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	Unmoored

	“Where did we find him?”

	“Outside a pizzeria on the Alpenring in Walldorf.”

	“Obviously a man who travels first class.”

	Hans chuckles.

	Dolf stretches: “So, before he vanished - on camera, from a locked cell - and the infestation of sharp dressed young men with Hamburg accents began, what did our mystery guest tell you?”

	Hans pulls out his notebook: “He spoke almost perfect Hessian. I had to get my grandfather to verify my translations. Grandpa said that he was speaking ‘Darmstadter’, and he hadn’t heard that spoken since he was a child.”

	Dolf waves a hand: “So he’s a bit of a linguistic mystery as well. Move on.”

	Hans grimaces: “We’ll have to. The suits took the tapes.”

	Dolf glares at him.

	Hans ducks his head and continues: “He claimed to be Grustaf Kolingt, a ‘Geldaj’ – some sort of private detective. Anyway, he had been hired to look into a trio of disappearances, one every fifty years or so. Now, things got weirder when I asked about their cold case methodology, because he didn’t understand. Lifespans where he comes from average two hundred and fifty years. Two of the disappearances had made headlines that Grustaf had read!”

	Dolf looks up: “Only two?”

	“Yes. The first one occurred before Grustaf was born. The fourth was imminent. Grustaf was hired to find the cause and stop it.”

	“Man from another world ends up in Walldorf? Come on, Hans.”

	“I thought the same. Then he listed the three missing people, and one of them was familiar.”

	Dolf sits up: “In what way?”

	“Frankfurt,” Hans waves his hands as Dolf starts to rise “on-Oder. The other Frankfurt. I read about the stranger that appeared there when I was a kid. Said he came from ‘Laxaria in the country of Sakria’, but vanished before authorities could do anything. That was back in 1851. Next one was in 1905: a man caught stealing bread in Paris. Had a torn map of a place called ‘Lizbia’. He spoke no language anyone could interpret. Again, he vanished before anything more could be done. Then, in 1954, a chap was detained at Tokyo airport: presented a well-used passport from ‘Taured’, in Andorra. They locked him up overnight, -”

	Dolf interjects: “And he was gone by morning.”

	Hans grins: “Precisely. So, Grustaf did some basic detective work – common themes, places, etcetera. The only overlap was visiting some place called Mantuk, an abandoned town in what we’d call Connecticut.”

	“Let me guess. Our intrepid private detective went out to Mantuk, didn’t he?”

	Hans nods: “He did. Found an abandoned naval station with some generators still running. Inside, he found what I would call a ‘mad scientist’ by the name of Johann Titor. Unfortunately for Grustaf, Doktor Titor had henchmen. They overpowered him, then threw him into Titor’s machine. He has no idea what Titor was trying to achieve, but the result of a failure is an artificially induced case of what happened to the disappeared. They become ‘Losgemacht’: slipping from one reality to another, until they encounter the reality that matches the resonance that the freak incident – or Titor’s machine - imbued them with.”

	“What happens to those who don’t find a matching reality?”

	“They spend a short time in each reality, then ‘drift’ on. Until they die.”

	Dolf leans back and laces his fingers behind his head.

	“Then I hope Grustaf Kolingt gets lucky and lands in a reality where they need impetuous, gifted detectives.”

	Hans raises his coffee cup: “I’ll drink to that.”

	***

	 

	Davy Jones’ Pearl

	We kept on losing probes around the ten-thousand metre mark in the Galathea Depth. Only half a kilometre from the bottom of the third deepest sea location on Earth. When we started the project, we were looking for benthic megafauna. Some unusual sightings along the Mindanao Deep led us to scatter the area with a grid of detectors. The hits from that sensor net pointed us toward the Galathea Depth as the epicentre of activity. Nobody had any illusions about the near-impossibility of getting anything decent at that depth. The bottom durations of submersibles down there were very short, for all that the descent and ascent took hours.

	A month later, and we were in deep water with our sponsors as well as floating over it. Six remote vehicles, worth over fourteen million dollars in total, had been lost. If we didn’t come up with something spectacular on the last foray, we would be lucky to get jobs swabbing decks on trawlers after the lawyers finished with us.

	 

	“This is Nereus Three. Command to manual, we are releasing cables.”

	There was a thud and N3 became an independent fish. With no fuss or chatter, we started to descend. Alice, Barney and I had volunteered for this, because we had the most to lose if the project failed. There were tenures, grants and sponsorships, plus the goodwill of the various organisations that effectively governed our chosen profession.

	 

	Hours later, we came to a halt as our instruments indicated something highly unusual. Hitting the lights, we were dazzled by the reflection from the huge silver sphere that hung in the water ahead.

	“Size that!” Barney was always at his best when stressed.

	“Two hundred metres in diameter, and flawless. We’ve found Davy Jones’ pearl!” Alice laughed as she activated the recorders.

	“Looks like an air bubble, shoot a probe into it.”

	Barney nodded. With a thump and a hiss, the little dart filled with sensors shot from us to disappear into the silver globe.

	“We’re in! Massive heat when it went through the perimeter, but now the temperature reading is dropping fast”

	“Composition?”

	Alice opened her mouth, then shut it: “Nothing.”

	“What?”

	“Nothing. Readings are damn near the same as the ones I saw when I was on loan to NASA. That sphere contains a vacuum.”

	Our shouts almost drowned out the proximity alarm. By the time we registered it, something had us. The cameras picked up tentacles protruding from a dark mass. With a ‘crunch’, we were deposited on a ledge. From there, we had a grandstand view of a blue-white squid-like creature nearly half a kilometre long, whipping it’s tentacles around the surface of the sphere.

	“What is it doing?” asked Alice.

	Barney sat down hard: “Maintenance.”

	We both looked at him, chorusing: “What?”

	He shrugged: “Best I can come up with. Something about how it moves reminds me of someone fine-tuning a device.”

	A white flash was followed by a wave of turbulence. After it passed, our lights shone out into uninterrupted abyss, devoid of sphere and pseudo-squid. Barney pointed at our side screen. On the ledge next to us, our six remotes were lined up, their surfaces scratched and pitted.

	Alice turned to look at the two of us: “We have the journey up to create a story that covers this, without getting us locked up or our futures destroyed. It will also need to cover the data erasure we’ll be doing. When we have the story, we stick to it. Forever. Agreed?”

	Barney and I nodded.

	***

	 

	Eldridge

	Doctor Jessup is terribly polite. We’re stirring our coffees before he asks his first question.

	“What started it?”

	I smile: “Why do they all add up to six?”

	“Pardon?”

	“You asked what started it. That question is the answer. I can’t remember when it became an actual question, though. I knew about fifty-one and forty-two, then Rory got shot while trying to climb into some facility north of Vegas. Said the Humvee they dragged him into had an ‘Area 24’ plaque on the dashboard. I asked my sources a lot of questions, got answers that ranged from outright ridicule to scrotum-shrivelling religious fanaticism. I let it go. There’s only so much time you can waste.”

	He nods, then gestures for me to continue.

	“Two years later, I’m on a helicopter bound for Yellowknife.”

	His expression conveys the unasked question.

	“Oil rig maintenance.”

	Another nod.

	“Storm came out of nowhere. Pilot saved us, but we all thought our chances were slim, lost in a snowstorm in the wilds of Alaska. Until a camouflaged, balloon-tyred Humvee turned up. It had a plaque on the dash, too: ‘Area 33’. When I asked, they said nothing. Just drove us south for ages, in silence, to a waystation. Then unloaded us, turned round, and drove off.

	As soon as I got back to civilisation, I started making a fuss on alternative media. A few people contacted me. Areas 1 thru 30, they’re mainly Nuclear Test Sites. Six is one of the most irradiated areas on the planet.

	It took me a long while to work through the rest of the chaff. But, last month, I got down to one area: 60. Not the Philly AA, but some vague location referenced in conspiracies featuring disappearing people, lost villages and flying battleships.”

	He puts his mug down: “So what happened?”

	I smile: “You did. The timing is too neat.”

	Jessup laughs: “You think I’ve been sent by some secretive government organisation?”

	Our gazes lock: “Would I be wrong?”

	“I’m here at Serena’s request.”

	“Just a moment. My girlfriend asked you to pretend to be a doctor?”

	“I’m a psychiatrist. Serena asked me to check on your sanity.”

	My world lurches. Jessup rises. While I gasp for breath, Serena takes the seat he vacated.

	“Carlos, please stop this.”

	I do a double-take, then stare at her: “I thought you, of all people, understood. I also thought you were at your sisters.”

	She smiles sadly: “Doctor Jessup called, said he’d finally arranged to meet you.”

	I feel hot and queasy. As I lurch to my feet, the worried look that flashes across her face decides me.

	“Let me take a leak, then we’ll go.” It’s time to stop this, for her - no, our - sakes.

	Shakily, I head for the toilets. Jessup has a hand against my shoulder, concern clear on his face. I’m through the door, looking for the sign to the gents, when it hits me: my shoes are ringing on steel deck plates.

	His voice has a lazy southern drawl it didn’t possess just now: “Area 60 hasn’t been entirely in-phase since 1943. Getting attention drawn to it makes it more difficult to shift; a limitation loosely related to influencing quantum states by observation, I’m told.”

	He stabs me in the back.

	Selena catches me as I fall. Over her shoulder, I see the bulkhead door closing on a view of the restaurant - in a reality I’ve just left.

	As the lights start to dim, I hear her whisper: “You’re too righteous to recruit, so it’s burial at quantum sea. Goodbye, dear fool.” 

	***

	 

	Liaison

	The branches hung low in the sweltering heat of an Arkansas summer afternoon. It caught the two men in smart suits by surprise: they staggered as they exited the air-conditioned confines of their dark-windowed black Escalade.

	Hub was sitting on the porch, watching them idly over the rusting white goods and decaying furniture that were the ornamental features on his front lawn. He took a swig from the demijohn, as they approached his gate, before rising to greet them, denims cracking as he moved.

	“Afternoon, y’all. What can I do fer you gents?”

	The man in front smiled humourlessly and raised his hand in greeting: “Mister Hubert Avery? I’m Agent Felpiss.”

	Hub grinned, revealing stained teeth: “Bummer of a surname you got there. Musta been hard fer you in school. Yeah, I’m him. Call me Hub.”

	The agent behind raised his hand, a sheaf of white papers clutched in it: “Well, Hub, we’re from the Mithrium Mining Council and we need to talk.”

	Hub frowned: “Seems you don’t have the manners of yer friend, mister. Hows about you introduce yerself before gettin’ down to bizniss?”

	Agent Felpiss smiled as his colleague sputtered and swore quietly: “Apologies, Mister Avery. I’m Field Agent Thurber.”

	Hub nodded: “That would be Thurber as in ‘Goddam Thurber that interferin’ do-gooder’, as Governor Pemmer said?”

	Felpiss laughed as Thurber swore out loud. Hub grinned: “Well now, Agent Thurber. What can this ol’ boy do fer the Em-Em-See today? Nothin’s changed of late, so why are you here?”

	“Mister- err, Hub, times have changed. Mithrium is essential to our country’s security and quite frankly, having the supply controlled by rednecks just won’t do.”

	Felpiss rolled his eyes toward the skies.

	“Now that’s just goddam rude, boy. Labellin’ me by how I choose to live. So now you got my back up an’ made me disinclined to give you ma spit, let alone ma help, why don’t you tell this here redneck what the men holdin’ yer leash have in mind?”

	Thurber’s face reddened. He calmed himself by unfolding the wad of documents and pretending to look them over.

	“It says here that as Mithrium is such a critical resource, it should be mined in a secure and effective manner using modern techniques. We are concerned with the wastage inherent in the creation of the little ingots we currently receive. Experts in the field of metallurgical extraction have designed a modern facility that they predict will double the output by removing the inefficiency and waste.”

	Hub reached down for his demijohn and took an audibly huge pull on the clear liquid within before replying: “Well, I’ll give it to you son, you may be an ass but you got a way with words. Now I presumes that you two are the glove an’ the fist is the three truckloads of soljers parked over behind Donny Ridge?”

	Felpiss shook his head in amused disbelief as Thurber just stared.

	“Now don’t you get yer undies in an uproar, Mister Field Agent Thurber. I said it earlier; you judged me by the lifestyle I choose. I may be a redneck, but you should have done yer homework. I’m a damn rich redneck living on the edge of a swamp that contains the only source of Mithrium in the world. You think me an’ mine just sit here, drink ‘shine an’ hope people won’t come poachin’? You’re a bigger fool than I take you fer if you do.”

	Thurber’s face attained that puce shade that only the truly outraged can achieve. Felpiss slowly stepped away from his colleague. No way he was being tainted by association with the outburst that was so obviously coming.

	Thurber erupted: “You raggedy-ass barefoot hick! How dare you insult me and how dare you hold this nation to ransom for a resource it needs so desperately! Yes, I have troops ready. I have Predator drones ready too, and satellite overwatch. You’re not going to fiddle me into giving you another ten years without proper control and due process!”

	Hub took another swig, put the demijohn down, and pulled out his tobacco pouch. As he rolled a skinny cigarette, he continued in a mild tone: “Of course you have satellites. You need them fer the drones, an’ they’re up there all the time to watch me an’ mine anyway. Not that you seen anythin’, an’ that’s what really brings you down every ten years or so. You get new bosses an’ they want to know how we get the stuff out of the ground an’ into ingots without any factories. They don’t know diddley about our op’ration an’ that grieves ‘em. They is frightened little ninnys up there in the big cities, so frightened they won’t even come in person. They send people like you.”

	He looked at Thurber. Then he turned his gaze to Felpiss: “Funny how every Thurber has one like you on tow. Seems that someone who holds yer master’s leashes knows a few truths.”

	Thurber spun to stare at Felpiss, pointing an accusing finger: “I told Sandforth that you were a mistake. He said he hadn’t chosen you. Someone further up had put you on the detail. We thought you were just someone’s pet coming down for the brownie points.”

	Felpiss shook his head: “My grandfather called and asked me to drop by while I was down here. That’s all I knew about this being a set up. But what I did do, that you didn’t, was read the documents about the Avery Consortium. About Mithrium and how it was discovered.”

	Thurber looked confused: “But there isn’t anything about its discovery on record. By the time it came to the government’s attention it was already being traded in a small way.”

	Felpiss glanced at Hub, who was covering his eyes in disgust.

	“No, there’s plenty on record if you look for what’s missing. It’s obvious that the origins of Mithrium mining are being actively suppressed.”

	Hub’s voice interrupted: “Well lord a’mighty, we have a winner. Mister Felpiss, who’s yer granpappy?”

	Felpiss raised a hand to forestall Thurber’s angry retort: “That would be Abe Felpath. His grandaddy changed the surname when he came down South. My mother changed her name back when she rebelled and went away to Washington.”

	Hub guffawed: “Ol’ Abe been shinin’ us on with that story ‘bout a lost track across Dartmoor in England all this time? I’ll be drinkin’ on him next time we meet.”

	Thurber threw his hands up in frustration: “Now we’ve got the family history sorted, can we get back to handing over the mining operation?”

	Hub became very serious: “Well now, son. That would need me to make a call. Just you wait.” He pulled a very modern smartphone from his pocket and speed-dialled a number.

	“Jeff? It’s Hub. Got me a Field Agent Thurber with three truckloads of troops, some drones an’ a witness. Says he was sic’ed on us by some pesky desky, name of Sandforth. Now I’d be mighty obliged if you could clear this up.”

	Hub paused, listening. Felpiss and Thurber couldn’t help the training that made them lean forward discreetly while angling their ears to try and overhear the other side of the conversation.

	“Well that’s mighty kind of you. I’ll send a bottle of last year’s with the next shipment by way of thanks, if you don’t mind. The witness? Distant clanner, name of Felpiss. You’ll find the bloodline under Felpath.”

	Hub held out the phone toward Thurber: “He’d like to speak to you.”

	Thurber took the phone with his fingertips and held it to his ear like it was contaminated, before moving away from Felpiss. The monologue lasted about five minutes. At the end of it, Thurber said: “Yes sir.”

	He turned, his face white, and walked on unsteady legs to Felpiss and held out the phone to him.

	“He wants to speak to you.”

	Felpiss took the phone and Thurber tottered off back toward the Escalade.

	“Nathaniel Felpiss, soon to be Nat Felpath, prodigal grandson returned? This is Jeff Eberman.”

	Felpiss nearly dropped the phone. He recognised the voice from hours of media coverage. He was speaking to President Eberman!

	“Now I guess you’re about to pass out, so I’ll make this quick. You’re my new envoy down there. Envoy as in diplomat and foreign relations. Hub will explain and we’ll get your stuff transferred down to your grandfather’s by the end of the week. Good luck, Ambassador Felpath.”

	Felpiss did drop the phone. Then sat down next to it, as the world swam and the sound of an Escalade accelerating away preceded a cloud of dust enveloping him.

	A figure loomed and a hand emerged into view.

	“Easy there, son. Guess somebody up top decided you needed to swim at the deep end.”

	Felpiss shook his head and took the hand. Hub hauled him to his feet as the dust cloud blew clear.

	“You must have a hundred questions. So what say you lose some of the sharp suit, take a load off an’ we have a chat about yer new postin’?”

	*

	A short while later, Nathaniel Felpiss sat on the porch, looking at Hub across a low table so old that the wood was grey from exposure to the elements. Enamel plates and forks had been pushed to one side. The meal - fried catfish with squash, followed by fruit cobbler and homemade ice cream - had been consumed with gusto. Both men were relaxed. Hub rolled himself another cigarette and offered the pouch to Nat, who declined but produced a pipe from his pocket. Hub raised his eyebrows.

	“A pipe smoker? Not a vice I’d associate with a fed.”

	Nat grinned: “Not a vice I practiced within sight of my colleagues. Now, since I’m suffering a mandatory mellowness from your moonshine, why don’t you tell me about the secrets I’m going to be sharing while I can’t raise an upset for the life of me?”

	Hub nodded and lit his cigarette: “We’ll be going back to the eighteen hundreds to start proper. Back then, all this was wilderness an’ there were some damn strange locals hereabouts. Some letters back to the coast told of tribesmen with pointed ears, savage pygmies in the swamps an’ predators faster than a mongoose that could take a man an’ his horse in one. As you can imagine, these reports were dismissed. After a cavalry contingent set up shop in Lafayetteville, they faded. Civilisation had arrived. Problem was, out in the boonies, people were still meeting strange things. The cavalry couldn’t get into the deep swamps an’ honestly had no intention of doing so. So the swampers an’ holdouts kept to themselves an’ pretty soon, life in the cities an’ towns was a lot different from life out here.

	When the war started, it pretty much raged around some parts of America. Parts where no local in their right mind would go, an’ after a couple of attempts, the visiting army types gave up too. That all changed when Barnabus Avery got hisself chased into the swamp behind me. He’d done a few things that upset the Union a lot. They were determined to string him up, public like, but he had other ideas. If he was going to die, he’d do it somewhere they’d never find his body, so they could never be sure he’d gone.

	That’s what he was doing out back here. Bleeding like a stuck pig, he staggered into the swamp until his leg gave out, then he dragged himself. Just to find a place to die that the blues couldn’t reach. He settled down by a lightning-blasted stump, just fixin’ to die. Bleeding everywhere, he was, an’ he could hear things that were interested in his remains circling closer. Eventually, night falls or he passes out; either way, the lights go out.

	I don’t think there’s a man alive who can imagine his surprise at waking up under fur blankets. He was on the floor of a cave, next to a bed so short it explained why he was on the floor. When he got a look at his rescuers, he had a moment. Took a while fer his religious streak to let go, by all accounts. Anyways, turns out that the stories about pygmies in the swamp weren’t all drunken imaginings. They’ve been here since before the redskins came an’ their home is under the swamp. Far under, down in the bedrock an’ deeper still where dark things prey in the perpetual heat an’ dark.

	Barnabus was a practical man, an’ when he got over his religious fit, he started to make friends. Took him a good twenty years to get accepted. Somewhere in there he discovered Mithrium. The pygmies extracted it from rocks far underground, risking heat exhaustion an’ death at the fangs an’ claws of some of the unholy things that live down there. He never did find out why they risked so much to get something they had no apparent use fer.”

	Nat pointed the stem of his pipe at Hub: “That’s why you trade in ingots. You don’t make them, you get them like that from the pygmies!”

	Hub grinned: “You’ll do fine, boy. Got a good head on yer shoulders. Now, where was I?”

	Nat volunteered: “Claws and fangs.”

	“Oh yes, the wildlife below. Well, they’re nasty an’ in some ways smart as hell. Barnabus lent what little he knew to help the pygmies in defending themselves, as part of talking them round to letting him back to the surface to trade the bright metal. Caused a bit of a ruckus when he showed up at his son’s place, twenty-five years after his supposed death. Anyway, a lot of meetings an’ sneakings followed an’ in the end, we had ourselves a con-sort-ee-um. We got a little Mithrium an’ the Creban - that’s what they calls themselves - got some luxuries from the sunlit world.”

	Nat shook his head.

	“Don’t shake yer head, Nat. You’ll be meeting the head of the Creban later. Until then, just regard this as more homework. If you look into it, there are a wealth of reports an’ legends regarding underground dwellers an’ how a lot of Native American tribes claim their ancestors emerged from caves. I’m not a follower of that stuff, but I will say that fer all the conspiracy theories an’ debunking, them predators the Creban fight deep below the earth are big lizards that walk like men. Makes ya think, doesn’t it?”

	****
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