glimpses. Fragments of… another scene. Like stained glass seen through smoke. Solid one moment, dissolving the next.” His knuckles whitened where he gripped the chair. “Phantom images… bleeding through.”
Jaxon surged forward, his chair scraping harshly on the floorboards. “Connected to the Trio? You’re certain?” His intensity was almost physical.
Eccles flinched, a spark of defensive agitation flashing in his eyes. “As certain as a man swimming in hasheesh can be! My senses were… amplified. Distorted. Who knows what was real? Who knows anything in that state? His voice rose, tinged with the remembered horror and the lingering shame of altered perception.
“Amplified, yes!” Jaxon’s own eyes blazed with conviction. “Precisely! The Trio is a crucible of D minor, saturated with dissonance. Think of the strings, man! Each note isn’t pure sound. It’s a storm—the fundamental root note, yes, but screaming harmonics layered atop it… the major third screaming against the chord’s own inherent minor third.” He stabbed a finger towards the empty space between them, punctuating his point. “That clash is the very sound of sorrow, woven into the music’s fabric. But in your heightened state, Mr. Eccles…” Jaxon leaned in, his voice dropping to a low, deadly serious register, heavy with implication. “…you didn’t just hear melancholia. You saw it tear the fabric of the world.”
The room seemed to grow colder. Jaxon held Eccles’s terrified gaze. “Certain frequencies aren’t just sound. They’re scalpels. They cut through the veils between worlds. That ‘wavering’ you described? That phantom ‘tableau?’ It was no mere hallucination. It was the method.” He leaned closer still, the weight of recent, cataclysmic history pressing down on them both. “The same method they used. The ones who poured through the rifts and nearly turned London into a colony of their twisted, imperial reflection. The veil is thin, Mr. Eccles. Dangerously thin. And that music…” Jaxon let the sentence hang for a heartbeat, the implication chilling. “… was rending it.”
William Eccles leaned forward, his gaze sharpening like honed steel. “The work Marconi and I pursue… it reveals forces invisible,” he breathed, the air crackling with unspoken implication. “Frequencies coursing through the very aether, capable of… profound disturbances. Could such waves displace solid matter? I dare not yet affirm it.” He fell silent, the unthinkable possibility hanging thick between them.
Maxwell crushed the smoldering stub of his cigarette into the ashtray with deliberate finality. “So,” he pressed, his voice low and insistent, “You left the theatre. And then? A loose group, or something more… regimented?”
“Regimented?” Eccles gave a hollow laugh. “We were swept along, Doctor. Like flotsam in a raging current. No volition, no pause—utterly helpless. An interminable forced march.” His knuckles whitened on the armrest. “Cavendish square blurred past. A sharp, unnatural turn onto Oxford Street… then Tottenham Court Road, a relentless tide surging toward Great Russell Street. We carved through the evening crowd, an unyielding wave met by curses, shouts, sheer terror… and we felt nothing.”
“How many souls in this… current?”
“A dozen? Perhaps. Impossible to tell. A grim fellowship of the damned.” Eccles met Maxwell’s eyes, his own haunted. “And I am its sole chronicler. The others… blank slates. Their last memory? The velvet seats of Bechstein Hall. As if the intervening horror were neatly excised.”
“The Tilden’s Extract,” Maxwell mused, tapping a finger thoughtfully. “Its peculiar alkaloids… perhaps they shielded your mind. A chemical bulwark against whatever induced that… catalepsy.”
Eccles stifled a yawn behind a trembling hand, weariness battling the adrenaline of recollection. “A hypothesis I share. Yet proving it…” He shrugged, the gesture heavy with frustration.
“And the Museum?” Maxwell leaned in, his voice dropping to a near whisper. “No hesitation? Straight to one… specific point?”
“None,” Eccles confirmed, a chill seeming to pass through him. “We were funneled, precisely, into the Enlightenment Gallery. Drawn with singular, chilling purpose… directly to the artifacts of John Dee.”
“As you may know, John Dee wasn’t just a scholar; he was Elizabethan England’s own Renaissance oracle. Imagine the scene: a man whose formidable intellect spanned the heavens as an astronomer and hidden structures of the universe as a mathematician, yet who delved equally into the earth’s darkest secrets as an alchemist and the celestial hierarchies as an astrologer. As trusted advisor and celestial navigator to the formidable Elizabeth I herself, Dee commanded respect at the highest court. His library at Mortlake wasn’t merely large—it was a legendary labyrinth of forbidden knowledge, a magnet for thinkers across Europe, its shelves groaning under the weight of manuscripts on Hermetic philosophy, divination, and the very fabric of reality. But Dee’s vision extended beyond the stars and ancient texts. He dreamt empire, coining the very term ‘British Empire,’ his mind charting both colonial expansion and metaphysical frontiers. This insatiable thirst for ultimate truths led him deeper. His Monas Hieroglyphica wasn’t just a book; it was a cryptic bomb, a single, self-designed glyph claiming to unlock the mystical unity through Kabbalistic fire. And then… the descent into the abyss of the unseen. Partnered with the enigmatic, disreputable Edward Kelly as his scryer, Dee plunged into the spirit world. Together, they claimed a staggering feat: the discovery of the Enochian language—a pure, angelic tongue. Through crystal and ritual, they allegedly pierced the veil, holding whispered conversations with angels like Uriel, transcribing secrets from beyond the mortal veil.”
Jaxon moved like a shadow across the room, fingers trailing over dusty spines until they closed on heavy, cracked leather. He pulled a tome, its binding sighing as he opened it. “These artifacts,” he murmured, eyes scanning the faded script, “aren’t mere curiosities. They are the instruments of John Dee’s forbidden communion.” He tapped a brittle page. “The exhibit holds his tools of power. A ‘shew stone’—not just crystal, but a lens trained on the angelic. Dee commanded his scryer to gaze into it, believing it a direct line to divine messengers. Then, the gold disc.” Jaxon’s voice dropped. “Forged from a vision granted to Edward Kelly in Cracow—the Four Castles, a sigil ripped from dreams. The obsidian mirror…” He paused, the words hanging heavy. “Polished volcanic glass, black as the void it was meant to pierce. A window not for light but for… other things. And the wax seals.” He traced an illustration in the book. “Conjured under Uriel’s own instruction during a séance. Specific dimensions, potent symbols—talismans meant to anchor celestial power onto a table of practice, to focus the stone’s gaze.”
William Eccles stroked his moustache, a thoughtful almost nervous gesture. “But why target these?” He countered, his voice tight with skepticism. “Compared to the Portland Vase, the Lewis Chessmen… they seem like scholar’s trinkets. Scarcely worth the effort of a common thief, let alone… whatever orchestrated that march.”
Jaxon snapped the book shut with a decisive thump, dust motes swirling in the sudden motion. “Trinkets?” he echoed, a sharp edge in his tone. “You mistake antiquity for value, Eccles. These aren’t relics of history; they are conduits. Dee didn’t merely dabble; he bargained with angels, sought the language of creation itself. These objects were his keys. They resonate with the very frequencies you and Marconi fear. Think not of gold or obsidian, but of power. The power to open doors best left sealed. That is why they were taken. Someone seeks not treasure, but a weapon forged in the fires of Enochian magic.”
Jaxon’s fingers raked through his hair like claws, leaving furrows in the raven strands. He struck a match, the sudden flare illuminating the grim set of his jaw before he lit his cigarette. “What power resides in those objects? What madness would drive a man to orchestrate such a… spectacle… just to steal them?” His gaze drifted, not just unfocused, but seeming to peer through the walls, into some unseen darkness. When his eyes snapped back to Eccles, they were sharp, urgent. “The man who took them. Describe him. Every detail.”
Eccles shuddered, the memory raw. “Young. Perhaps mid-twenties. Hair thick, dark, wild—like he’d wrestled a storm. A beard, unkempt, matted… it came to a filthy point beneath his chin.” He swallowed. “But the eyes, Doctor. Dark, piercing… hollow. And the nose—long, sharp as a blade. Unsettling. He wore dark, rough clothes. And a cloak… a black cape that seemed to drink the light.”
“The carriage,” Jaxon pressed, leaning forward, the cigarette forgotten in his hand. “Anything distinctive? Any mark?”
Eccles closed his eyes, forcing himself back into that terrifying encounter. “A crest… on the door,” he breathed. “Silver field. A blue boar… rampant. And three red crosses… arranged around it.”
Jaxon stiffened. “The boar. Tenacity, ferocity incarnate. The crosses… martyrdom, sacrifice for belief.” He was already moving, a predator scenting blood, scanning the shelves. His hand shot out, pulling a heavy heraldry tome. Pages rasped as he flipped them with frantic precision. He stopped, thrusting the book towards Eccles. A coloured plate showed an identical crest. “This?”
Eccles recoiled slightly. “Yes. I do believe that is the crest I observed.”
“Ó Cruadhlaoich,” Jaxon breathed, the Gaelic name rough and ancient on his tongue. “Anglicised… Crowley.” He slammed the book shut. The name seemed to ignite something in him. “Crowley… Edward Alexander Crowley.” A cold smile touched his lips, devoid of warmth. “Trinity College. The chess prodigy. Almost beat me at Simpson’s… a mind like a steel trap wrapped in velvet.” He paced, the energy crackling. “Known for his Alpine mountaineering, he scaled the Eiger, the Jungfrau, Mönch, Trift, and Wetterhorn—mountains that break men. But his true ascent…” Jaxon paused, locking eyes with Eccles, “…was into darker realms. Western esoterism. The pursuit of forbidden experience. A hunger for the numinous, no matter the cost. Dee’s artifacts? They wouldn’t be mere curiosities to him. They’d be keys.”
“Where do we find this Crowley?” Eccles demanded, a note of steel entering his weary voice.
Jaxon’s smile turned grim. “First, abandon ‘Edward Alexander.’ He despised the mundane. ‘Alick?’ His mother’s pet name—anathema. ‘Ned,’ ‘Ted,’ ‘Ed’… childish insults. ‘Alexander?’ Too cumbersome. He craved a name with power, a sorcerer’s name.” Jaxon’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “He studied the rhythm of legend. A dactyl—boom-ta-ta—followed by a spondee—BOOM-BOOM. A name that strikes.” He paused, letting the implication hang. “He found it in the shadows of Gaelic. Aleister. The dark echo of Alexander. Paired with the hammer-blow of Crowley… it became his sigil. Aleister Crowley. That is the name of the man who now possesses John Dee’s power.
.

Chapter 3
 
 
London, eighteen months after the “invasion quake,” still wore its scars like grim jewelry. Dr. Maxwell Jaxon wrestled his American Roper steam velocipede—a roaring, brass-and-iron beast bult by Sylvester H. Roper of Roxbury, Massachusetts—around jagged piles of debris littering the Strand. Ash gritted the air, a bitter reminder of the cataclysm unleashed when a rapacious British Empire from a parallel dimension tore through reality, hungry for the multiverse itself.
His destination, the Royal Society of Esoterica, clung stubbornly to life within the wounded shell of King’s College London. The Thames had clawed over its banks during the quake, leaving its mark on the once-grand building. Now, amidst scaffolding and the scent of fresh-cut timber and damp plaster, the laboratory hummed. Jaxon navigated the echoing corridors, the steam-hiss of his velocipede fading behind him.
Inside the lab, young Oliver Harrison looked up, wrenching magnifying goggles from his face. His brownish-blond hair tumbled wildly over the collar of his spotless white coat, framing intense blue eyes that lit with genuine warmth at the sight of his mentor. “Dr. Jaxon! Welcome back, sir.” A vibrant smile cut across his features, momentarily banishing the lab’s pervasive damp-chill.
Jaxon knew the brilliance behind that smile. Oliver, son of a visionary engineer and a pragmatic charity investigator, possessed a mind that devoured mathematics, chemistry, and physics—winning accolades at Wadham College, Oxford before his vehement radicalism and clashes with authority led to suspension. Recognising raw, untamed potential, Jaxon had offered sanctuary here at the RSE. It proved a masterstroke. Oliver hadn’t just thrived, he’d been instrumental in defeating the invaders, confronting his own twin brother Oscar—the invasion’s architect from the other dimension. Oscar’s consciousness, a disembodied ghost, now eternally fled the sun, circling the Earth but condemned to the dark side.
“Good morning, Mr. Harrison,” Jaxon replied, his gaze shifting to the intricate chaos on the bench. The delicate corpse of a clockwork butterfly lay dissected, its components meticulously arrayed like metallic entrails.
Oliver followed his look, alacrity unfurling. “The butterfly, sir? Conventional at its heart. Springs drive the wings—downstroke for lift, the clap at the top thrusts it forward via Newton’s third law. Elegant, but not revolutionary.”
He leaned in, finger tracing an almost invisible speck. “This is where it gets fascinating. Iron filings, likely for magnetic navigation… sensitive to Earth’s very pulse.” His finger darted to a miniscule lens. “And silicon crystals here, in the eyes. Refractive index of four! Imagine the light it gathers, the visual cues it might perceive…”
“Most interesting indeed, Mr. Harrison,” Jaxon murmured, a spark of pride beneath his professional reserve. “Excellent work. As always.”
The laboratory door crashed open. Dr. Maxwell Jaxon’s breath hitched. Emerald. She strode in, the starched white of her lab coat a stark contrast to the vibrant auburn hair pulled ruthlessly back. Her sharp green eyes swept the room, landing on him for a heartbeat—long enough for the familiar jolt of awareness to tighten his chest—before flicking towards Oliver’s bench. Every time was like the first shock of lightning: her arresting presence, the fierce intelligence radiating from her, and the inconvenient, persistent pull beneath his professional façade.
“Good morning, Dr. Jaxon,” she stated, her voice cool and precise.
“Miss Robinson,” he managed, the name feeling inadequate.
He knew the formidable mind behind those eyes. Knew she’d fought her way from Bedford College to Vienna, studying under Obersteiner himself, amassing a neurobiological expertise that left him in awe. And he knew, with a thudding heart he desperately tried to quiet, that the fierce attraction he’d confessed during the chaos of the multiverse invasion was terrifyingly mutual. Now, professionalism was their shared, fragile shield.
“Mr. Harrison was detailing the butterfly’s mechanics,” Jaxon said, forcing his focus back. “Have you determined the method of control? How it manipulates?”
Emerald didn’t hesitate. She moved to Oliver’s bench, her gaze dissecting the splayed automaton. Her finger, steady and sure, tapped a spot near the thorax. “Here. And here. Underside sensors. Mercury, cadmium… and the rather rare element, tellurium.” She traced the delicate structure surrounding them. “Likely thermoreceptors. Hunting warmth. Human skin.” Her finger moved to the sinister, hollow needles threaded with filament-fine silver wire. “Residue analysis confirms nightshade derivatives. Henbane alkaloids. Induces delirium, hallucinations…” Her voice hardened. “…and targeted amnesia.”
She straightened, meeting their eyes, the implications hanging heavy. “Impact triggers injection. Toxins induce catatonia. The wires?” She made a subtle, pulling gesture with her fingers. “They filament into the spinal cord. Efferent, afferent pathways… all compromised. Voluntary motion. Involuntary responses. Sensory input.” Her green eyes were ice. “It turns a person into a marionette. And the poison ensures they never remember the strings were attached.”
A cold dread seeped into Jaxon’s bones. “A direct assault on the self,” he breathed. “Are we all so… violable?”
“Potentially, yes,” Emerald’s voice was cool, clinical—a stark contrast to the grotesque reality they were facing. “Tilden’s extract blocked the catatonia in Eccles, but not the control. A targeted electric shock could interrupt the signal… but calibrating it to disable the device without frying the host’s neural tissue?” She shook her head slowly. “It would be like performing brain surgery with a lightning bolt.”
Oliver leaned forward, his eyes alight with the sharp, restless energy of a mind already three steps ahead. “Forget electricity—what about a localised electromagnetic pulse? We don’t need to shock the patient; we need to magnetise the butterfly’s internal mechanics. Freeze it in place. Stifle its abilities at the source.”
Before Emerald could respond, Maxwell’s voice cut through the tension, low and commanding. “I want you both working together on a solution to this problem.” His gaze swept over them, leaving no room for debate. “Before this… affliction finds another host.”
A beat of silence.
“Understood,” they said in near-unison, though Emerald’s tone was edged with reservation, Oliver’s with galvanised focus.
Then, almost unnervingly, Maxwell’s demeanor shifted. A sly calculating look softened the severity in his eyes. “And since you’re so fond of elegant solutions… a riddle,” he said, his voice dropping to a gravelly murmur. “I hold nothing, yet conquer all. I open kingdoms, make empires fall. Copy me—your teeth will turn to kiss, but forge me false, and I’ll betray you with a hiss.”
Both fell still. Emerald’s brow furrowed in silent deduction, but it was Oliver whose face lit up with the swift spark of insight. “A key,” he declared, a faint grin tugging at his mouth. Pleased. Almost proud.
Maxwell’s lips curved into a thin, approving smile. “Excellent, Mr. Harrison. Now… find ours.”
The faint rhythmic glug-glug of the water bath drew Maxwell’s eye. Nestled within the heated water, a round-bottom flask held something unsettling: a pulsing, greyish-pink mass clinging to the glass. He moved closer, the sterile lab air suddenly thick with the coppery scent of nutrient broth and something indefinably organic. “Emerald… what is this?”
She appeared beside him, her gaze fixed on the flask with unsettling intensity. “An experiment. The assistant coroner obliged with a… donation. Post-mortem neural tissue.” Her finger tapped the glass near the throbbing mass. “I’ve introduced a tailored protein kinase cascade. It’s triggering mitosis, pushing differentiation.”
Maxwell stared, the implications coiling cold in his gut. “You’re not just preserving it. You’re growing it. Actively cultivating… brain matter?”
“Regeneration requires growth, Maxwell,” she said, her voice clinical yet charged with ambition. “Imagine replacing damaged tissue in situ, rebuilding neural pathways shattered by trauma or stroke. The potential is… immense. Though embryonic, yes.”
A visceral shudder ran through him. “Good god, Emerald. It’s pure Shelley.”
She finally tore her eyes from the flask to meet his, unflinching. “Presently it possesses less complexity than a sea slug. No senses. No inputs. No experiences. It’s biology, Maxwell. Not biography. When does inert matter become… a mind? Without stimuli, without a body, without a life… is it even possible?”
The question hung, chilling the air between them. Maxwell leaned in, his voice dropping, almost hushed. “And what of a soul, Emerald? If you succeed… does this… construct… house one?”
Emerald’s sharp laugh cut through the tension. “Ah, now you leap from neurophysiology straight into the Archbishop’s pulpit! Science cannot weigh the soul, Dr. Jaxon. Are you attempting to scandalise me?” A playful challenge lit her eyes.
The stoic mask Maxwell fought to maintain fractured. A reluctant smile tugged irresistibly at his lips. “Perhaps… just a little. You do make it tempting.”
Emerald’s answering grin was swift and dazzling. She reached out, giving his shoulder a brief, familiar smack—a spark of warmth against the clinical chill. “Rogue.”
The harsh jangle of the hallway telephone shattered the moment. Maxwell answered, his voice shifting to clipped formality. When he returned moments later, his expression was grim
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