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Welcome, traveller. It’s cold outside tonight.

What’s that? Where are you? Well, you’re on the Lampeter, my friend. Or what was once the Lampeter. It’s seen better days. Used to be that you could travel from Orchard to Halocrest on these trails, but that was the old days, when the L-NESC was at its height, before the Foundation took it over. Now, it’s just people like me; trapped in a tiny metal box at the side of a station, directing the trains going to and fro.

Oh, you want to know how you got here? It’s quite simple, really; you took a wrong turn in a train station, or a bus station, or you got on the wrong ski lift, or you stepped into an unfamiliar alley. There are so many different ways. Sooner or later, statistically, some version of yourself has to come here. You can go back, of course. Most do. But for some of us…

Well, for some of us, the open sky is all there is left. So we man the stations of the multiverse, repairing these lines in scorching heat and bitter cold, maintaining what there is left to maintain. That’s what the Lampeter is; the desperate, the lonely, the cold, standing vigil over a forgotten and unloved set of backroutes.

Does that sound like your kind of life?




Introduction

The Lampeter is — or was — a vast interdimensional transport network. In the (supposedly) “prime” universe, it has an SCP designation — 7005 — but there are so many universes, and so many Foundations trying to record the totality of what it is.

Its basic form is made up of a diverse series of mundane transportation forms which, instead of taking the passenger to a location in their own universe, instead cross multiversal lines, taking the vehicle (or whatever else) and passenger to a different universe. The technology used to accomplish this is unknown, and the Foundation has been unable to replicate it. Complementing this are a number of pocket universes, used as transportation hubs, maintenance offices and other, diverse institutions necessary to the line’s management.

The Lampeter was created 700 years ago by members of the Lampeter family of Universe Z999 “Halogen”, but it is now long past its prime. The Lampeter Non-Euclidean Shipping Company (L-NESC), a formal company created by the family in the 17th century to more efficiently manage its expanding network, began to decay and collapse in the late 19th century and eventually went bankrupt in 2021.

By that point, their control over the lines had diminished severely, with many outlying regions under the control of local companies, states and warlords. But the company’s control over the central parts of its line remained necessary for any kind of large-scale multiversal travel. The last chairman of the board, John Lampeter, went insane, burning the company archives — and possibly himself — to death, believing the Lampeter to be responsible for the emergence of the phenomenon known as the Neon God — but that is a story that has been told elsewhere.

It was at this point that the Foundation stepped in. Recognising that its multiversal interests would collapse without some control over the network, the Foundation from our world rechristened its universe A001 “Prime” and bought out what remained of the L-NESC. But the sheer scale, the confusion, the tangled non-Euclidean webs of the Lampeter have prevented them from taking anything like full control of the network — or even the stations once under the L-NESC’s control.

So, in the present day, it is manned largely by lonely, strange, desperate people. Some want to either hide away where they can never be found. Some romanticise the line, the long hours and grinding conditions to keep the world manned. Either way, rust, destitution, collapse and patchwork maintenance solutions are now the norm across the network. The Foundation’s Department of Interdimensional Logistics has not been given the proper resources, its few central employees are overworked and burnt out.

*  *  *

As any decent seer or scryer could tell you, the Foundation’s Department of Interdimensional Logistics will never establish complete control. Their intervention will keep the lines going, but more and more they’ll just be the biggest fish in a diverse pond, never being given enough resources or manpower to match the L-NESC at its height. In a few centuries time, the technology known as arc blinking (a kind of multiversal teleportation) will render the lines obsolete. The Foundation will withdraw entirely, and the Lampeter will decay in total neglect.

Still, even then, a few lines will keep going, patronised by poorer or more cautious worlds. The Multiversal Cargo Train will be the most prominent of the remaining lines, a rare example of a Lampeter line travelling directly through the gaps between worlds. But even the drivers will have forgotten the name Lampeter, and the multiverse will forget that name and its history.

But the essence of the Lampeter is only partially found in the place itself. It is also in the stories told about a conglomeration so vast, diverse and uncontrolled that the mind can only partially grasp it, projecting onto it ideologies, narratives, hopes and dreams it was never built for. It is, has been, and perhaps will be a place where the forgotten, desperate and forlorn seek to escape their reality and build a new life — be it in some far-off world or on the lines themselves.




The Past



The L-NESC and the Lampeter family

The Lampeter thrives. Under the aegis of the Lampeter family and the L-NESC, travel is facilitated across the multiverse, on gleaming trains and golden stations. At least, that’s how everyone remembers it.






Three Steps from Heaven


It takes me three steps to find you,

three




long,

arduous,

nervous




steps.



*  *  *


I

The first is the hardest.

I step in the car of a brusque driver,

ignorant of my final destination

and the journey he is assisting,

but detesting it nonetheless.



Small worlds often have the strongest gravity,

sending nails which dig into your flesh,

trying to keep you pinned to the earth,

even when your reprieve is finite,

still a victim of a place once called home.



There’s a spot on the night-cold road,

where one lane changes to three, then four,

and all but the brightest stars,

are washed out by the allure of the big city,

of the world which allows for my disappearance,

if just for a moment.



*  *  *


II

To me the station is muddled and

confused, but really it is a living creation beyond

my scale, a convoluted machine serving destinations to

the frenzy of people, which can ignore the goals of a

small, irrelevant thing such as myself.



I travel down halls being trampled

by people, all riding one way or

another, until I find the loose association of

explorers, following the same rail as I.



As I sit in the thoroughly packed shuttle,

I wonder if I am the only one here

who has never been on Lampeter alone,

who has never traveled without

the all-knowing gaze of their guardian.

I wonder what those surrounding me

are striking out for.

Work? Family? Leisure?

Surely none are traveling

for something as silly as love.



Then,

the train lurches forward,

and my doubts are burned away,

as fuel for the sleek train’s journey.



*  *  *


III

I thought entering another atmosphere alone would be momentous.



There is no indication when we pass.

No change in the air, no drop in my stomach,

just the sound of wheels on track,

and stars filling the moonless sky,

which I can hardly see

through the train’s tiny windows.



I know I am somewhere new when I reach the station,

and am told not to leave the building,

for the heat can boil a man alive in hours,

while the sandy air could choke him in seconds.



I miss my temperate home, for a moment.

At least there are fresh air and cold winters.

But my mourning is cut short

as the intercom blares to life, startling me

and announcing my next train’s arrival.



I feel my heart burn bright,

because it knows it will soon be yours.



*  *  *


I blink, and a whole new universe has been revealed.



*  *  *


So many steps stand between

myself and




You,




my anchor in a sea of stars,

my warmth in an icy void.

Though last we last met

when two elements

first became hundreds,

once we enter the motel,

I slip into your arms

and It’s like we never parted.




Our gravity pulls us

across




waves,

stars,

and city streets.




a connection space can hinder,

but never sever.




One day my journey to you

will be as simple as waking up

and stirring in your arms.



I wish it were coming sooner.



But for now,

let’s thank the stars

for our love,

three steps from Heaven.





There is No Secret Garden

Cadasyia was no place for us to live. It was, no, is a parasite which leeches off of the big city, an endless row of one-family houses and parking lots. It was no place for a changeling like me, with visible horns and cloven feet, and patchy body hair that always seemed to make itself known when I tried to wear a dress. It was no place for you, with your cropped hair and letterman jackets, and the way you always chose pants over skirts. It seemed welcoming when I was small, but as the woman I have always been revealed herself from beneath my fur, the city revealed our welcome had always been conditional.

The streets grew eyes. In the places where I had once walked, sat, and laughed unnoticed, I was now painfully visible. The weary looks and guarded comments made the message loud and clear, and I began to leave my father’s house less and less. Things weren’t really much better there; My father always fell short, even though he was trying his best to understand. Although I loved him dearly, I knew he still thought of me as his baby boy, and that house began to feel more like a trap than a home. Your story was a little different, but you still felt just as suffocated by that place as I did.

We left that place when I was 20, and you 21. Our entire lives were packed into two suitcases, and then loaded onto the first train leaving for other worlds in the morning. We told ourselves we were old enough to strike out on our own. In reality, neither of us believed that. We just wanted to make it somewhere better, somewhere were the two of us could belong. We were chasing a dream, specifically, one I had told you of many nights when you’d camped out at my father’s house after a fight with your parents.

In that dream, I’d wake up in a greenhouse full of flowers, an ornate glass building attached to a small house, that led to a cobblestone road. Or sometimes, it would just be a little apartment in a big city, with a room for me to grow my plants. Whatever the case, friends, and beautiful community gardens, and fresh food was never more than a few minutes away. At night, we’d sit out on a swinging bench on the porch, or on top of our window sill, and watch bugs or people float by in the lazy summer air. Somewhere out there, I promised, there was a garden laid out, waiting for us. A place where we already belonged.

We became nomads. We rarely stayed anywhere more than a month or two before we heard of greener pastures through the grapevine. It didn’t matter where we went; Nowhere we went was the Eden of my dreams. We found our place skipping from city to town to city, never spending more than half a year in any one place. We lived in apartments, cottages, and town houses. Wherever we found lots of people like us, there was still the same strife we’d left Cadasyia to escape in the first place. Some of those places were better than home, but none were that perfect home I’d dreamed of.

It took us nearly four years before I was ready to admit that garden was nothing more than a dream. It was a bittersweet realization, at least. By the time we realized that we had to make do, we’d stopped looking for somewhere to live along any Lampeter lines, and found ourselves in Ferloon, two hours from Cadasysia by bus.

Ferloon is far from perfect. Everything is too spread out, and the transit system is not reliable, and we still sometimes get strange looks from people who’d rather not have to see us. They’re easier to ignore now that we’re in a place where we’ve planted our roots. You have your photography group, the food pantry you volunteer at every week, your manager at the town newspaper, who’s practically adopted you as her third child. I have my friends who I see at the community garden, my co-workers at the library, those paths that go deep into the woods which I can get lost in for hours. Who are they, to tell us we don’t belong here? Why should their voices ring louder than those of the people who welcomed us into their homes.

In all honestly, Ferloon is not all that different from the place we grew up in. The only real difference is that it lacks the baggage. The house that we live in could be better. It’s always hot, and there are mice, and sometimes it feels a little cramped, since it’s so far away from the center of town. It started to feel like home when you turned one of the rooms into a dark room, and when my plants started to appear in every corner of any given room. It started to feel like home when we got a new mattress, a real, expensive mattress that would be difficult to move or sell if we decided to up and move again. It started to feel like home when my dad came to visit, and I realized it was a lot easier to love the man now that we weren’t under the same roof.

There is no greenhouse for me to sleep in here. We have no porch. Our bedroom window overlooks a crumbling interstate, rather than a rolling field or bustling city street. Our home was not an untouched secret garden, just waiting for our arrival. With some work, we could build it to be something like that. But for now, it’s just an unremarkable house, where you and I live together. That makes it home, even though it’s far from perfect. I don’t need perfection, as long as I can hold you when the lights go out.



Story of Your Life, and Another

Before we met you, in all the worlds, we were adrift, in a sea of ourselves, living all our possibilities. None of us knew anyone like ourselves, who could remember other places, other earths, other selves showing us what we stood to gain and lose. Long did the multiplicity of our experience leave us lost.

We found you, and thus ourselves, along the outward roads. Though others warned incessantly against it, we refused to cling to our parochial homeworld, and let ourselves come unmoored, until our bodies followed our dreaming souls along the way down from their stultifying paradise.

It is hard to remember, but all of us first saw the sun when we were born. Then they dragged us blinking blearily down into great glass towers, overflowing with squirming life. We grew up among green cascades of life. They fell blooming from the eaves and bedazzled us, so fecund as to sicken, profligate with a beauty that strangled our own spirit. We could not move for fear of upturning their sterile tranquility. It was unbearable, but we forgot that we hated it, too caught up in the slow rooting, the grafting, the pruning, our holy rites. Though we varied across the worlds, all of us felt some part cry out against our miserable condition, living under the dim and choking canopies — and fall silent. In time, we tried to forget that we ever knew daylight. But it was not to be.

Teenaged and stripped of our certainty, we slipped out of the city’s bonds. There in the outskirts we found carrion-pecked concrete carcasses, longlimbed beggars whose eyes were not even plaintive, glyphs scrawled on every available surface. We feared, in every timeline, that the metropolis had atrophied our spirit until we could not care. And even as our frame quivered under the stark light of a clear sky, and we looked longingly back at the lost shade of our city, we found our way out.

Sometimes we fled on a humming steel leviathan borne along roaring razor-sharp rails. Others of us slumbered in quilts in a wagon out of the kurultai, stumbled through smoky rooms on a rising zeppelin, were carried on long stratospheric arcs beyond the face of the waters. But we could not go home again, and were swept along lamplit paths to worlds beyond dreaming.

In the high halls of Lampeter we found our selves. It was a terrible thing. In our desperate attempts to stand apart, we polished our quirks and passions so fiercely they became a uniform, until every face — tattooed or scarred or copperskinned — seemed a mirror held in a stranger’s hand. All virtue was diminished by multiplication, staled until our beauty hung bare and spiderwebbed, and our flaws waxed so terribly we retched to see our own form. How could we ever have made such mistakes, dealt so cruelly, been so puerile, so cowardly, so pathetic? We understood at last why we had not been able to conform to the logic of our homes. We were all of us dense with sin, we thought, and fell away from each other into the abyssal silence of the worldways. We might have wandered forever, myopic with despair, if not for you.

When we die, it is in slivers. Years slip through our fingers until we fall stonejointed and lay down at last. Our legs do not ache, though we have walked under numberless skies. And still and slow our tissues calcify until we cannot emerge from our corporeal sarcophagus. But trapped at the bottom of that pit we hope to hear your call one final time. Sometimes you are far and we only have a few kisses, slow whispers, a last dance. Sometimes you are there with us every moment as we fail. Too often we are alone.

Through rheumy eyes we look back at the life we had, remember your brash grin, and how your curls fell across your eyes, and the icy laughter you gave when you were afraid, terrified, begging us not to leave you behind. You mastered your dread by will alone, and it animated every inch of your frame, broad shoulders tensed with spite, brows knit as you tried to hold on to us. The stars shone in your eyes, and reaching out of them, binding you to us, blazed the fire of your admiration.

We met you first in a hundred places. In a baroque lounge lousy with loafing aristocrats in powdered wigs you lay sprawled and curled in on yourself, speaking thoughtlessly to your peers while our eyes met across the tables. Elsewhere you rode sidesaddle in a daring evening gown and we felt a thrill in our blood at the boldness of it, at how it opened at the back and we turned away from the obscenely corded muscle, and you glanced at us so coyly we flushed. You were an android, a bird, a dragonet, a river that begged an aria of us before we plunged into your waters. We met you, and you, and you, in so many bodies and worlds, and you us. We thought it a singular pleasure, and sorrowed to leave you behind, for the joys of another Creation.

And then you were there. Again. The only constant across the Earths, our fated anchor.

It was not the same face, the same body, but your soul called to ours, and we knew each other already, as ships passing in the night, and you tried to remind us how to root ourselves in one Earth, and let the winds of a single sky sustain us. Out of the lampways we lay in repose with you, and even in old age we can say this: that we remember the taste of honeysuckle, and salt, the sharp chemical tang at the back of our throats, and the thousand other things you were. It was not enough.

Though we met half a hundred of you through our evil youth, we could never let ourselves love only one. Instead we flitted across the worlds, delighting in your universality even as you despaired at our inconstancy. Sometimes the luckiest of us hoarded you (what delight, to sample you across a dozen possibilities!). In your embraces we healed our old wounds, and the shadow of the city fell from us. For a time we saw who we were meant to be. Your perfect man. We ran from it, back onto the far roads.

At the end of our lives all of us (all of me) are paper-skinned. Our minds grow gnarled with disuse and we remember impossible things. The moment of our births, our loves for you, the decrepit garden-cities; all of them at once, every journey any version of us ever took across the high rails. Is this what it is to die? To have all our lives collapse inward so that all the textures of our alien births, our diverging existences, are flattened until only a dull line remains? Our uncounted selves that looked up at every heaven implode until we are all just this: a body, perhaps in a bed or a chair or cryostasis (we cannot even remember our deaths). Everything is lost to us, but these sights:

Once we lay together, you and us, tangled under a spreading oak in some lazy summer. The setting sun doubled in the reddened sea which strained as if to meet the vault of heaven above. And we felt your arms about us, and let ourselves soften from a stiffness we’d clung to all our lives. Beneath us Sol plunged unwarily down. Somewhere the sky bent to brush against our cheek and as the dark ran over us we (I, me, can I not assert this?) did not feel anything at all: the sun would rise again tomorrow.

A final moment: Us, me, on the train again. Shuddering between the worlds. Nothing remarkable about it. The same dull metallic walls I’d seen a thousand times. The lingering smell of old beer, something organic under it, antiseptic and must and mud. Strips of light flickering by again, the spoor of unseen civilisations. I was dully bruised, wriggling upset in my stomach, lump in my throat as I called to mind involuntarily your despair when I pulled away from you for the platform, to a world you would not follow. I knew that the pain was transient; I’d see another you soon enough, fall into his arms and let heavy kisses and firm hands paper over my heartache.

How could we have known it? Any of us? Sometimes we see you at the end, but not me, I think, though all memory betrays me. The dust builds too thick in this mouldering manor for you to be here. Or is that you by my side, in that shadow, pressing out those creaks from the boards?

That train was all my trains; nothing marks it especial. These things are only important in hindsight, and as I sped onward toward another you’s embrace, hungry for your touch again, it felt so humdrum. I thought I knew that I might know your lips, your mouth, the sweep of your back a hundred times more, until the wonder grew too familiar to love. I wish there had been time for familiarity. We grow used to things so easily, and as they repeat we feel them part of the rhythm of our days, and let ourselves forget: there will be a last time.





The Present



Department of Interdimensional Logistics

The Lampeter dies. The L-NESC is no more, the Lampeter family is all gone. The Foundation’s Department of Interdimensional Logistics tries to hold the line, its employees manning lonely berths in the cold and the dark.






The Neon God


The day we buried my sister, it was sunny. It was scorching. It was a little cemetery in the city, a scrap of dried-out grass, yellow and burnt. When I think back on it, it doesn’t feel like home, but I suppose it must have, then. I’d never known anything else.

I didn’t cry. I don’t remember much, but I remember that. The shock was too deep. I couldn’t understand what had happened to her. I stood there, between my parents, my mother veiled and my father wracked and sobbing. I was only eight. She’d just been smiling up at me.

The day wasn’t anything. It meant nothing. It didn’t feel like any funerals I’d seen on TV, those sealed markers of endings. It was just a day, while the grasshoppers hummed and the wind blew through the stalks. She wasn’t gone. She was right there, in that box. There was no story to be told except that of the gravediggers’ earth, rhythmically drumming on the coffin.

When we left, to our new house in the country, we took the train. My parents tried to talk all afternoon, but I didn’t need them to. The wheels slipped across the tracks, embedded in the grass and wire, with the greenery outside flowering further and further. And I felt happy. Now I could see it — the escape, the re-creation. The play of the clouds, the wind in the air. The apples of the autumn.

I write this on the last line back to normalcy, only to find that the O5 Council has gone insane. They are burning the Foundation from the inside out. Kells is probably drunk on the floor, cursing himself and everyone around him. And the Neon God preys at my periphery, almost seen, almost there, but always towering above all else.

Nobody will read these words I write. But, oh, my dearest friends, you don’t have to. The words will stand regardless.



Dr Rosie Hartlepool
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A train from SCP-7005 passing between Universe A001 “Prime” to Universe A051 “Infinite Mongol Empire”.

Item #: SCP-7005

Object Class: Thaumiel

Level 5/7005 — Classified

Special Containment Procedures: SCP-7005 has been placed under the purview of the newly founded Department of Interdimensional Logistics, which currently operates out of Site 565 and is provisionally headed by Dr Rosie Hartlepool and Dr Simon Kells. Current operational guidelines, rather than focusing on containment, have been designed to continue to facilitate communication and travel across the multiverse. For this reason, an unusual degree of latitude has been afforded for the hiring of personnel and the access of non-Foundation personnel to SCP-7005.

Some containment measures in Universe A001 “Prime” have been deemed necessary, however. Specifically, Foundation personnel have secured all known entrances to SCP-7005, preserving the public nature of the buildings where appropriate and otherwise creating temporary research sites to allow Foundation members to easily travel between universes.

The use of insights gained from SCP-7005, especially the observation of different anomalies in different universes, has been greenlit for the purposes of improving the containment of anomalies in Universe A001.

Description: SCP-7005 is a multidimensional transport network, commonly known as Lampeter. SCP-7005 consists of a number of conventional forms of transport — including, for example, trains, automobiles, planes, hot-air balloons and the Mongol yam system — which have been anomalously altered to move between different timelines, universes and realities. SCP-7005 also contains a number of pocket universes, specially designed to serve as intersections and transport hubs.

SCP-7005 plays a critical role in interdimensional communication and transport for both the Foundation and the anomalous underground at large. Its full extent, both in this universe (A001 “Prime”) and others, comprises over 4000 known universes, with many more suspected to exist. 12 departure points are known to exist in A001 “Prime”, but many more are known from anecdotal evidence.

The following are some examples of departure points in A001 “Prime”:


	A small wooden door in the back of the church of San Paolino, Lucca, which leads to an underground tram station that takes the traveller to a larger tram hub in Universe B723 “Hospice”.

	An abandoned and cordoned-off jetty in northern Ishikari, Hokkaido; stepping onto it takes the traveller to a large seaport in Timeline Q944 “Mintuci”.

	A lost-and-found office in a train station in Lima, Peru, which connects to a large train station in Universe H020 “Great Inca State”.

	The back entrance of an Ilkhanid-era caravanserai in Kerman, Iran, which takes one to a nesting series of caravanserais, which are all located in ten separate timelines simultaneously.

	A patch of sky above northern Mongolia; aircraft passing through this area will be taken to an intra-universal airport (SCP-7005-77a), which services at least 350 universes in what the network’s stationmasters commonly call the “Far Southwestern Corridor”.



SCP-7005 was founded in the 13th century in a presently undiscovered universe (Universe Z999 “Halogen”) by members of the Lampeter family for an unknown purpose. It was run by the Lampeter Non-Euclidean Shipping Company (L-NESC) from the early 17th century until 2021, when the L-NESC went bankrupt. Since then, the Foundation has stepped in to administrate the network, in order to prevent a complete collapse in the trans-dimensional communications networks and the numerous Z-Class scenarios this would precipitate.

Foundation control currently extends only to 832 distinct stations; however, it appears important routes on the broader network continue to be maintained by groups of volunteers, small-scale private enterprises and agreements between multidimensional warlords. Full Foundation control is expected to be complete in 2035 2050 2070.


Comment by Dr Simon Kells

The sheer scale of SCP-7005 is difficult to describe. Every time we find another gateway, another door in a train station or portal hidden in a marsh, I keep thinking about those first Lampeters, and what they must have achieved.

The amount of power it takes just to send messages from one universe is immense. It requires an anomalous power source capable of routing staggering outputs into extra-physical realms. We’ve all read the Scranton account of the place between realities — now imagine trying to find the parameters of that nothing-place, that limbo. Trying to define the undefinable.

As far as we can tell, no new universes have been added to this network in some time. The technology seems to have been lost decades, maybe centuries ago. We haven’t got the slightest idea how it was done — the Lampeter records were lost in the final years of the L-NESC’s existence. Some stationmasters have spoken of great images and murals detailing the technique, but we’ve found no trace of them.

Maybe, one day, we’ll find the fabled Z-999. Maybe there’ll be an answer to this question — who was mad enough, daring enough, to punch that first hole between universes? What kind of brain is able to work through these endless, anomalous problems of physics and reality? We have no idea what kind of twist in the head is necessary to see the world in the right way.

The physical space Lampeter holds is immense, yet negligible. It’s a network known only to those in the know, its stations hidden in the most remote places, or the most unassuming. Its very existence is an enormous technical feat. I like to picture it, a network of stations and resting-posts stitching together different lines and threads, existing on an entirely separate axis of being to the ones we know — but that’s not it, at all, when you look at it. It’s just sheds and warehouses, a cascade of backrooms. A lot of very, very tired employees.

And an interminable decay.


— Dr Simon Kells





Interview: M. Rameau


The camera opens onto a mountainside. Dr Hartlepool is heading towards a small wooden cabin some 70 or 80 metres away. It is heavily snowing, and the sky is a solid grey.

After a minute, Dr Hartlepool reaches the door to the cabin, and opens it. Inside, a figure — Rameau — can be seen on the right of the cabin, sitting at a table with a headset on. A bed can be seen at the far side. Several prints, mostly paintings of cherry blossom, are plastered on the cabin’s walls. A small table is sitting in the centre, and a kitchen area with a kettle and hob is visible at the far left.



Rameau: “94… 942… 94… nope, southeastern… eastern, Gerry, do we have to go through this every —”

Dr Hartlepool: “Hello?”

“Oh!” Rameau turns abruptly. “I’ll call you back, Ger.” Rameau puts down the headset and gets up, smiling. “I’m so sorry — I wasn’t expecting any visitors. Um, please —” Rameau gestures to the table in the centre of the room. Dr Hartlepool sits, and smiles at him. Rameau starts making two cups of tea in the kitchen area.

“I won’t bite.”

Rameau laughs. “When you live in a small wooden hut hundreds of miles up the side of a mountain, you don’t often expect visitors.”

“I don’t suppose Lampeter ever considered moving you to somewhere more reachable? Somewhere that didn’t require a ludicrous amount of power and precision to jump to?”

“Oh, but it didn’t! Doesn’t. Back in the olden days, when this place was inhabited…”

“And how long ago was that?”

“Centuries. This was a tomb-world. Have you met many of those?”

“A few. I passed through at least three on the way here.”

“Hah. Well. Did you consider just taking the ski-lift over there?”

There is a short pause. “There are… protocols. This is technically classed by the Foundation as ‘newly reclaimed’, which means —”

“But you’re Rosie Hartlepool, aren’t you? Our lady and mistress?”

“Look, if I do it, it looks bad for the whole department…”

Rameau laughs. “Fine, fine. I’m not offended. But the line is safe, really.”

“Not the way I hear it. Seven missing in this quadrant alone…”

“But none at this station! I run a tight ship here.”

“So why doesn’t everyone else?”

Rameau returns to the table with two mugs of tea. He places one in front of Dr Hartlepool, and sits opposite her, stirring his tea and looking intently at her. She takes a sip of the tea, staring back. “You never saw this in the good old days, did you?”

“Did you?”

“What’s that meant to mean?”

“The Lampeter lines have been here for centuries. Their golden age must have ended long before the company fell into disrepute. Didn’t the last member of the family burn himself alive?”

“That’s a rumour.”

“A rumour that’s impossible to confirm, given what happened to the archives.”

“OK, fine. I never saw it in its glory days either. But I’ve heard about it. We all have. The stories down the line, passed on by passengers and stationmasters. A little stop like this would have had three, four employees at all times. Constant maintenance. Hundreds of lifts running up and down the cables every hour, dozens upon dozens passing through. And…”

“And the people, all flying to so many stations.”

“Golden palaces, they said.”

“They always say things like that.”

“But it makes sense, though. Whoever the early Lampeters were, smashing holes in reality… they must have had big ambitions. A lot of capital behind them.”

“Yeah. They must have.”

“But now… look, I’m not saying that you people didn’t do a good thing, stepping in as you did. But it’s getting harder. One of the cables snapped last month — we were out of action for a week.”

“I’m — sorry, but I don’t get to decide how much money we are allocated. I try to tell them, but —”

“No, I know how it goes. The L-NESC — yeah, OK, it wasn’t much better, towards the end. But it’s cold up here. Shifts are extended — I live here half the year, now, barely getting home at all.

“You don’t have a home.”

“…My adopted home, then. A place that isn’t a hut on the side of a frozen mountain.”

“Fair enough.”

“Things are straining. The network can’t go on like this. A whole chunk of the line is being routed through here, through a ski-lift station! We don’t have the manpower for something like that. The only reason we have stations like this is because the holes had to be here, or something.”

Dr Hartlepool leans backwards. “Had to be here?”

“Look, I don’t know. It’s just old station lore. There was something about the locations they chose. Weak points, or something. Places where it was easier to build.”

“Hmm.”

The two are silent for a few moments, drinking their tea.

Rameau: “Why are you here, anyway?”

“I got curious. I thought I’d ask around, talk to some of the old hands from the L-NESC. We have no archives, so I thought…”

“You have to start somewhere.”

“It’s not exactly a professional interview, but I had some free time. I just wanted to see it all for myself, I suppose.”

Rameau nods. “I get it. Lampeter — SCP-7005, I suppose I should say — is important. It binds things together. All reality.”

“Did it need binding, though?”

“Oh yes. How else will we find God?”

Hartlepool laughs. “You think this is all to find God?”

“I don’t know what it’s for, but it’s the only way to do it. And I guess it doesn’t have to be God, exactly, but… there’s nothing else beyond this. Every possibility, contained in every universe, stretching on to eternity… it really is the final frontier, this multiverse. If anything can find a hidden unity, it’s Lampeter.”

“Maybe there are multiverses beyond this one.”

“What does that mean?”

“I… don’t know. Just something my colleague — Kells — was talking about.”

“Ah. Our lord and master.”

“So he likes to think. But I don’t think I agree with you.”

“All reality, bound as one. It’s as good a dream as any.”

“But a dream as big as that has to be better than ‘as good as any’. Nobody can escape a thing like that. There won’t be anywhere left if things get weird for ‘all reality’.”

“Maybe. But what else have you got?”

There is another pause. Dr Hartlepool gets up, walks over to the window, and looks out. “Do you know what happened to the archives? Is there any station lore about that?”

“Oh, yes. They say that John Lampeter, the last of the family, went mad.”

“Ah! So he did burn himself to death.”

“Well, maybe. I will not speak ill of the dead. But they say he found something, somewhere, deep in the east of the line.”

“The ‘east’? There are no compass points in the multiverse.”

“No, but it’s easier to think of it that way. This — all the area you control — is the west. You’ve got more of it than you think. Then there’s the centre, full of interchanges and half-abandoned stations, a broken network that was once Lampeter’s crowning glory. Then there’s the east. Nobody knows what goes on there.”

“Why?”

Rameau shrugs. “Like I said. I’ve been working on this part of the line my whole career. I don’t get a lot of time to talk to the passengers — the lifts all pass above my head.”

“So John Lampeter found something out there…”

“That drove him mad. Yep. And then the flames roared bright and high.”

“Poetic.” Dr Hartlepool peers out of the window. The snow remains too thick to make much out through, but a small light can be seen, coming from the base of the mountain. “What’s the light?”

“This was a tomb-world.”

“Most tomb-worlds are, well, full of tombs.”

“Exactly. The Retrenched Priests of the Flaming Heart believed in the glory of decay itself. Each one of their tombs burns eternally, keeping each corpse in a constant state of destruction. Ashes fall off continually, transforming into fuel as they float to the ground. The body is never destroyed, but it’s always losing more of itself.”

“Do you know how many files we currently have in the Foundation database? Seven thousand. Seven thousand individual anomalies. And yet, barely ten universes away, the laws of entropy are suspended, and thousands of tombs litter the surface of an alien world.”

“Is that meant to be shocking?”

“No. No, I suppose not.” Dr Hartlepool returns to her seat, staring into her mug. “You’re a creature of decay too, I suppose. All you stationmasters seem to be.”

“Are you trying to rile me, doctor?”

“Maybe a little.”

“I was born the son of a Foundation researcher. I grew up to join the Hand. When I was thirty, I stumbled across a Foundation file that told a story, of how Matthew Rumsfeld fell through time as a teenager, changed his name to Rameau, and lived a broken and unhappy life in a distant past. He grew old and died. But you knew all this already.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’m a rat of the rails, Rosie Hartlepool, like we all are. Like you are. I took my other self’s name to remind me that if I wasn’t here, I’d be there, or somewhere else entirely. Here, though, on the boundary between possibilities… maybe I really can find God.”

“I hope you do.” Dr Hartlepool stands up, and heads for the door.

“Hey — wait.”

Dr Hartlepool stops, and turns. Rameau moves over to his worktable and writes something on a piece of paper. He hands it to Dr Hartlepool. “If you really want to know what’s out there, try this guy. Universe F433. He used to work in the east, apparently. He might know something more.”

“Thanks. Thanks, Mathieu.”

“Any time, doc.”

Dr Hartlepool opens the door, and steps out. She looks back one more time as she does so, and sees Rameau back at his desk, putting his headset on again. “65…93… three, Ger, for the love of —”

The door closes.



A Personal Log


The following is a personal log recovered from a train station in Universe L453 “Harald’s Hole”, a universe located in the “central” area of SCP-7005 referenced by Rameau in the previous interview. It is believed to have been composed 300 years ago.



Today, we logged 456 refugees from the East. That is over 12% of all the traffic through this station. We are a small station, to be sure, but the numbers of those who run is staggering to me. They wear whatever they had, whatever they could take, and rely on the mercy of the stationmasters to keep them in food, water, clothing.

We did our part — gave them what scattered rags we had, whatever other passengers gave to us. I wonder, sometimes, at the High One’s plans. Our Scarlet King is a kind and merciful god, to be sure, but why do so many pass through here?

They come in so many different forms. There are the rich, or once-rich, wandering in ragged suits and golden coats. There are the poor, faces iron-clad against the deprivations they have seen. There are children, some who think this is all a game, some who understand that their homes are gone forever. There is such variety that all I have said seems cheap, just petty categories that even I don’t understand.

There is as much suffering as this in the terrestrial realm, but not so spread out. All possibilities now collide into one another, and still there is something we must flee from. We have heard of what dwells in the East, what spreads its tendrils to place to place. I cannot quite believe it, but the evidence is reflected in every passing iris, every haggard eye.

I was raised, as all the Ghul are, in the far desert, in the sands under the black sky. Our only dwellings are collections of tents, and the occasional shelter-shrine erected by the long-dead who came before. I never knew of the city until I came here. It is like the desert, in its own way; there’s a purity to it, a rejection of all that is wild, despite the wildness within. In its desire for conglomeration, it creates its old wilderness.

I have heard tell of other worlds, where our King is not the benevolent, red-crowned sky, but a vicious creature of spite and envy, an idea born of the crushing weight of suffering. It is hard for me to believe. And yet, I will still make the offerings of stone and cobalt, in the hopes that our King hears us. When I see the suffering, I will remember well the luck he has bestowed upon me. And one day, I trust, all the realms will be united, and the East will be free again. One day, I hope, we will feast together in his halls, the rich and poor alike.



A Document from the Ruins


The following document was found in the ruins of the Lampeter archives. It is one of only a handful of documents that was not destroyed at the end of the L-NESC’s existence.



The city shines. I see it from my window.

It is within my window.

It has taken most of the bedroom now. Only the bed remains. I don’t know why I can see it and the others can’t — it’s so obvious. There is the city, and there’s the rest of the floor. Then there’s me.

The city shines against the night, and it’s beautiful. I used to hate it, like the others did, but now I love it. They move through it slowly, still trying to find spaces in it, hoping to get out. Get Away In The Car. But they never find them. They’ll learn to love it, too. They’ll have to.

Its sprawl extends outwards, gradually, caressing all it touches. They rise, the steel and glass, twisting upwards like strange plants over what was the Mojave, crushing the cacti, burying roots into the sand. Does physics allow the Earth’s molten crust to be converted into condominiums? Will the lights go out as we fall into the sun? But that doesn’t matter either, because then the sun will become part of it.

I have not yet been taken, but I want to be. I bear my heart, I give it my skin. The city aches, cradling its way across the world, its slithering trains creating new jobs where once there was only farmland. The concrete slips and slides, playing in mixers, splattering across the valleys, the Welsh hills becoming slag heaps again, the Kazakh steppe absorbed into a greater Almaty into a greater Novosibirsk into a greater Beijing.

I love the city. I love it all. I love its alleyways and its theatres, blaring white light into their moaning and shrieking faces. I love the pristine slums, scrubbed to the bone, like any self-respecting city should have. I love its ancient monuments, destroyed and cast again in metal, to be destroyed again and recontextualised in the future. I love it all.

And most of all, I love the lights. I love those lamps, on the tops of the buildings where mountains used to be, where tombs used to be. I love their colours, flickering red, green, yellow! The grass looks lovely, splayed in yellow. I want to be in it.

I give myself to you, O city. I want to be one of them. A neon light, blaring outwards, outwards, outwards forever. Let me light the world. Let me show them how it’s done.



Interview: Titus Quaker


The following is an interview between Dr Hartlepool and Titus Quaker, a stationmaster in Universe F433 “The Hollow”.



Dr Hartlepool is in a lift, which is heading to the top floor of a building. The walls and floor of both the lift and the building are made of glass, allowing the occupant to view the entire structure. It is extremely large, several hundred metres in height, divided into a number of square rooms with no visible furniture or inhabitants.

Through the external windows, a huge volcano is visible; the building is apparently constructed on the edge of the caldera. A number of metal platforms can be seen jutting over the caldera’s edge, upon which a large number of hot-air balloons are visible. These balloons appear to be both ascending to and descending from the clouds above; on the platforms, a complex series of passenger exchanges are taking place.

Dr Hartlepool reaches the top floor of the building. An elderly man can be seen on the other side of the room, some metres away; he is dressed in black, holding a silver cane, and is staring out at the balloons. Dr Hartlepool leaves the lift. “Oof… it’s a long way up.”

“Yes.”

Dr Hartlepool approaches Quaker. “My name is Rosie Har-”

“Hartlepool. Yes.”

Dr Hartlepool sighs. “Look, I work for the Foundation. I have had it up to here with cryptic responses from interview subjects. You don’t have any tricks up your sleeve I haven’t seen a hundred times before, and if you’ve got magic powers, it doesn’t make you special. OK?”

Quaker turns, and smiles. “My apologies, doctor. I was miles away. Do come and join me.”

Dr Hartlepool approaches the window, and looks out at the rising balloons. “Do you have any idea why…?”

“I’m told it was the only way. The hole had to be built next to the volcano. The balloons — well, I don’t know about that, but this was, according to ancient stationmaster lore —”

“-gossip-”

“— the only way they were able to set it up. Dr Hartlepool, is there something I can do for you, or did you come all this way to interrupt me with snide remarks?”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t mention it. Now…?”

“I was sent here by Mathieu Rameau, in Universe G299.”

“Ah, yes. The man on the mountain. I met him briefly at some function or other, in the dying days of L-NESC. We’ve talked a few times. Good chap. A bit isolated, I think.”

“Isolated? You’re in a glass building the size of a skyscraper with nobody else in it.”

“Yes, but unlike him, I get in a balloon at the end of the day and return home to my family. You should try it some time.”

“I don’t have a family.”

“Get a new one, then. There are a lot of them out there. Some that are the same as your original one, but missing a Rosie Hartlepool.”

“Is that what you did, then? Get a new family?”

“Good gracious, no. I don’t go in for that sort of depravity.”

Dr Hartlepool looks askance at Quaker. “Depravity?”

“Oh, yes. You see — well, I was born in a world that snowed all the time.”

“What fun.”

“Yes, it was. The snow did things to you. It… changed things. Changed how they’d always been. You’d wake up and people you’d known your whole life had never been born. Every possibility altering, changing, shattering around you. Eventually, the entire timeline disappeared, destroyed by its own contradictions. It’s no way to live, moving between the possibilities of life, seeking to hop between timelines to satisfy your longing to fix past mistakes. We all have our paths, and we should stick to them.”

“…O-kay. Well. I have no plans to find copies of anyone in my family, thank you, but I’ll keep that in mind. Now —”

“Don’t be so flippant. The possibilities out here are endless. You can move from poverty to unimaginable wealth, because the lint in your pocket is worth more than anything to some half-baked reality off the eastern arm. You can lose yourself in it — pleasure after pleasure. Mirrors beyond mirrors.”

“I wasn’t being flippant. I understand the… temptation. But it doesn’t bring them back.”

“No. It doesn’t.” There is a pause for several seconds. “Now, I think, you want to know about my time in the east.”

“Did Rameau tell you?”

“No, I simply know how this works. Why would you want to come here otherwise? There’s nothing here. This was once a bustling building, until —”

“Until decay got to it, the L-NESC folding, and so on. Yes, I’ve heard it before. I want to know what John Lampeter found in the east.”

Quaker sighs. “What he found is what any easterner, or anyone from the centre, could tell you lives there. What he found was the Neon God.”

There is a pause. “And what is the Neon God?”

“The Neon God is — is what you get when you mess around too much with the fabric of reality.”

“Meaning?”

“You don’t have to go there. Rameau is full of idiot ideas. He’s young. Idealistic. We all must forge our own.”

“I don’t care. Tell me.”

Quaker sighs again. “There was a world — a world far away from here. A universe. It had an Earth, like so many of them. It sounds quite similar to your own. There was a village in this earth, a village called — called Peiriant. In the Argentine.”

“A village?”

“Yes. It was a village. Then, one day, one of the houses started to grow. New rooms grew on it. Normal anomalous stuff. So their Foundation stepped in.”

“What do you mean, ‘grow’?”

“It just appeared. Another room, then another. Extending and expanding, moving from house to house. No two quite the same, but all — in keeping, I suppose, with the village’s aesthetic. At first, anyway, before they started becoming more… generic. Concrete, glass, metal.”

“A village just — expanding?”

“Yes. And it kept on going. Forever. Without stopping.”

“…Oh.”

“Yes. It took decades to cover South America, decades more to cover the whole earth. A single metropolis, expanding, onwards and onwards, highrise after highrise, eating everything in its path. The people in it… they stopped eating, drinking, doing anything. At first they became manic idiots, but after it had finished, after the world was a single city, entire connected, they just — stopped. They broke down. They wept, they beat their fists, they cried, and then… stopped. Staring up at the stars.”

“You know about this in a lot of detail.”

“Because it didn’t stop there. It happened again.”

“…Oh. Oh.”

“The East is broken, Dr Hartlepool. It’s little islands of civilisation between worlds that have become the Neon God. The first one, in Peiriant, was millenia ago. We only found out what happened, where it started, because of archaeologists who went back, into dead world after dead world. They never dared step into the original universe. Now, there are hundreds, maybe thousands…”

“Thousands?!”

“Yes. People have tried everything to stop it, but nothing works. They have tried blowing up whole planets to stem the tide, and it just happens again. And again. And again. And it’s still going on.”

There is silence for some time. “How did we not —”

“Refugees don’t often make it all the way to the west. Lampeter is vast, and has been ill-managed for a long time. The Neon God is just another piece of lore, long-forgotten. It’s one tale out of a hundred that comes from far-off lands. But the further east you go, the further it becomes a reality.”

There is silence for several minutes. Dr Hartlepool continues to stare at the hot air balloons as they ascend and descend. “So — there’s some kind of virus. Turning planets into cities.”

“Anywhere there’s sentient life.”

“And the trains take the survivors away.”

“Yes.”

“Including you?”

“Oh, no. My world died because — well, that’s a story for another day. It doesn’t exist any more. It never did. I got out when I could, and left the rest behind, and now I stand here, day after day, staring at the balloons. Doing my part, as I understand it.”

“And that gives you… comfort?”

Quaker turns and looks at Dr Hartlepool for the first time. “What else is there?”

Dr Hartlepool puts her face in her hands. “There’s a virus, turning worlds into cities, consuming them and leaving the people gibbering idiots on the floor. Thousands of universes have succumbed. And it can’t be stopped.”

“Maybe it can. I don’t know. I just run the station.”

“Good for you. Whatever makes you happy.”

“Oh, go on, try to stop it. Maybe you’ll be the hero. I will keep the station running, keep allowing whole lives to be lived when, otherwise, they would be stopped, by the neon plague or by something else. Generations are alive because of our efforts.”

“Generations more could be alive too. How could you not tell us?”

Quaker continues to stare out of the window. “I’ve done my part. My conscience is clear.”

Dr Hartlepool stares at Quaker for several moments, before turning and walking away.



Report by Director Kells on the Neon God

We were not completely ignorant of this “Neon God” that Quaker described. We’d heard stories, especially from those with knowledge of the “Multiversal East”, as we’re provisionally calling it. Stories about cities that take over the world, mock-cities that imitate the real ways people live, build, develop communities. A nightmare-city, a shadow of reality.

That’s the thing about cities. They’re essentially conglomerations of people stuck together. The first cities were formed because farming allowed people to “specialise” — instead of spending all your time searching for enough food to get you through the day, a smaller subset of the tribe could provide food for everyone. So that meant some people were free to do other things — like build, trade, pray and so on. Conquer, rule, become a living god.”

A lot of these things needed to be done in specific places, with other people — so, cities were formed. People coming together. It’s a simple matter of cause and effect, in a way. One thing happens, so another thing happens.

But, in all the stories we’ve heard, in all the texts and legends, the same thing kept coming through. The city just — appears. It starts growing. It’s not a real city, a human thing that makes sense according to how individuals live their lives. It’s just… there. The same symbols of our reality replicated, over and over, constantly.

I grew up in London — huge city, a vast metropolis. The original city was a little thing, clinging onto the banks of the Thames, a rival to nearby Westminster. Then, different settlements merged together into something larger than themselves. But they were never entirely pulped out. There are still old remains, walls, bits and pieces. The boundaries of neighbourhoods.

This city has none of that. It’s a grotesque parody, transforming itself over and over again, like it’s — trying to become a real city, but doesn’t know how. Or maybe it’s just a glitch in some system we can’t see.

It’ll be thousands of years — probably — before it reaches us. But it’s still a threat. We are the Foundation, after all — we’ll have to find some way to contain it. That’s what we do. That’s what our purpose is. And we’re being given a shoestring budget to do it.



A Poem


The following poem was discovered by Dr Hartlepool while travelling into the “Multiversal Centre”.



in circles comes the muddied mind

that hurtles ’round the railway lines

it spins its top across the bow

and seeks to answer where to go



but there is nowhere to go. the ash aligns

with the steel as it punches through card

and paper, slicing round

a new world where you’re born again, another

where you’re stuck in mud, in circles come



the paper train screams your name

the neon god has marked your time,

your world is halogen and luck,

you, in circles, bless the mud

where you are born, where you disgust



your choices made a hundred times

the tree branched out, across the line,

lampeter stretches in the dark,

and in its veins, the blackened bark,

the neon god is rushing through

its tunnels found, its reign pushed through

in circles all your choices come

the lanterns sway before your tongue



and all the world is steel and glass

now, in circles, beneath the grass



jean-antoine delacroix



An Encounter


The following is a log of an encounter made by Dr Hartlepool while in Universe Q865 “Grasslands”.



Dr Hartlepool is on a large, open steppe. In front of her, a stable and small wooden structure can be seen; they are reminiscent of a 13th century Mongol yam station, a waypoint for messengers in the Mongol Empire where they would quickly exchange horses, allowing them to make long journeys in a very short amount of time.

Around the buildings are several large rocks. Most have weathered carvings on them, which are largely unrecognisable. Some appear to have newer, albeit cruder, designs, displaying a series of forking wires and pieces of string.

Dr Hartlepool approaches the nearer building of the waystation. “Hello?”

No movement comes from inside the building. Dr Hartlepool moves closer.

Dr Hartlepool: “Hello? Is anyone there?”

PoI #7005-A: “They won’t come.”

Dr Hartlepool starts, and turns around. A man in his mid-40s, dressed in furs, is sitting by one of the rocks, whittling a stick.

“They’re not there. They’ll be back soon.”

“I — you startled me.”

“Come. Sit.”

“Are you the stationmaster?”

“Somewhere, probably.”

“I don’t like cryp-”

“-tic answers. Yes, I didn’t think you would. Foundation generally doesn’t. Very well; my name is DISTORTION.”

“Rosie — uh, Dr Hartlepool. Nice to meet you. Why are you sitting by a rock in a multiversal yam station?”

“It passes the time.” Dr Hartlepool sighs. PoI #7005-A laughs.

“I’m looking for information about the Neon God. Do you know anything about it?”

“Oh yes. But it really doesn’t matter. Come, come, sit with me. Let us play a game of chance.”

“Of chance?”

“Yes. One of us tells a lie about our past, and the other tells what actually happened.”

“How? And how’s that a game of chance?”

“This is a station between realities. The fabric of things is different here; the right answer should be easier to guess. As to how it’s a game of chance, well — everything is happening somewhere, right?”

“Right…”

“It’s all luck. There are an infinity of Dr Hartlepools, an infinity of DISTORTION, with every choice or proto choice and every branching possibility creating new realities from there. But why are you you? Why do you feel the sensations of this one Dr Hartlepool?” PoI #7005-A gestures widely. “This steppe exists as part of a cluster of universes, where the Mongol Empire never ended, where the entire world became a dwelling-place of nomads. Only a few are connected to Lampeter, but the universes are all there, behind one another. So many steppes, so many camps, so many yurts. Choices upon choices. But each individual is still a person, whole, unique, made of blood and flesh and bone. And yet each one must exist, because all things exist.”

“Why do all of you keep trying to —”

“Because talking about this kind of thing passes the time up here. In the rigging, behind the scenes. Each universe is so full of narratives and meanings and everything else that all we have to talk about is, well, how weird it is.”

“Hmm.”

“Makes sense, no?”

“Of a sort. Alright. I’ll play your games of chance.”

“Attagirl. Alright, I’ll start: when I was a child, I learnt to play the clarinet. What’s the truth?”

Dr Hartlepool stares at him for a moment. “You learnt to play the piano?”

“Violin. But you’ve get the idea! OK, your turn.”

“Hmm. OK. I’ve been divorced twice.”

“Alright…” PoI #7005-A rubs his chin for a few seconds. “Once — I think, eight years ago? You were in… a place called San Francisco?”

Dr Hartlepool leans back sharply. “Porous walls in the universe can do that?”

“Oh yes. Come. You try me again: I was born in Idaho.”

“No…. you were — you were born in a place like Idaho, that would become Idaho, but was called… DISTORTION?”

“Yes! Spot on! You’re a natural.”

“Thank you. But — OK, if everything is a game of chance, what does that imply?”

“About what?”

“Well — everything. What’s the meaning of —”

“The meaning of life? Come on, we’re not children. It’s whatever you want it to be. You are who you are because of the luck of the draw. Relax. Enjoy yourself. Every good moment will pass eventually, so hold onto them while they last.”

“That’s only comforting to people who are experiencing good moments.”

“Well — OK, fine. But what else is there?”

“I met someone who lived on a mountain. He thought the entire point of being able to see the multiverse, to see every possibility, was to find God.”

“But if you found God, another set of realities would be formed where you didn’t find God.”

“…I don’t follow.”

“The multiverse isn’t the end of the line, see? No? Look, the point is that, just as every decision in a universe creates a new universe, every decision in a multiverse creates a new multiverse. Once you break the barriers between timelines, it’s just a universe on a bigger scale, which means its counterpoint has always existed. Mirrors upon mirrors.”

“That… the logic there seems —”

“What else could there be? Your Neon God will cover all the multiverse, the world will be as one, and then another multiverse will come to mirror it, where the Neon God never existed. It’s very simple. Now — it’s your turn.”

“Alright. My sister is a marine biologist.”

“No… that’s not right. No…” PoI #7005-A tilts his head on one side. “No. The truth is that you left the city on a train when you were a girl.”

“…What?” Dr Hartlepool stands up abruptly. She starts looking around, apparently panicking. “What — what do you mean? How did you — who the fuck are you?”

“DISTORTION. I told you.”

“That’s not a name! That’s a sound! the sound of — I don’t know, film crackling? What the fuck is happening? Where am I?” Dr Hartlepool backs away, fast. PoI #7005-A continues whittling his stick, slowly, while staring at her.

“You’re backing away, Rosie Hartlepool. That’s where you are. You’re backing away, at the same time as you’re playing another round, at the same time as this stick runs you through.”

“…Fuck.”

Dr Hartlepool runs to the stables, and mounts a horse. PoI #7005-A continues to whittle and stare. Dr Hartlepool rides away.



A Report by Director Kells

The refugees have started to reach us — or, maybe, we’ve just been able to spot them, now we know what we’re looking for. Now we know to locate stories of cities in the middle of so much confusion. And once we began, there were so, so many.

The anonymous “Ghul” described them as “iron-clad against the deprivations they have seen”. I am not so sure. I don’t see people who have built defences, but people who put on masks, trying desperately to seem normal when nothing is.

From what we have heard, the people who are infected by the cities become like manic, gibbering idiots. This doesn’t seem quite right. It seems everyone is affected differently by them. Some become manic; some begin to despair; others become bright, strange fanatics, preaching gospels of urban planning and high-powered development schemes. There’s no one reaction to the Neon God; it produces no patterns, no consistency.

At least, at first. Eventually, the same thing happens to all of them. At least two dozen were too far gone to be saved; we’ve placed them in observation. But after a while, when all the rage and desperation was finished, there was nothing left to observe. They lie down on the floor and stare up at the ceiling — eating nothing, needing nothing. Feeling nothing, as far as we can tell.

It’s like there’s nothing left to move for, to get up for. Physically, we can find no problems with them. Mentally, they are whole and intact. There’s no anomalous effect we can detect — just what we can observe. Silence, bug-eyed and beautiful.

People keep trickling away from the research team. We’ve been working out of two buildings near Site 565, with a burnt-out skeleton crew trying to coordinate hundreds upon hundreds of waystations. It’s not working. We need more funds, but the O5s keep diverting them away.

What is happening up there? Don’t they understand the importance of Lampeter? It’s the principal organ of interdimensional travel, our only way of communicating with all that’s beyond us. Yet the council seems more and more apathetic. Barely anyone’s bothered reading this page in months. It’s just degenerated into Rosie and I writing down notes, interviews, reports. There’s nothing systematic here at all.

How can I make them understand? I could write reams about SCP-7005. I could use this space to map out the network, describe every scrap of its history we’ve managed to recover, detail legends from the old lines — the Golem Cascade, the Corialis Incident, the Lamplight Prophecy. But I don’t. I write down my impressions. I write down what seems important in the moment.

I don’t know what any of us are doing.



A Letter on a Refugee


The following is a letter discovered on a refugee from the “Multiversal East”. Although its authenticity has been established beyond doubt, it is not known how this document fell into their possession, as they succumbed to the effects of the Neon God shortly afterwards.



To whomever it concerns,

Last night, I dreamed I went home.

No Lampeter has been home for centuries. We have told tales of it. We have carved murals into the ceilings of our trains and trams, our ski-lifts and saddlebags. They all show the same thing: grotesque men, the early members of our family, heaving and carving and building things that should not be built.

I don’t know what that world looked like, but I can guess. It was an Earth-world, one of that standard pattern that’s so common between our trains. It had a New York, a Tower of London, a Red Fort with all its guarded ceremony. It had an Isfahan, sacked by the Hotakis like a thousand others. It had green forests and Moroccan lamps, spires and symphonies, Iron Gates and Wyoming nights. It had all the things I, and others, have seen so many times before.

I’ve seen cousins of mine settle on such worlds, play-acting what their presents, their pasts, might have looked like. I’ve seen them set themselves up as princes over their own fiefdoms. But who was the first Lampeter? Was he a king? A rich man? Or was he a predator, a poor man who saw a way to make himself rich at the expense of his brethren?

We all enjoy the fruits of his labour. The lines have made us rich. We are prosperous, respected, loved. Tickets fly through our stations, building up our capital, making us unstoppable. Even the decay, the slow collapse of Lampeter, has not done lasting damage.

But I am the final Lampeter, the last one still holding on to our name. And I found something, far in the East. I found our home. I pinpointed, in a derelict navigation room above a distant star, the exact origins of the Lampeters. Surrounded by skeletons and burnished corpses, I retrieved the last fragment of a half-burnt computer from centuries ago, a thing of bronze and iron carved by the earliest grandchildren of our house.

I found our home. And it was the first one — the very first one — to succumb. The mythical Universe Z999 is the birthplace of the Neon God.

And doesn’t it all make so much sense? I saw images of it — grainy, pixelated things, continents covered in blue-grey cladding. I saw, in that moment, why all of it had come to pass. What the Lampeters were. How they had, in an ignorant desire for power, unleashed hell upon the multiverse.

Because that’s how it spreads. It must be. It spreads along Lampeter. Our network and the Neon God are inextricably linked, because one is the pathway for the other.

We did it. Our hubris. Our desire for connection, for purpose, for more and more and more, for the destruction of countless universes in the name of one single reality, individuals living whole lives on our line with no connection to land and time. We did this. We wanted a unity of all things, and we got one — a unity buried under a city of the night.

The archives of Lampeter sit under a vast blue dome, stuffed with papers, documents, microfilms, hard drives. There is no backup — it exists in the only place it can, a pocket universe outside time and space. I will go there tonight, and I will bring fire. I cannot destroy the line, but I can destroy us. I can destroy all that remains of us. Lampeter will burn bright, as fuel, as a shining light in this multiversal sky. And every world that dies in the dark can rest easy, safe in the knowledge that their vengeance has been sealed.


John Lampeter





An Incident


The following is the log of an incident experienced by Dr Hartlepool in Universe Z987 “Line’s End”.



It is nighttime. Dr Hartlepool is in a train depot, which belonged to the L-NESC before its dissolution. A fairly large bonfire can be seen 20 or 30 metres away; an indistinct figure can be seen behind it. It is wearing a pair of large sunglasses.

Around Dr Hartlepool are a series of wrecked trains, apparently from multiple different eras of the 20th century. Some of them look unusually weathered, as if they’ve been gradually affected by varying climate conditions over the course of several centuries. Dr Hartlepool moves closer to the fire.

Dr Hartlepool: “Hello? Is someone there?”

PoI #7005-B: “Oh! Hello. I’m so sorry — I wasn’t expecting any visitors.”

“I wasn’t really expecting to be here. What is this place?”

“This? Oh, this is a depot, my dear. It’s a place where old trains go to die when the lines don’t need them any more. You see this one?” PoI #7005-B gestures to a carriage. “This one was one of the first! It was launched from only the fifth universe that the Lampeters discovered. It is timeless, and forever.”

“I can see. What a strange thing. We have trains like that on my own universe, but none that have grown so old that they’d look like that. What are those carvings on it?”

“Oh, aren’t they beautiful? They’re the Lampeters’ own carvings. All the old ones have them. They tell the story of the first Lampeters, how they built a device to break through the walls of reality itself.”

“Extraordinary. How did they do it?”

“I don’t know! I am just a minister. It is not my place to describe the insights of the prophets.”

Dr Hartlepool turns back, and looks at PoI #7005-B. “Prophets? The Lampeters?”

“Of course. They created the network. They allowed the Neon God to enter into everything.”

“The Neon God?” Dr Hartlepool slowly begins to edge away, while keeping her eyes trained on PoI #7005-B. PoI #7005-B laughs.

“Yes! Have you not heard of us, his church? His servants in these many worlds?”

“You worship it?”

“I do. I understand what he is, when so many others don’t.”

“He — it — seems to be an unstoppable force that turns worlds into cities.”

“Oh, but he is more than that. Come and sit by the fire. I’m not going to hurt you.”

Dr Hartlepool stops. After a moment, she approaches, and sits across the fire from PoI #7005-B. “Alright. I’ve got nowhere else to go. I don’t even know how to get home, at this point.”

“You’re from the west?”

“The farthest west. A001. Although I think we changed the name when we took over.”

“We?”

“The Found- do you have a Foundation here?”

“I don’t know what that is. Foundation for what?”

“…Do you know, I don’t actually know? Just the Foundation. The SCP Foundation, if you’re feeling formal. It’s always been a bit vague.”

“Well, Foundation girl, you’re always welcome around my fire. It never stops burning, did you know that?”

“I didn’t.”

“I’ve been sitting here for so long. I’ve never known it to go out.”

“That must get annoying in summer.”

“Yes. I suppose it must.”

Hartlepool tilts her head quizzically. PoI #7005-B smiles.

“So. You want to know about our master.”

“Mm. If… if he’s not a virus, then what is he?”

“He’s our salvation. Do you know what a city is, Foundation?”

“It’s a conglomeration of people in a particular place. What happens when you start to specialise as a society…”

“Go on.”

“People come together because, when you start farming, there’s enough to go around so that not everyone needs to farm. So they can do other things, and often do them best in close contact. It starts with temples, barracks, warehouses, and then gets bigger.”

“Yes. Yes, it does. Factories, right?”

“You can make things, so many more things, in the confines of vast buildings where everyone is concentrated together. No more cottage industries weaving carpets — now, a single room can produce dozens, hundreds every day. The city becomes a focal point for production.”

“Yes. And so it goes. The city exists to justify itself.”

“What does that mean?”

“Why make these things? What’s the end goal? Profit? That would be too easy. The strength of the nation? But the nation persists regardless. No, the city exists for its own sake, propagating itself as a system. The things we do, our reasons for getting up in the morning… they all just fall away. Don’t you feel that?”

“Not for a very long time.”

“But you did, didn’t you? We all did, once. That’s what cities do. When you realise that there’s no point in any of it, the ways they came to be matter less, and less, and less. Until all you’re left with is the image of the city. The roads are laid out for a reason — old sheep trails, easy walkways — but these stop mattering. You can’t see them. See how the skyscrapers rise, and they lose their function in your head.”

“I don’t —”

“The city becomes something more than a function. It’s an image. It’s a thousand ideas, circling it. Its alleyways where the poor live and die, its broadways of thieves and merchants. It gets too big. You can’t see the logic any more. Oh, books describe it, but you can’t see it. You know this city is built on a hill or harbour, but when you look up, there’s just more of it, buildings doing arcane jobs you can’t understand, nobody understands. It’s just there. It’s just more of itself.” PoI #7005-B stands up, spreading his arms wide. “Oh, and isn’t it beautiful! I used to be a pastor. I would lead flocks in worship of the Lord. But then the neon glare came to me, and I saw that what I thought was reality was just so many lights, so many sounds. And what beautiful lights they are!”

At this, lights corresponding to a city skyline lights up all around the depot. A large series of skyscrapers can be seen, fully illuminated. Dr Hartlepool abruptly gets to her feet, staggering backwards.

Dr Hartlepool gasped, “Oh, god…”

“Yes! This is one of his! He took this world long ago! We are so much blood and matter!” PoI #7005-B removes his sunglasses. In place of his eyes are two fog lights coated in dried blood, which shine on the ground a short distance from Dr Hartlepool. Dr Hartlepool moves quickly behind a train, where the light cannot reach her.

“Oh god, oh —”

“You are one of his too, Foundation! Go on! Go onwards! Find him, find him at the end of the line! He will show you all he knows!”

Dr Hartlepool runs for the entry door to SCP-7005, a hundred metres to her right. As she does so, other sets of fog lights can be seen: standing behind trains, on top of warehouses, among the wrecks. They appear to be moving at random, but humanoid figures can dimly be made out, which they are attached to in the same manner as PoI #7005-B.

Dr Hartlepool reaches the door, and swiftly exits. Laughter can be heard behind her.



Interview: O5-9

Kells: “Sir.”

O5-9: “Kells. Keeping well?”

“I can’t complain, sir.”

“Family alright? Still alive?”

“Still amnesticised and far beyond where I’ll ever be able to see them again, sir, yes.”

O5-9 laughs. “You really mustn’t hold that against me. It had to be done.”

“As you say, sir.”

O5-9 sighs, and gestures to a chair opposite his desk. “OK. Please, take a seat.” Dr Kells sits down. O5-9 leans back, staring at the ceiling.

“Sir, I would like to know why, after seven requests in the last month for an increase in funding and manpower, I have now been told that you are slashing our budget by ten percent. A tenth, sir. On research into the most momentous discovery of our age.”

“Kells, you are not the only department that needs funding. We have dozens — hundreds, even — of potentially world-ending threats on the books. Research is an important part of the Foundation’s MO, but containment remains our —”

“Sir, with all due respect, Lampeter — SCP-7005 — it contains an infinity of anomalies, all of whom could end us so many times over. It contains examples of how we, how the Foundation, have defeated any threat you could think of. Sir, in theory, it contains everything. I have given my life to this organisation. We have here a tool that can solve all our problems, and you’re just ignoring it, sir!”

There is a pause for several seconds as O5-9 stares at Dr Kells. “I could have you killed in under a second, and you interrupt me?”

“Are you going to kill me, sir?”

O5-9 stares at Dr Kells for several more seconds, before smiling at him. “No. I’m not. And I think you knew that.”

“Then will you tell —”

“Do you really think our council was so wholly ignorant of the multiverse as you suggest?”

“I — no, but we —”

“Lampeter is not our only route out there, Kells. If you could see what I can of the archives, of the hundreds upon thousands of anomalies we have charted — Lampeter is nothing. It’s just another route out.”

“And — and this is why you deny us funding?”

“I deny you funding because I just don’t care, Kells.” O5-9 sighs, and sits up in his chair. “Do you know how many of you I have seen? There is a Simon Kells who fought with the Devourer, and died. There is a Simon Kells who unleashed an ever-changing blizzard on the world, annihilating timeline upon timeline, forever, constantly, creating whole realities that never existed. There is a Simon Kells who spent a century becoming a tyrant, locked in a forever-war with an ancient monster, and a Simon Kells who killed himself so that would never happen.”

“I don’t —”

“There is a Simon Kells who walked through dead earth to see his wife, and a Simon Kells who snapped her neck. I have seen you burn in the half-light of a dying sun to save all humanity. I have seen so much of you, Kells, and you’re still nothing more than a blip on the radar to me.”

“How can t-that be. How can you say this? All of that —”

“Matters? Don’t you get it? It has to happen somewhere. Everything does. Don’t you understand what Lampeter is, Kells? It’s a mirror, for you, for me, that shows us that all we are is the luck of the draw. I give you money, I withdraw it. I go insane, I maintain my sanity. The agony of choice is no agony at all!” O5-9 laughs hysterically. Kells gets up, and heads for the door. “And you’ll go back to your office, and sit, staring at the screen, waiting for Rosie to send you more reports while you’re stuck here, Kells! She’ll send you more and more, and you’ll reach for your bottle — or maybe you won’t. Maybe you’ll die, maybe you’ll live, maybe, maybe, maybe, maybe…”

Kells exits the room.



Final Report from Dr Hartlepool

I write this from the last train out. I write this looking up at those murals, carved on the train’s ceiling as it blurs through ice, fire, jungle — I look up, and think about my sister, about my world before she died.

I arrived, at last, in Universe Z999, largely because I didn’t know where else to go. I emerged — somewhere. The coast of South America, I think, but there the city is even spreading along the water. There won’t be much left of the ocean soon.

There are no people, now. Not even the starers. The sun does not come up any more. The water glistens black, and the corpses of fish rise to the surface, desperate, cloying, the scent of so many bodies washing up from them.

I found a train line, and headed south. The trains had adverts on them, with no words, only images that could never exist in that world any more. They changed as I looked at them. I wondered why I was not being affected as the others were, and had no answer to give.

The city burnt, the city shone. Plumes of fire rose from factories that produced nothing. The cityscape looked like a microchip, strange buildings with no purpose rising and falling, again and again. It had dingy alleyways and shining offices, industry and commotion. But no people lived in it. It couldn’t figure out what to do with them.

I arrived where Peiriant had been. Where it all began, if Titus Quaker is to be believed. I thought, at first, I was back at the train depot, with great husks of metal surrounding me. It looked like a scrap heap, a graveyard. I didn’t know where to look.

Then I saw the neon lights.

They were scattered around the station, twisted metal tubes, glowing and flickering faintly. There were dozens of them. They were hanging from the roofs of buildings, emerging from the tarmac of the roads. They clustered together, following lines, patterns. Skyscrapers littered the air around me, and I followed the lights inward.

They were so many colours. Red, blue, purple. But as I got closer and closer to some imagined centre, they started to become white. Yellow. Everything looked yellow in that light, that burning light. The streets wound large and small, twisting in unnatural directions. The suburbs were becoming a labyrinth.

Finally, we stopped. And there, where it all started, I saw the Neon God.

A wall, a hundred feet high and fifty feet wide, jutted up from the ground like a shard, a stalagmite of steel. No more sound could be heard — not even the wind. Like it was straining to hear something. All around, the yellow lights were strewn, scorching patches of cement like a graveyard.

The lights were bound to the wall, attached irregularly with metal and wire. They were arranged in rows and columns. I wasn’t sure what it was — an attempt at art? A warning? But, no — I realised, finally, that it was meant to be writing.

It was meant to be a message. The lights were trying to spell out letters. But they didn’t know what letters were, what a sentence was, what a word could mean. It was an uneven scrawl in symbols that did not exist.

And all above us, no stars shone. There was nothing left, in the centre of all that devastation, but these things. These yellow and staring lights, trying to be something and failing.

*  *  *

Now I’m here again, on another train heading out of the city, writing these words. Above me are images of men and women with hammers and chisels, carving out a hole in their universe, striking out into infinity.

And it was while looking at this mural that something occurred to me. John Lampeter was wrong. Delacroix was wrong. The first Lampeters did not spread the Neon God through their networks. That wasn’t it at all.

They were escaping it.

Lampeter — SCP-7005 — this entire endeavour, these centuries of construction, longing, dreaming. Lampeter, those lonely nights of stationmasters in ski lifts, volcanos, stables, wishing wells, whatever else, as they stared up at the sky at stars that once, as children, they had thought promised infinity. All of them, driven by something more than mere flesh and matter…

Lampeter is an escape route. It was built without hope, without design. It was built as an act of crazed desperation in the dark, as the suffering tried to get away, get out, to remove themselves from that neon void that lay behind them. And in doing so, Lampeter has allowed billions upon billions to live their lives. Entire histories, entire civilisations living and falling. Who cares about luck, when there is life to be lived?

There is no steel and glass here. It doesn’t move with the winds. The murals are chiseled, hard and firm, into the forms themselves. Whatever luck or chance has influenced their designs, in the enormity of all things, is irrelevant.

The day we buried my sister, it was sunny, and I fled from the city. I took a train out, away from that day, as the sun burnt and the mourners swayed gently, where nothing made sense. I took a train out of the city, and I became Rosie Hartlepool, out among the autumn leaves. The apples I would eat. The auburn sun as it hit the grass.

I took my chisels from my sleeping hands, and carved murals into the air itself. I carved them into metal and russet red, and into lines upon lines of train track, as I took myself away. And so I stood before the neon, in its yellow and blinkered heart, and saw it for what it was.

Not even nothing.




Tears of a Neon God

Somewhere, Dr. Rosie Hartlepool gets off a train in front of a monument to monuments. She gazes upon its grandeur, loses herself in its shine, and then takes the next commuter rail home.

Somewhere else, Rosie Hartlepool collapses in front of the Neon God. Her legs give out and she cries. She sees only the distant lights that illuminated her train ride into the city: the sole image she could recall from her sister’s funeral. She cannot see anything else.

And then in another place, Rosie charges the pillar. She bangs her fists against it in a futile attempt to crack the outer shell and shatter the neon light within.

All of these things happen in many places. Mirrored a million million times in the kaleidoscope of the Lampeter. And because of that, those places are uninteresting. They are dime-a-dozen realities with no more originality than late night cable TV.

An interesting place would be this universe far off in the north. Way out past the Septulon Systems where the molten cores of planets-to-be dance around unformed stars. Beyond Universe Theta-0332, where the old coliseums still roar to life with automated combat parades.

A place where Dr. Rosie Hartlepool gets off a train in front of a monument to monuments, gazes upon its grandeur, loses herself in its shine and then… nothing. In this one place, and only in this one place, it starts to rain.

*  *  *

The rain starts as a trickle. A light pitter patter that cools off the pounding heat of the neon lights. Rosie looks around for any awnings or umbrellas, but the street is deserted. Just flat walls and right angles all the way down to the elevated train platform. Of course. Her journey out east had been nothing more than a series of suspicious figures and inconveniences. She lifts her briefcase over her head to remain some semblance of dry.

Immediately the rain redoubles its efforts. Its rhythm turns into a constant pounding, riddling the street with liquid bombardments. Rosie’s speed increases accordingly. Her casual walk becomes a jog. And then a sprint. And by the time she arrives at the platform stairs, she’s hopping between puddles.

Rosie hurries up the platform and looks back at the street. Neon lights ripple and reflect in the already inch of water that has accumulated atop the pavement.

Rosie sighs and looks at the schedule for the station. The analog routing board is constantly flipping over its times. And there’s no one here manning the information booth. Again, more inconveniences. She picks a spot against the wall to claim as her own. The tile ground and the concrete wall are hard and uncomfortable. But Rosie reminds herself she’s experienced worse. There’s no need to get worked up over some rain. Or over another late train.

She sniffles.

No need to get worked up.

*  *  *

Thirty-three stories above, in a glass tower, a family of four sits on a couch and watches their neon television. It’s late, and in any normal place a six-year-old and a ten-year-old would be asleep by now. But there’s no curtains on the glass walls. Nothing to blot out the piercing lights of the city. So they pass the time watching different lights, but these ones change color and shape. It’s so much more interesting than looking outside.

No one in the tower looks outside anymore, despite the glass. They have their TVs inside. They have their meals prepared in the Central Atrium. And the concept of art and literature and progress has simply never been presented to them. In another place, the father is an EMT. Somewhere else, the mother is a marine biologist. But here, they both watch TV.

The rain pounds on the window-walls. It’s just louder than the TV, which means that the mother, the father, and the ten-year-old are able to tune it out. But the six-year-old is still developing his pre-frontal cortex. His executive function isn’t quite there yet.

So he turns to the window. He’s never seen rain splatter with so much force before. He gets up and waddles over the glass, and presses his face against it. He sees the neon lights of the city: the same view that has been here since he was born. But then he looks down. Down at the street, where the lights are the dimmest.

“Mom! Dad!” he shouts.

The mother pauses the TV and rolls her head to face her child. The father doesn’t even look away from the screen.

“Yes?” she asks.

The six-year-old points down to the street, “It’s a river!”

*  *  *

After two hours the rain still has not stopped, and the train has still not arrived. The rain is probably delaying the train. That’s what Rosie figures. She gets up to stretch her legs out. The ground gave her cramps anyways.

She paces up and down the platform, the pounding of the rain relegated to background noise. She has compartmentalized the rain to just weather, since allowing anymore frustrations to bubble to the top of her mind would push her to a place she does not want to go. Especially not when she’s all alone, in a train stop, at the edge of the multiverse.

Unfortunately, she makes the mistake of rounding the corner to check on the platform stairs, and the reality of the situation forces itself down her eyes.

The water level has continued to rise. Now at three feet. It surges and whirls. The lights in the water dance and reflect and splash and gasp for air before her sister is swallowed by the flood.

Rosie’s sister was swallowed by the flood.

When her sister died she didn’t understand drowning. She didn’t understand that the river wasn’t safe to play in during the rainy season and that her sister would not be coming up for air. Rosie can see her sister’s silhouette in the neon ripples.

Rosie’s legs buckle beneath her. She collapses to the ground, and her tears join the rainfall.

She wants to go home. She wants to see her family again. Rosie told herself she was stronger than that when she spoke to Titus Quake, but for a glistening moment in the deluge of this lone universe, she is not.

And in that shining moment, when tears erupt from floodgates in the sky to join the plight of a single human, alone and separate from her innumerable counterparts…

*  *  *

The Neon God does not know what a city is. It has seen the shape of a city from afar. It has observed the intricate, interwoven lives of its residents that propel each other, step over each other, and ignore each other. In its Neon Jealousy, the Neon God decided that it too would enjoy the Neon Lives lived in the alleys of New York City, in the dreary cafes of Paris, in the food stands of Tokyo.

But it knows not how those cities came to be. The consideration for hurricanes. The earthquake regulations. The insulation against winter.

It does not understand the sewage grates to evacuate flood waters.

It does not understand the rubber jacket used to keep the copper wires dry.

It does not understand how to withstand a storm.

*  *  *

In that moment, the lights shut off.

The neon, no more.

*  *  *

The ten-year-old at the top of the thirty-three story glass tower screams.

*  *  *

Rosie pounds the ground, hoping to crack the Universe’s outer shell and dig her own way out. Like the original Lampeters.

*  *  *

The storm rages on. Its torrential downfall smothering the remains of the Neon God. Drowning it like a little girl caught in the rapids.

It does not stop.

It does not relent.

The storm cries for hours and hours. Until there are no tears left.

*  *  *

By the time the rain stops, the water level has risen to eight feet. It’s four in the morning. Rosie has not slept for even a second. She watched the storm, the whole time, waiting for the clouds to part. Waiting to be swept away in the flood. But it did not reach her. She is dry, atop the train platform.

The clouds part from the sky, having dumped all they could upon the city. Rosie expected to see sunshine, for some reason. She’d made it through the storm, she would be rewarded with warmth on the other side.

But that is not the reward for weathering the neon. No, the deicide is instead met with the applause of a thousand smaller, dimmer lights. The previously empty sky is now littered with stars.

In the faint starlight, Rosie can see some silhouettes in the windows. Or rather, a silhouette in every window. The TV is no longer on inside the glass towers. Now the only thing to watch is the death of the neon prison.

There are so many figures. So many faces. None of them resemble Rosie’s sister, but that’s ok. There’s more people out there than one girl who drowned thirty years ago. So, so many more.

It’s good there’s so many of them, Rosie realizes. She’ll need all this help if the city is going to be built again. Built again, to withstand a storm.

*  *  *

This only happens in one place. There are no similar repeats, or near misses. This universe stands alone, and its reflections all aberrations. They create only ripples and fractals of its original throughline.

The reflecting pools of the universe that mirror the mirrors and replicate ad infinitum are no longer still. The water has been met with more water. Their surface has been disrupted.

The Neon God cries its reflections away.



In Restless Dreams, I Walked Alone

Most people would call us “rats” — dirty and diseased, scattering from one place to the other unbidden. I would rather they call us “soul-searchers”, but it’s not for me to make their decisions.

Meeting yourself only tends to happen once. Either you’re in the mood for adventure or you’re depressed or it happens by complete accident. You go to a coffee shop with them, you talk about your life, their life. There’s a heartfelt exchange, a fistfight, no connection at all maybe. A splitting of bills, a hug, and then you return home, a piece of you in each other’s hearts.

Or you don’t return home at all. You become like me.

Right now, I’m on a train. I don’t know to where. The air is frigid, and I’m surrounded by at least twenty people, half of which look like they’re refugees. They probably are. There is snow outside, and ice forms on the windows as we roll past scenes obscured by the dark of night. Nothing outside illuminates us besides the stars; the cabin’s lights haven’t worked in at least a century.

I prefer it this way.

Since the day Lampeter entered my life, I wouldn’t want it any other.

*  *  *

Of both her parents, Emma only knew her mother. When she turned eighteen, she knew neither of them.

The apartment was cold. The heater had broken down two days ago, but the landlord lived three cities out and wouldn’t be around to fix anything for another weekend or two. Emma knew this, and it didn’t make it easier. She lied in the center of her single-room unit, arms bundled against her chest and legs tucked up to her torso, a bedsheet wrapped around her. Her TV was the only source of color in the room, casting weak artificial hues against the blue-grey backdrop. Watching eased the numbness.

She peeled her eyes to the analog clock mounted on the wall above. It was twelve past six in the morning, nearly an hour until she began a shift at the store. Wearily, Emma tensed her fingers, and in a foggy haze, shakily pushed herself from her spot on the floor. Staring ahead, she shuffled to her closet and changed into something presentable. She knew that the cold wouldn’t seep into the store like it had her home.

So Emma set out. The brisk cold air rushed past when she stepped out of the door. Snow gave beneath her worn boots with a crunch, echoing through the hollow narrow streets. Her vision filled with her breath when she exhaled. It was an intimately familiar environment, even if it was hostile, and Emma persevered with the knowledge that somewhere warmer lied ahead.

Her life could have been unremarkable. As Emma walked down a road she had forgotten the name of, her eyes glanced to the left. Down an alley between two homes, visible from the shine of the street, an old man sat among the snow. He slumped on the lifeless walls, eyes staring blankly ahead, chest lightly drawing breath from the cold air. She could see the vapor drawn from his body, rising into the air the same way her own did.

She knew he felt the same cold as her.

Emma shakily walked toward him. He didn’t move from the snow, his eyes focused on nothing on the wall across the alley. She sat across from him, and watched. There was no reaction, and Emma did not solicit one. They sat in silence.

As she exhaled, Emma shivered.

*  *  *

The stars are pretty tonight. It’s my first time seeing them under this sky, and it’s the other Emma’s first time seeing them at all.

We’re sitting across from one another. She’s transfixed right now, her brown eyes don’t even blink. I can’t really blame her; if I had never seen stars before and there were this many back where I come from, I wouldn’t close my eyes ever again.

The night’s not so cold here. The breeze isn’t very merciful, but the grass is tall enough that it shelters us from the harshest of it. In the small clearing we chose, we can see the sky and each other, and hear the howling of the wind, and smell the fragrance of the pure air, and feel the dirt beneath our hands and legs. Tears streak down Emma’s cheeks, matching my own.

“I don’t want to go back”, she says.

“You don’t have to,” I tell her.

“I do. My father would kill me.”

I don’t have to ask her if it’s metaphorical.

I watch Emma. The markings on her face, the green ones, dictate her entire life. A slave of a slave. Her father not even intervening to prevent her fate. She hardly knew anything beyond her role. An entire life in underground shelters as a concubine, not stepping outside even one time since she was born. Until I met her on a bright winter night.

Until I met myself. Emma.

She breaks her eyes away from the night sky to look at me. I can see the light of the heavenly bodies above reflect in her vision. She breathes as softly as I do, and the world feels cold again.

“I can’t do anything for myself, anyways.”

“That doesn’t mean you can’t join me.”

She shakes her head and looks at me, an infinite complexity of sadness behind that expression. I don’t push the topic. I understand.

“You leave in a quarterday?”

“Yes. They won’t allow me to stay any longer than a week.”

Her eyes turn upwards again towards the firmament. “Will I ever see you again?”

I sigh lightly. “Probably not.”

“…Will I ever see this again?”

I push myself off the dirt, the zephyr gently flowing up against my hair. I watch her watch the stars for the first and last time, her tears unending in a constant stream. She shivers. I lower myself to the ground to sit next to her, and then I lie back on the dirt, looking directly above. She lies down next to me, and the world is silent for us.

“Yes. Yes, you will, Emma.”

My hand found her hand, and we held each other tightly. No words were exchanged until dawn, and all that was left to say was goodbye.

*  *  *

The light warmth of the store wasn’t enough to distract Emma from her thoughts.

It was nearly the end of her shift. The snow piled heavily by the front window, frosting the glass with patterns of ice and rime. The store had already been closed, and the few remaining customers handled. There were no major incidents that day, which would normally be a blessing. But today, she wished she had something to deflect her contemplation.

It had been about six hours since she clocked in. Although it wasn’t really important, the money from the shift would be enough to cover some food and amenities for the next two days. Not a lot, but enough. And if she was willing to eat a little less, she could possibly afford something warmer to wear.

As she pulled the door open to exit the store, primed to lock behind her, a familiar sensation slid up her back. The thoughts rushed into her head again, and she knew that she couldn’t leave yet. Carefully, Emma set the door on its frame and turned her collar to the cold of the street. She wouldn’t get the money from her shift until next week, but… if she didn’t help others, was she any better than the people that refused to help her?

Her eyes fell on some wrapped sandwiches as she walked down the aisles. They were small, a bit bigger than her hand maybe, not by a lot. But they would be enough. Quietly, in the view of no one, she placed one in her coat pocket. Her heart sank as she turned and walked to the front of the store. She opened the door, and looked back briefly.

Emma would pay it off later, she promised herself. With the money she didn’t have now.

She closed the door behind her, and stepped into the freezing twilight. It seeped into her body thoroughly and mercilessly. She stood shivering amongst the snow, and after a few minutes, began slowly and methodically making her way back the route she came.

But not towards her apartment.

*  *  *

I hold myself under the blanket. The plane rocks from side to side, a symptom of either the turbulence or the rough journey between worlds. No one is certain how Lampeter works, but we all know it does, and that’s the important part.

“Hey, you’re an Emma, right?”

I look over to the seat on my left. A boy about my age is sitting next to me, wrapped in a blanket like mine. He’s staring at me, and smiles wearily, a sadness in his face that betrays his attitude.

“Yeah.”

His eyes brighten as their brown color deepens. “I’m Emmanuel.”

“Oh,” I say. The plane shakes ferociously. “Nice to meet me.”

It’s a line I’ve used nearly a hundred times, but it still works. He laughs a little harder than he should. “Every version of us on the couple worlds I’ve seen is a woman. What’s up with that? You’d think there would be a few more men.”

I smile and shrug as best I can under the blanket. “The universe is kind of weird like that sometimes. I don’t think we can know why it is the way it is.”

There’s a reaction in his face. It’s subtle enough that he can hide it, but noticeable enough that he can’t hide it from me.

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” he says, lowering his gaze.

We sit next to one another, huddled in the nippy air of the cabin. Even though the aircraft isn’t very large, it probably needs a lot of upkeep, and Lampeter isn’t famous for being well-funded. They were on the verge of bankruptcy; it could be seen in the worn fabrics of the seats and the dim lights hardly managing to glow above us.

I look out of the small window on my right. Nothing is visible beyond the dark wisps of clouds.

“Where are you from?” I ask him, not turning back.

“Ah… a few universes down the line,” he says, his breath caught in his throat, “nowhere important.”

“Nowhere’s important.”

He paused. “I suppose you’re right. Just…”

“Something happened to your home, I’m guessing.”

Silence lies between us. I turn away from the window to look at him. He’s no longer smiling, and the sadness I saw in him is now uniquely visible across his face. To his credit, he isn’t crying.

“It was… a doomsday, or an XK, or whatever they call it. Something about self-replication, not a lot of us got out. I lived in an apartment by a Lampeter station, so… I escaped, but…”

“I lived near a station too. I’m sorry.”

Emmanuel doesn’t say anything for a minute. Then, he sighs. “I… guess I’m a refugee now. I’m just trying to find a new place to live, but people call me—”

“A rat?”

“Yeah.” He breathes laboriously. The conversation takes a toll on him. I haven’t felt what he feels now in a long time. “Are you also…?”

“…Not really. I call myself a ‘soul-searcher’. Because that’s what I am — someone searching for their soul.”

He looks up at me curiously, but doesn’t say anything. I reach my hand out of the blanket and squeeze his arm lightly. “You’ll find somewhere you belong,” I tell him.

He smiles genuinely this time. “I know. We all do, eventually.”

I feel the numbness in my heart remind me that he’s wrong.

“You’re right,” I say.

*  *  *

The alleyway was dark. With the snowfall raining down from the sky and her own breath clouding her vision, Emma could hardly see in front of her. The outline of the backstreet was barely visible from where she stood beneath the halo of a street lamp. She could make out a rubbish bin, some broken bottles, and most importantly, a distinct figure slumped against a brick wall.

Cautiously, to avoid tripping, she stepped lightly towards the man. Her hand reached and pushed against the wall lightly to support herself. The snow piled higher than before, and her foot sunk into it. She didn’t like the sound it made, the crunching beneath her.

Her eyes adjusted as she stood above him. The crinkling of the wrapper being pulled out of her pocket echoed along the empty street as the flakes fell on them. Like the last time she saw him, he stared ahead, his eyes unwavering at the opposite wall, mesmerized by nothing. She lowered herself to the ground next to him, shivering, and with caution, reached out her hand to touch his.

His hand was colder than the snow around them.

When Emma looked at him with clear eyes, she saw he had no breath to match her own.

For a while, Emma sat unmoving, watching nothing. The snow continued to fall around her, and although the frost continued to grow on her fingers and legs, she didn’t feel it. She didn’t feel anything for the entire night, sitting and shivering, holding a cold hand in hers and listening to the sound of cars driving past, of low whispers from passersby, of people who would never be either of them going about their lives. She registered all of it, and heard none of it.

When the dawn of light rose, Emma knew that she had to leave, or she would join him in another place. Numb in all possible ways, she methodically made her way to her feet. They had both been buried by the snowfall, and his figure was difficult to see under the mounds. It was a burial for someone unloved by the world, and she reckoned it was a fitting end for her as well.

She took the sandwich out of her pocket, and left it where his hand was. If she had been a little faster, maybe he could have given her thanks.

As she walked from the alleyway, the bright sun piercing through the cloudy sky on a frozen day, an unfamiliar train from a distant place rolled into its station nearby.

*  *  *

The bakery I’m sitting in is a little busy, but off to the side of the town. The day is bright, and the air is warm. People are generally polite here. I’m allowed to loiter in the shop because I’m expecting to meet another me here, who I’m hoping will have enough money to buy us both something light to eat. The buildings around me are vaguely… Norwegian, if I had to guess, but it gives off a comfortable atmosphere that I haven’t felt in a long time.

The door to the building chimes, and I glance in the entrance’s direction. A woman with brown eyes around my age walks in, dressed in a long trench coat and holding a leather briefcase. She has a long-healed scar over the right side of her entire face. It’s very clear she’s Emma, but I quickly realize this is not the Emma I came to see.

She spots me immediately and smiles, walking over to the chair opposite me. Setting her briefcase aside, she quickly discards her trenchcoat and yawn-stretches, before making eye contact with me.

“Who are you?” I ask.

The unexpected Emma chuckles. “What, never owned a mirror before?”

“I… you’re not the person I came here to meet.”

“You’re right about that. How’d you tell?”

“The scar’s not doing you any favors. And the local Emma has lung cancer.”

Emma’s eyebrows raised in teasing surprise. “That would do it alright. Say, have you ordered yet? Don’t worry, I’ll pay. You don’t seem like you have money on you, no offense.”

We order some pastries. I ask for sourdough — it reminds me of home — and she orders something I never heard of before and can’t pronounce. We wait for the food in silence, my sense of curiosity growing as my confusion deepens. When the freshly baked food finally arrives, I begin eating. Emma watches me.

“You’re not particularly forthcoming, huh?”

I look up at her. “You’re the one that dodged my question.”

Finally, she chuckles and starts eating. “So I did,” her mouth stuffed with the pastry makes her voice muffled, “whoops. One sec.”

I wait for her to swallow the bite. She clears her throat. “Sorry about that. I’m Emma — obviously — though if you want specifics, I’m from S294. They call our universe ‘Datacenter’ in the Lampeter registrar.”

“‘Datacenter’?”

“When Lampeter came along, our world basically turned itself into a big corporation for cataloging different universes. Ground up our history and culture and turned it into a slurry of drip-fed multiversal propaganda. It’s not great back there. It’s where I got this.” She points at her scar, tracing down the slope of her face. “I’m technically a slave, but they don’t really care what we do out here as long as we get our job done.”

“Mmm, I was wondering what your story was.”

Emma laughs. “Yeah well, my friends always say ‘to be Emma is to suffer’. They’re right, you know. There’s not a single world out there that doesn’t feature us in some shitty circumstance. I checked a thousand or so myself.”

I feel myself deflating, a pit forming in my stomach.

“And what about you, stranger? A pal of mine saw you sixteen trips down the line and clued me in about you. Sixteen! What the heck are you doing all the way out here?”

I closed my eyes and laughed. “I’m a lot more than sixteen trips out from home. I’ve been soul-searching for the past two years.”

Emma’s jovial attitude seems to shift into something a bit more serious. “Soul searching, ah? You’ve been looking for other versions of us, I suppose.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

Her question isn’t phrased in a way that makes it harsh, but it pierces through my chest regardless. I bite my lip and eat more of the bread. She can tell something’s hurting in me and doesn’t want to push it. I respond.

“I… I want to know if one of us ends up happy, Emma. I want to know that we’re capable of being more than a victim.”

She doesn’t say anything, but her expression softens. “Are you a victim, Emma?”

I turn to face the window. “I was abandoned. Mom got rid of me the moment I turned 18, and I lived in a run-down apartment on my own in the freezing cold. And one morning, I met an old man lying in the snow, and I was going to give him some food, but I took too long—”

“And he was already dead when you got back to him, right?”

Our eyes meet. “I spent the night holding onto his rigid, dead hand, wishing I was a better person.”

Emma smiles, but I can sense it’s not joyful. “I heard this story in another world, probably not too far from yours.”

“What?”

“In that universe, Emma held that man’s hand until the snow covered her completely. She sat until her numbness became literal and her eyes closed for the last time, and she died that day on the pavement in the backstreet.

“I visited her grave a few days after I heard her story. It was a small placard in a cemetery outside the city, with no details on it beyond her name, date of birth, and date of death. I was told there wasn’t a funeral either, but they didn’t cremate her ’cause of a happenstance law in the area. And as I stood over that tiny sliver of metal on the ground that separated her and me, I wished that I could tell her just one thing.”

I try to hide my feelings, but I can already feel the dampness on my face. “What… what would you tell her?”

Emma reaches out to put her hand on mine from across the table. Her warmth radiates onto me more than the sparkling sun casting hues across the room, moving across the sky. “I would tell her that the fact that she cared at all makes her one of the best versions of herself she could be.”

“And… what about me?”

“Well, you’re that Emma too, aren’t you?”

I stared at the table, trying hard to steady my voice. “I suppose… I suppose that I am.”

“Emma, listen. If there’s one thing that I wish I learned way earlier, it’s that we’re only a victim inasmuch as we let the past control us. And maybe that pain will never really go away — some scars really do last forever, I can testify to that. But if we keep moving forward… maybe… maybe we can become something more than what our fate’s dealt us.”

We continued to eat in silence, the smell of bread perfusing through the warm summer air. My tears didn’t run dry, and soon Emma had moved next to me, a comforting and familiar hand draped over my shoulders. I spent the day with her, letting everything I had bottled inside me out at once. A hundred lifetimes I knew and felt powerless to help, a million thoughts coalescing into unbridled emotion that didn’t cease until the rays of twilight dipped beyond the horizon.

By nightfall, along the cobble-laden and lamp-lit streets, I walked with Emma beneath the starry night sky, and looked up at a heaven like so many times I had before.

“I think I’m ready to go home, Emma.”

She squeezed my hand in hers. There was hope in her voice. “Then I’ll take you there.”

*  *  *

The sun rose again on a summer morning, the same as it did every day. In the late dawn, Emma stretched on her bed. The rays of light shone through the window of her room, casting their warmth onto her eyes. Groggily, she pushed herself onto her feet, and made her way to the restroom. After brushing her teeth, she fetched a pack of cereal from the cabinet, and quickly ate it while watching the street below.

When she finally set off, she took a new route. Instead of working at a store, Emma started working at a small café she knew, where the owner was friendly and sympathetic to her situation. It was low-traffic enough that she didn’t often get rude customers, but got enough people that she could afford to pay her bills. It took nearly a month of searching to find, but when she found the job she knew it would be a good fit for her.

Emma’s situation did improve, somewhat. She had a bicycle, which she rode out towards the coffee shop at a brisk speed. She also bought a fan with some saved-up extra funds from the new job, and some new clothes. But most importantly, Emma didn’t feel as though she was the only one in her universe anymore.

Emma didn’t really notice me hanging around her workplace at first, but as soon as she caught a glimpse of my scar, her expression glowed. I got to meet her boss — a boyish fellow with some stubble and arthritis, apparently — and catch up on all the things that Emma had been up to since we departed all those months ago. She told me about the things she bought and the small hobbies she’s tried to take up. I told her about my travels, and the interesting places I had seen since our cross-universe trip back to this world. A hint of melancholy still peered through her demeanor, but it was improving, and that’s what matters to me.

After the heartfelt exchange, we got up from our seats. She wrapped her arms around me, and I wrapped my arms around her in a long, silent hug. I promised her I would stop by to say hi again if I was ever in the cosmic neighborhood, and she promised me that she’d have more to talk about the next time I was here. As I walked away towards the hidden location of Lampeter, we waved to one another, droplets in the corners of our eyes.

Although it’ll be a while until we meet again, a piece of each other will live on in our hearts.

And in an uncaring world, that’s all we need.



Lampeter Registrar: The SmogWastes of NeoAmerica

The megacities of NeoAmerica lie among the furthest reaches of the Lampeter network, like a ring of distant mountains shrouded in smog. Every one of these cities is unique and magical, replete with nooks and crannies, stuffed with secrets stolen from other cities, other worlds. No multiversal sojourner has truly seen a city until they have seen a NeoAmerican megacity.

In Universe Eastboard-12A, the American Eastern Seaboard Megacity stretches from former Boston to Atlanta, and the cobbled streets of old Boston, the silver spires of old New York, and the art deco towers of old Atlanta are cast in permanent neon twilight by the sky-spanning tracks of the Maglev of ’89. In Universe ChicagIllinoi-89B, the American NorthMidWestern Megacity spans from former New York to Chicago to Washington D.C., connected by millions of crisscrossing subway charnel tunnels, through which the Chicago Revenants, the Sons of Liberty, and the Old Yorkers politic their eternal war. All are ultimately similar, marching arrays of urban spires. Each is unique in its own way, yet jumping from City to City one could be forgiven for thinking one had barely journeyed at all.

The least navigable universes are those without mass transportation, not even the ubiquitous subway train or zeppelin ferry. These universes require automobiles to traverse; the sole conduits between sparse islands of civilization are highways, which coil upon themselves, labyrinthine knots of transport that enmesh the beating hearts of human civilization, like eggs in nests woven of thorns. These megacities sprout from poisoned seed: cities already crumbling upon their own weight, whether they be Los Angeles or American Peking. Smoggy, unwalkable, concrete.

The Lampeter network is unreliable in these worlds. Usually, it can be traversed under one’s own power — enter an unmarked door, or turn left at a right-only sign. Step upon a ski lift. Let go of a zipline once you pass a certain tree on a certain trail at a certain hour. But in these worlds, the routes between doors often traverse the bewildering webs of highways between vibrant urban nodes. These universes are best avoided by travelers seeking to go swiftly and safely, for they are too prone to the whims of others — other drivers that may be too cautious or reckless, too demanding to follow safety rules and too morbidly curious when another meets their doom. Traffic jams, from congestion or from gawking at accidents.

Many of the NeoAmerican megacities are abandoned now, and more are fast becoming husks. There will always be American patriots dreaming of imagined glory days, but ever since the Neon God was discovered these cities have grown more uncanny, more unnerving. Refugees, fleeing the endless growth of the Neon God, stop in the cities but rarely stay long — to them, these worlds are uncannily similar to the cancer they flee.

When the Neon God comes to these worlds, it does so silently, unnoticed until it can no longer be ignored. It is all too easy to ignore its growth, for in a world of City, what is one more skyscraper under construction that gets completed, without warning, all too quickly? What is one more road being blocked off for urban development, one more sunny park falling into perpetual shadow, one more dark alley adorned with endless glistering light?

Are the words upon the new billboard gibberish, or are they a dialect of multiversal Tengrii carried by refugees from the Steppes? Is that illogical intersection a tendril of the Neon God, or is it merely the result of contradictory zoning laws? Was that street a one-way road yesterday, or is this an infrastructural reform that was relegated to a byline on the thirtieth page of a newspaper?

You cannot tell, and so the once great NeoAmerican cities lie empty. How can you feel safe, in your cities full of beauty and wonder and diversity and life, when forces beyond your control might warp it into something unrecognizable overnight?

And so the NeoAmerican highways fester. The purpose of a highway is to transport, and yet it is bad at that singular task; congestion, a disease of plenty, is inevitable. The mass transport solution does not grow ill: it was designed from the beginning to be a clogged artery.

The highway yearns to transport, and yet it rests, plastic bags and other litter dancing across the asphalt wastes like tumbleweeds of yore. The blacktop corridors, once packed end-to-end by metal carriages stretching into the horizon, are empty, tasting no more of gasoline fumes and rubber tire.

It is imprecise and flawed to claim that an inanimate construction wants something; highway systems, whenever they arise, perpetuate themselves, but these are the actions of agents with their own goals and wants and desires, not silent paths of black asphalt. Yet there is no other explanation for what occurs in these forgotten, abandoned Lampeter worlds.

The highways call for rubber upon their backs, smog within their lungs, cacophony echoing in their ears. They yearn to be abused once more and to abuse in turn. They long to fulfill the only purpose they know, the only reason they ever had to exist. And if they were merely abandoned, these cries would be hollow, echoing into a million empty nights.

But they were once roads within Lampeter.

Without watchful eyes upon these rotting worlds, doors fray. They lead astray. The highways reach out across the multiverse, calling for drivers, promising faster routes to endless destinations, time saved, destiny in the driver’s hands, the open road, freedom, to go wherever you want on your own time, your own schedule. Let us fulfill our purposes once more, say the highways.

And Lampeter answers their prayers.

You may find yourself on any road and any highway, in any world across the multiverse, listening to your GlobalMap or following your SmartNav, when you take an exit you do not recognize — and then you shall find yourself in the heaven of the highways. Where their supplications have been satisfied. Where they are veins of blood packed full of virus, and both boundless sky and earth-piercing chasm are filled with their putrid exhalation, and the honking of horns is the screams of the damned.

And once you enter, you might never leave.
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The Lampeter Limited

Running is the one thing I remember when it happened. Running from my home that was never my home. Running from friends and family who claim I never existed. Running from the life that was mine, but fell through my fingers as it crumbled around me. I became a stranger in my world, and the world became a stranger to me.

Not having an identity. Drifting through life. Never being able to stay in one place for longer than a few weeks before I find myself somewhere else. I don’t even have control over my destinations. I go to sleep in Paris and wake up in Chicago with no idea how I even got there.

But one day, I woke up on a train platform that shouldn’t have existed. I had been spending the last few weeks here in Hokkaido and knew there wasn’t supposed to be a train station here. Least of all one whose tracks were two feet below the waterline. But once the train pulled into the station, settled, and opened its doors, I felt a strange pull. Almost like it was calling to me.

For once, it seemed that I could almost see a path forward in my new existence. So, I grabbed my small pack of clothing and essentials and boarded the train.

My first trip on the Lampeter Network, ‘though I had no idea where it might take me.

A Nobody on a train to nowhere.

*  *  *

‘Hello there, Agent Benetti. A pleasure, as always.’

I hadn’t even taken stock of my dining partner as I found an empty seat in one of the Lampeter Train’s dining cars, but I recognized them immediately. The stranger I keep meeting in liminal spaces–transitory areas such as trains, airports, and the like. The Lampeter Network appears to be a favorite of theirs.

‘I suppose I should extend the same courtesies. A pleasure…’my friend’? I realize you’ve never shared your name with me.’

‘Ahhh, yes, I haven’t. I suppose it’s because I respect you too much to lie to you.’

‘Lie to me?’

‘I don’t have a name. I certainly lie and use some to blend in. Blake, Rory, Quinn, and so on. It helps if I should find myself running into someone multiple times. Pretend we’ve never met, give a new name, learn new things about them.’

A member of the waitstaff arrived to take my order, and I regarded my companion’s meal for a few moments.

‘Is that a pulled pork sandwich?’

‘Oh, yes. But it’s made from a kind of boar in universe Lambda-36. It’s from their version of Brazil and feeds on a native pepper that is quite spicy. That spice gets built up in their muscle, and that’s why they call it ‘javali picante’. It’s not waffles, but still quite delicious.’

I ordered the pulled ‘javali picante’ sandwich.

‘So…what are you doing here this time?’

‘Should I have a reason to want to enjoy the sights and interdimensional food that the Lampeter Network offers? Just look at that view, Agent.’

I had to admit, they had a point. As the train rolled through universe Gamma-842, we were treated to the rolling landscape of the Great Northern Savannah. A herd of gazellodon could be seen lazily wandering across the grasslands and grazing on choice patches of grass. Just over a nearby ridge, the head of a leopardsaurus could be seen poking out to study the prey animals.

‘It does have a certain charm to it, doesn’t it…?’

They just offered me a bemused smile before taking a moment to dig back into their meal while I patiently waited for my own food to arrive. As they ate, I sat, sipped at my gin, and watched the prehistoric landscape drift by. I saw the leopardsaurus sprinting over the ridge and barrelling towards its prey just as my companion spoke up again, taking my attention away from the fate of the prey.

‘Do you ride the Lampeter Network often?’

‘Oh, no, I’m on assignment as a liaison to another Foundation. We’re to collaborate on investigating a strange individual who only shows up in…liminal…spaces…’

The sudden realization slapped me on the cheek as I stared at the stranger across from me. They simply set down their silverware and offered me a cheeky grin.

‘Oh, you’re going to Omega-432? Do give my best to Agent Oliver! She’s been chasing me for quite a while now.’

Rules of civility in this dining cart were almost forgotten as I rounded on them with a stern tone.

‘… Are you fucking with us? You know we will catch you if you are a threat.’

‘Oh, I have no delusions that you all could snatch me up…eventually. That is not why I am not, as you said, ‘fucking with you.’ Nor am I a threat to any form, or iteration, of the Foundation. Like many of the people you Jailers round up, I simply wish to live my life in peace.’

My companion waved their hand around to gesture to the surrounding train to emphasize their words.

‘This right here. This is all I desire. To meet others in these liminal spaces where my identity isn’t that important and I can get to know their stories. I am not some…entity of destruction, agent. I am a traveler. A wanderer. A lover of people and their stories.’

They offered a subdued gesture to turn my attention to a couple a few seats away from us.

’For instance… That couple? She’s from Beta-249. He’s from Omega-019. They met here on the train a few years ago as each fled the Jailers in their own dimensions. They took comfort in each other when they met right here in the dining car and spent that night sharing drinks and stories. And they’ve been together ever since. Quite the beautiful story, no?’

They gave me the chance to study the two for a few moments as my companion took a drink. The couple looked so happy. A small tinge of jealousy sprang up within me.

‘Those two ride this train every year on their anniversary, you know. Just getting a sleeper car and riding the rails. Usually, they find a stop that looks interesting, and safe from you Jailers, and spend a few days in that universe. Other times, they simply ride one way for a while, then ride back to their home universe.’

A sudden look of anger flashed over the stranger’s face as their mood turned, but their wine glass quickly hid the expression as they spoke into it before taking a long drink.

‘Are you going to haul them away now? Report them to their respective Jailers and have them locked up for daring to exist?’

I’m a retrieval agent for the Foundation, taskes with finding anomalous folks who might be threats and assess them. The sudden accusations weren’t unusual for me, but something about my companion’s reaction… I don’t believe I had seen that kind of vitriol from them before.

‘… As long as they do not threaten the Veil, I see no reason to do so. Why are you giving me the third degree here?’

That look of anger didn’t disappear as they roughly set their wine glass down.

‘Oh, perhaps because so many Foundations keep trying to lock up myself and my counterparts across all these possible dimensions?’

I sensed that our meeting was coming to an end as the peculiar person before me lightly wiped their mouth with their napkin, tossed it down, stood, and regarded me with more anger than I’d ever seen from them before.

‘I lied to you earlier, Agent. I have a name. One you might recognize well.

’Nobody.’

With that, the Nobody walked out of the dining cart, leaving me to consider the report I’d now have to write up.

And the mountain of scrutiny I’d soon be under since I didn’t capture them.

*  *  *

This last meeting with Agent Benetti was our… sixth time crossing paths, I believe? Maybe seven, it’s hard to keep track sometimes. ‘Though I don’t believe they were aware of the first two chats we had. Still, it was only now that we were both noticing our ‘connection’, if one could call it that. It’s been very rare that I meet the same person more than a couple times. Much less six times!

I’m not sure if there is any meaning to this new pattern in my strange life, but I have to admit that a part of me is looking forward to getting to see him again. The Network has been the only real consistency I’ve known since I became Nobody. Could it be that the Foundation is secretly chasing after me? Was Benetti feigning ignorance with me as he kept tabs on me?

Or is there nothing nefarious about Benetti at all?

Could it be as simple as the fact I now have a friend?

*  *  *

The focus of my work shifted once it was confirmed that the entity our Foundation Agents kept reporting on the Lampeter Network was indeed a Nobody. I’ve been assigned a liaison with the SCP-7005 research team for the time being and have spent much of my time simply traversing the Lampeter Network through the dimensions. Primarily by train, but many times I’ve found myself sleeping on busses stuck in weeks-long traffic, lazily drifting through the skies on hot air balloons, and even spending a week riding horseback to reach the next Lampeter station. The Network truly is…something else.

As much as I am enjoying seeing the wonders of the multiverse, it has been months since my last interaction with Nobody. At this point, I’m almost certain they are purposefully avoiding me. Not that I blame them.

From the reports on the numerous Nobodies the Foundation has kept on file, it is obvious they aren’t, exactly, a coordinated group. Certainly, some work together when they meet each other, but most appear to be independent operatives. Ones whose goals and methods vary wildly. Some are simple observers, trying to find some semblance of the person they lost. Others…are far more active in their attempts to be ‘somebody’ and return to who they once were by pulling strings of the world that ripple out into significant movements. Small actions that become big events as if the Nobody is screaming out ‘Here I am! I exist! I’m SOMEBODY!’

This Nobody, though, appears to belong to the observer group. My few conversations with them suggest they simply wish to get to know other people and understand their lives. Almost like a collector of stories.

They may be gathering information for some Group of Interest, or even just for their own schemes. But perhaps they simply get a kick out of learning about other people’s lives?

I also have to wonder…are they lonely? Could it be as simple as these fleeting connections in liminal spaces are the deepest ‘connections’ they can make? Does the Network allow them to be considered ‘a somebody’ on some level? Could it simply be that in these liminal spaces, we all become a little more like Nobody, and closer to who they are?

As this particular Nobody keeps coming to see me, I have to ask; what do I mean to this Nobody?

Then another question comes to mind…

What do they mean to me?

*  *  *

Why do I remember being Nobody? Why do others remember ‘me’ as the person named ‘Nobody’ so well when I’m not pretending I’m someone else?

Why does every attempt to be ‘somebody’ always end with everything fading away?

I remember my first day being Nobody. And most days after, as long as I don’t pretend to be ‘somebody’.

I do not remember everything about my first attempt to be ‘somebody’, but I remember when it all fell apart. As soon as I was reminded that I was Nobody, my lack of a sense of self slapped me in the face.

Does that mean that ‘Nobody’ is who I truly am?

Maybe not a lack of a self, but a refusal from the universe to allow me to be ‘somebody’. As long as I go along with it, I get to, at the least, be Nobody.

Ugh… I’m tired of trying to philosophize my own existence. I am going to keep pushing myself to try to be ‘somebody’, but I’m beginning to feel as if I am simply screaming into the void.

*  *  *

It was around the stop for Universe Echo-679 that someone lightly roused me from my sleep.

A lightly smiling Nobody greeted me, sitting next to me with a mimosa in each hand. One of which was being offered to me. Perhaps it was risky to trust them, but I took the offered drink, clinked glasses, and toasted.

‘À votre santé.’1

I spoke in a toast as our glasses clinked.

‘“To my health”, eh…? Hmmm… How about…la santé des anormaux2?’

Nobody offered me a cheeky grin at the counter to my own toast.

‘To the health of the abnormal…?’

A soft sigh slipped from my lips, much to Nobody’s amusement. Still, I drank to the shared toast.

‘So…you’re purposefully visiting me now instead of us having ‘chance meetings’?’

‘Well, you are the only agent in all the multiverse who’s assigned to follow me right now—since Agent Oliver was reassigned to another Nobody. So I figured I should check up on you every now and then when chance throws us together.’

A curious look crossed my face at that.

‘‘When chance throws us together’? You’re telling me you aren’t in control of where you end up…?’

‘Mostly, yes. A part of my condition, I imagine. It seems I can try to force myself to stay in one place for a short while, but one day I’ll wake up somewhere completely new.’

My next question was offered in a cautionary way, but I couldn’t hide the slight concern in my tone.

‘And what if this drifting finds you locked up in a containment cell…?’

My drinking partner smiled and gestured wildly with their hands, nearly spilling their drink.

‘Then I’ll find myself with a new group of particular individuals whose stories I can learn. You Jailers certainly have a very peculiar perspective on what life should be for the rest of us. At any rate, I’m sure I wouldn’t be staying too long.’

‘You think you can so easily break containment?’

Nobody laughed lightly and batted away the question as if it was the silliest thing they had heard.

‘No, as I said, I just know that I never stay in one place for too long. Whether or not I want to. Except for…here. On the Network.’

‘Why? What’s so special about this place?’

Nobody fell silent for a bit, their eyes gazing out the window at the blazing neon lights of universe Iota-006’s Neo Los Angeles. The bustle of the Pacific Mega Harbour that had overtaken the entire borough of Long Beach seemed to have drawn their attention.

‘Where are we right now, Agent?’

‘Ummm…on a train…? On the Lampeter Network…?’

‘Which is always moving. We may stop every now and then, but we keep moving.’

Nobody would take a long moment to take a long sip on their mimosa before continuing.

‘Do you know that only 36 people have actually ridden this entire line from Zeta-999 to Alpha-001? Half of them were members of the Lampeter family.

‘…’

’I think I’d like to join their ranks one day.’

‘So, wait, are you suggesting that the Network allows you to stay in ‘one place’? You’re always moving, but you can ride the Network as much as you want without…’wandering’, or whatever causes you to just pop up in different places?’

Nobody stroked their chin for a few moments as they leaned back in their chair and gazed up at the ceiling in thought.

‘Hmmm…perhaps? I can’t say I really understand who I am, what’s happened to me, why this happened to me, or where it’s taking me. Certainly, some other Nobodies have theories about our predicament, but I feel like ruminating on it won’t really help me.’

I took my turn falling quiet, and gazed out the window just as the line skipped between dimensions. The lights of Iota-006’s Neo Los Angeles gave way to somewhere I was unfamiliar with. It reminded me of the Hokkaido seaside and looked absolutely lovely to me, but Nobody seemed a little disturbed by the sight. Finally, I broke the silence

‘Maybe this is the closest thing to a ‘home’ you have…?’

‘OH! You know, I had never considered that. Perhaps you are right? I do love wandering the trains, busses, and other parts of the Network more than anything and no other place feels quite so comfortable to me.’

Suddenly, the Nobody next to me became quite animated.

‘WAIT! You get it, Agent Bennetti! I knew you were a kindred soul! You would make a fine Nobody!’

The statement had me suddenly choking on my drink, to which Nobody leaned over and slapped me lightly on the back to help me regain my breath.

‘Wai-Wait, are you saying I’m turning into a Nobody?!’

A small chuckle rumbled out of Nobody as they leaned back in the seat.

‘Oh, no. No, no, no. You would know, trust me.’

The mirth drained from Nobody as they slowly swirled their drink and contemplated it.

‘One day…you’d wake up, sure of who you are. Until you try to remember your name. And find you can’t recall. Did you ever have one? Not a single soul appears to remember you, the concept of “you” is falling apart even in your own head. Friends, family, and your favorite bartender; all have forgotten you. And you can only find faint traces that you even existed. Then those traces slowly fall away, tumbling out of your mind until there’s…nothing.

That is when you realize who you are, Agent. You are Nobody. And that is all you can ever be…’

We spent the rest of the ride in silence, contemplating our drinks and Nobody’s words.

*  *  *

Five months in Boreal-Seattle in universe Zeta-391. The longest I’ve stayed in one place outside the Network’s planes, trains, and automobiles. I thought…

FUCK! I thought it all might have finally passed. I had a name, Brynn, I had friends and an apartment. I was becoming known. Becoming somebody.

A wild night with my new friends ended with me returning home and passing out in my bed. When I woke up, I was in a hostel in Brussels, Germany. They kicked me out pretty quickly when I began screaming and crying in frustration. Even if I hadn’t made a scene, they had no record of me staying with them and thought I was a freeloader.

I still had my phone, so I tried calling my friends.

They didn’t know who I was.

My landlord had never heard of me.

It happened all over again.

I was becoming somebody! I was cobbling together a life for myself. Bit by bit, finding some semblance of a stable existence.

And it was stolen once more. Not by a person or thing. But by the universe itself. Reality slapping me around and reminding me that these things are not allowed for me.

Reminding me that I am Nobody.

And that is all I will ever be.

*  *  *

‘Agent Benetti…’

The usually chipper Nobody stepped into my train car and took the seat opposite me, much clearly on their mind.

‘Hello, Nob-’

‘NO! Brynn. Please, Agent… Please call me Brynn.’

Brynn surprised me by cutting me off, but I quickly recovered and tried to offer a comforting smile.

‘Brynn, it’s good to see you again.’

‘The same to you, Agent. I can’t tell you how happy I am to see a familiar face.’

Despite Brynn’s words, their gaze was cast out the window and across the tracks to the coastal waters of a version of Hokkaido I was unfamiliar with. A pair of whaleotters created enormous waves as they splashed around and played together. After a few minutes, Brynn finally broke the silence.

‘Why do you think we keep meeting…?’

‘I’m not sure. At first, I thought you just liked something about me. But you’ve said you aren’t really in control of where you end up. Maybe…’

I let the thought linger for a few moments.

‘Maybe you’re beginning to understand what it is to be ‘somebody’, if only a little. Maybe you’re getting some control-’

Brynn suddenly cut me off.

‘HAHAHAHA!’

The barking laughter surprised me, particularly because it contained no joy. It rang hollow, an amusement with my optimism. I could see tears of frustration building in the corners of Brynn’s eyes.

‘I spent the last five months being somebody. I lived in Zeta-391’s Boreal-Seattle. I had friends, a home, a… a life. This is the first time I’ve been back on the Network since we last spoke. Agent, I…I had a name. I had a life. I could use the bits of ‘somebody’ that I had cobbled together after all this time on the Network.’

Anger flashed over their face as they slammed their hand into the wall of the car hard enough to leave an indentation.

‘It all fell apart again, dammit! Just like fucking always!’

The anger quickly melted away as Brynn nursed their injured hand and pulled their feet up to their chest. I had never seen them so…vulnerable. I didn’t want to press them, so I simply sat and offered my presence.

Soon, the train rumbled to a stop at a station somewhere around a station I had seen similar versions of in other universes, one that was nestled in the seaside of Hokkaido, and it stirred something within Brynn. They spoke in a soft whisper, as if speaking too loudly would make it all too real.

‘Universe Lambda-495. Hokkaido… This is where it all first happened, Agent. This is where I first found the Network and stepped onto the train.’

The next five words were spoken with so much pain and anguish in Nobody’s voice that it shocked me.

’This is my original universe…’

I took a few moments to admire the landscape and watched as the whale-otters noticed a pod of tiger-dolphins. The two sped off through the water, leaving another large wake as they playfully chased their new friends.

‘It’s beautiful.’

‘Yeah… This is the first time I’ve seen it since I woke up on the platform.’

‘You’ve never been back?’

A harsh, pained laughed curled out of Brynn’s throat at the question.

‘What does it hold for me? The only memories I have of this world are flashes of me stumbling around in terror as I was denied the chance to have my own life.’

A light ‘ding’ rang out through the train to signal the doors were closing and we were soon rumbling off to the next stop.

Brynn leaned their head against the window and watched the harbor slip away.

‘All this world does is remind me of who I am. And who I’ll never be.’

*  *  *

I found a photograph today. It was buried deep in my bag, crumpled and forgotten.

It was of me and a group of people. We had our arms around each other and were laughing.

I don’t… know any of them, or that version of myself, but it looks like we had been friends. I rarely ever catch myself smiling that much.

On the back was scribbled a small note:

‘Brynn, I know you are reserved and nervous around others. But, we all love spending time with you! Come around more often, please!’

With a sigh, I crumpled the photo and tossed it to the floor.

I don’t know them. I don’t know that place. I don’t know ‘Brynn’.

Despite the fact I had forgotten ‘Brynn’ and those people, something inside me stirred.

I retrieved the photo, uncrumpled it, and stared as tears fell that I did not understand.

In a mad rush, I threw out all the contents of my bag and sifted through them. And found four more photos.

Just how many times have I done this?

*  *  *

The Network is made up of more than a series of trains and platforms. A highway that never ends, a series of carriage rides through The Forest of Fox-Eared Assholes, a lazy balloon ride.

Here? I found myself with a pair of skis strapped to my feet, waiting for the lift to take me up to the transfer station. I was too lost in my concern over my poor ability to navigate on skis that I was barely ready when the lift hit my butt and pulled me back into the seat. It was only then that I finally took note of who had been standing next to me as the lift caught both our butts.

They kicked their feet lightly as we lifted off, a delighted grin spread over their face while they took in the scenery. Finally, they noticed me and that grin spread even wider.

‘AGENT BENETTI! So good to see you, and at one of my favorite transfer stations! Have you been to the Chi-008 Everest station before?!’

‘Oh, He-Hello there, Brynn.’

Nobody gave me a quizzical look.

‘Who…?’

It was my turn to be taken aback. They had been so adamant that they were Brynn in our last meeting. I suppose I figured they had found a way to become ‘somebody’, if only a little. But that name was a mystery to them, so I fell back upon the name they first gave me.

‘Oh, my apologies, Nobody. I was thinking about someone else and accidentally said their name.’

‘Haha! No worries at all! I might have said that was my name at some point, but we both know names don’t stick around for long with me.’

A twinge of sadness ran through me as I watched Nobody happily return to admiring the landscape of Everest. They seemed blissfully unaware of how close they had come to being ‘somebody’. ‘Brynn’ was gone, but Nobody was still smiling as they looked out at the snow before turning back to regard me.

‘You haven’t told me, is this your first time here?’

‘Yes… I didn’t quite realize how high up the lift would be taking us…’

Despite my reservations, Nobody gestured wildly around at the landscape, causing our lift to bounce a little more than I’d like.

‘Ooh, but look at that view! And it’s so much fun tubin’ down from the lift drop-off to the station.’

‘Well, I’m afraid I opted for skis.’

Nobody laughed brightly at my choice and motioned to the innertube around their arm.

‘Oh, no, no. Not for me. My ability to ski couldn’t ever get past pizza, french fries, all that. I’d much rather feel the rush of my butt being mere inches from the snow as I fly down at unsafe speeds!’

‘Well, you will certainly arrive before me. My abilities on skis aren’t much further than where yours are.’

With a grin, Nobody turned and showed me their inner tube again, pointing to the handles on the side.

‘No worries, it has brakes! I can slow down and keep you company.’

Nobody’s excitement was infectious as it brought a warm smile to my lips.

‘I’d like that.’

As Nobody’s attention shifted away from me and returned to the landscape, the smile drained from my face. And I quietly mourned the loss of Brynn.

*  *  *

I have seven photographs now. Each holds myself with a different group and my smiling face. On the back, they all have a note to whoever I had been.

Rori, Sage, Quinn, Alex, Brynn, Kai, and Remi.

None of those names mean anything to me. Other than reminders of sad attempts for me to claw back a life.

Just like my original life, they all fell apart and slipped away from my memories. And everyone else’s.

Even the photos seemed to be rapidly aging over time, the earliest one already appears faded nearly a century. But it couldn’t have been more than a couple of years old. Guess reality doesn’t even want me to be able to remember that I’ve tried to be something other than a Nobody.

But… why was I holding onto these photos? To remind myself of my curse? To try and fight it? Or are they just sad attempts to prove I exist as something more than a Nobody?

Who am I trying to prove it to? Myself? Why would I need to do that? I exist right now, so why do I need to prove I existed in the past?

Why should it matter so much to me to know who I had attempted to be?

The only answer that comes to me now is ‘it doesn’t matter’.

After all these years of being Nobody, I think I’m finally coming to accept that.

All these photos, these attempts to be ‘somebody’… They’re just lies. Attempts to deny who I truly am.

So, with a light sigh, I released the photos from my hand. The wind coming through the open-air car of the train quickly picked them up. For a few moments, they danced around in front of me, as if tempting me to grab at them and vainly try to enforce my desires on reality.

But I don’t move. So they were simply swept outside, the physical reminders of my past attempts to be ‘somebody’ disappearing just as the mental ones did long ago.

And a small smile lit up my face as I leaned back in my chair to watch the aqua farms of Rho-894’s version of Atlantis drift by.

I’ve finally accepted it.

I am Nobody.

I am me.

And that is all I want to be.

*  *  *

After our last meeting, Nobody appeared to have gone underground–or at least their anomalous powers kept us from seeing each other again. Three years had gone by with not even another agent, in my universe or the others we liaison with, catching a hint of them. Soon, the case got put onto the back burner, and I was reassigned.

So it was I found myself sitting at a bar in O’Hare airport of my home universe, Mu-842, simply waiting for a plane to take me to Dublin to hunt down some little bastard with a penchant for gutting its victims and coating its hat with their blood.

Sitting in a liminal space like this, a simple airport bar, I can’t help but let my mind drift back to Nobody and our time together. Despite the drive of my supervisors to contain them, I’d been mulling over a thought that could have harsh consequences for me.

To be a Nobody is to have a life of isolation. Cut off from even a stable conception of who one is. Many Nobodies work in the shadows, carrying out agendas only they seem to understand.

But everything I learned about this one suggests they had no desire to act like that. They did not want to make a large impact on the worlds in an attempt to prove they exist. They simply wished to find some form of human connection–even if it is incredibly fleeting. Just something to make them feel alive, real, and noticed.

So it was that I found myself flagging down the bartender as the seat next to me was taken. I ordered two mimosas. One for me and one for my new drinking partner. We didn’t even say a word at first, simply waiting for our drinks before taking a moment to smile and clink our glasses lightly.

‘La santé des anormaux3’, they said with a cheeky grin.

With my own cheeky grin, I offered a toast I had been preparing, should I ever meet them again.

‘À votre sante ne Personne.4’
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Item #: SCP-7764

Level 4 — Secret

Containment Class: Keter

Disruption Class: Keneq

Risk Class: Caution

Special Containment Procedures: Site-17 Directorate disinformation staff must quell any and all internal rumors about SCP-7764-A. Clearance is given to edit document 7764/2 to this effect. Civilian and subveil communication channels are to be automatically monitored for mentions of SCP-7764 or Foundation reconstruction and coverup efforts. Historical information has been edited to indicate a rail line between Casablanca and Berrechid passing overhead the Mohammad V International Airport.
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Description: SCP-7764 is the corpse of Lampeter5 train Y618.1, which derailed in extradimensional space on 2024-02-24 before re-emerging approximately 200 meters above the Mohammed V International Airport outside Casablanca, Morocco. About 2000 casualties were reported, alongside extensive structural damage to the airport as well as SCP-7005 Line Y618. The Department of Interdimensional Logistics estimates a 25% drop in service capacity across Foundation-controlled universes as a direct result of this incident, as well as the total isolation of Universes N952 “Manifold Law”, E086 “Atlas”, and L256 “Pleiades”. There are no plans at this time to restore service.

The repeated failure of normalcy restoration efforts indicated the existence of an anomalous effect surrounding the incident itself. This effect, denoted SCP-7764-A, results in all human knowledge about SCP-7764 being completely immune to all known Foundation amnestics. It does not, however, prevent any disinformative or otherwise non-anomalous info-suppression tactics. Due to the risk of SCP-7764-A cross-contamination in the presence of closely-associated memories, Site Director Thomas Graham has authorized internal preemptive amnesticisation of all Foundation employees associated with SCP-7005 Line Y618, or Universes N952, E086, or L256.
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	Department
	Association
	Exposed to SCP-7764-A?
	Amnesticization Status





	Essophysics6
	Line Y618, Universe L256
	No
	Success



	Interdimensional Logistics7
	Line Y618, Universes L256 and N952
	No
	Success



	Interdimensional Logistics
	Line Y618
	Yes
	Failure (Quarantined)



	Interdimensional Logistics
	Line Y618
	Yes
	Failure (Quarantined)



	Narrativistics8
	Line Y618, Universes L2569 and N952
	No
	Success (Unstable)



	Noospherics10
	Line Y618
	No
	Success







Research Proposals

Project Lead: Senior Researcher Noureddine Hajji

Purpose: To analyze SCP-7764-A memetic inoculation among high-risk D-class.

Status: Inconclusive

Result: Transmission of SCP-7764-A follows no known archetypes.

Project Lead: Senior Researcher Noureddine Hajji

Purpose: To analyze Foundation archives of suppressed communication pertaining to SCP-7764 for any infohazardous or memetic effects.

Status: Conclusive

Result: No carriers found. SCP-7764-A unlikely to be memetic.

Project Leads: Researcher Petra Aphelion, Dr. Nocturne Drithing

Purpose: To discover a noospherical vector for SCP-7764-A.

Note: Project team organized into newly-founded Hauntology Group for ease of interdepartmental collaboration.

Status: Ongoing — SEE FILE 7764/HG
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Notice from the Records and Information Security Administration

This file is currently undergoing revision. All personnel not explicitly given prior authorization must exit immediately and report the breach to your nearest Ethics Committee liason for immediate amnesticization.



Item #: SCP-7764/HG

Level 5 — Top Secret

Containment Class: Esoteric

Secondary Class: Uncontained

Disruption Class: Amida

Risk Class: Caution

Special Containment Procedures: Do not attempt to locate Group Chair Petra Aphelion. Acting Chair Nocturne Drithing must maintain a Class-Y mnestic regimen. Psychological counselling and leave options are to be made available to Hauntology Group staff and those affected by SCP-7764-A.11 All flashbacks experienced by Hauntology Group staff portraying previously-forgotten events are to be documented in this file.


Experiment Log

Technician: Sr. Researcher Fatima as-Shams

Method: Noospheric Imaging

Hypothesis: SCP-7764 does not exhibit characteristic conceptual weakening when targeted by amnestics.

Result: Conclusive — hypothesis proven.

Theory: SCP-7764-A anomalously “pins” SCP-7764 in memory.

Technician: Sr. Researcher as-Shams

Method: Vector Field Noospherics

Hypothesis: Noosphere divergence at SCP-7764 is negative (conceptual sink).

Result: Conclusive — hypothesis disproven.

Technician: Sr. Researcher as-Shams

Method: Vector Field Noospherics

Hypothesis: Noosphere divergence at SCP-7764 is positive (conceptual source).

Result: Conclusive — hypothesis proven.

Theory: SCP-7764-A is not caused by a conceptual anomaly.

Technician: Sr. Researcher as-Shams

Method: Noospheric Imaging

Hypothesis: SCP-7764 posesses conceptual links to concepts external to the Noosphere.

Result: Conclusive — hypothesis proven.

Theory: SCP-7764 is partially unconceptualizable in this reality.

Technician: Sr. Researcher as-Shams

Method: Conceptual Source Reinforcement Characteristic

Hypothesis: SCP-7764 produces SCP-7764-A (commensalist type).

Result: Inconclusive12

Technician: Dr. Nocturne Drithing

Method: Conceptual Embodiment Trace

Hypothesis: SCP-7764-A is produced by an essophysical embodiment.

Result: Conclusive — hypothesis proven.


7 Inconclusive Experiments Omitted





Flashback Log

Subject: Group Chair Petra Aphelion

Scraper: Subjectivity Rewind 8.3.2 (-cFR)

Location: Site-17 hallway

Trigger: Witch-hazel smell

Date: Proximal

Basement, next right is the lab door, two intersections back is the bathroom. Walking, flanked by two walls. Overhead lights flicker. There are no doors until the next intersection.

but the walls are bolted steel. you never really trusted them to hold back the pressure of the deep sea. you’d rather get out and into the safety of a dark room before something happens but, fuck, but fuck

crying around the corner. run, run, run, run! you can feel the waves splashing your back as the walls buckle like you always knew they would. round the corner seal the door but the bulwark only protects you from the outside

Nocturne: Hey, Petra! You alright? You’re breathing a little heavy.

sit down and grab the witch-hazel to tend the wounds your little sister got tripping over the crumbling walls. disinfect and close the wounds, alcohol and witch hazel. it always hurts. you’d comfort her but all you can manage is defense

Petra: …sorry. I-I didn’t mean to take so long-

Nocturne: What are you talking about? You’re fine.

and it’s time for you to carry that weight. you tense to the sound of sound of sound of

Mother: but “now we have to move” is all that passes the blood-brain barrier and so it’s time to leave Ganymede leave Ganymede leaving Ganymede to the seventh moon and- and and you’ll never see it again. no matter how much you want to stay you will never see Ganymede again.



Experiment Log

Technician: Group Chair Petra Aphelion

Method: Noether-Harkness Boundary Difference13

Hypothesis: SCP-7764’s conceptual links form an internal noosphere strictly subordinate to the external noosphere model.

Result: Conclusive — hypothesis proven. Internal noosphere denoted SCP-7764-B.

Theory: SCP-7764 possesses an internal narrative (SCP-7764-B), that is, has a story.


2 Inconclusive Experiments Omitted



Technician: Dr. Drithing

Method: Conceptual Embodiment Trace

Hypothesis: SCP-7764-B is the essophysical embodiment of SCP-7764.

Result: Conclusive — hypothesis proven.

Theory: SCP-7764’s narrative content creates SCP-7764-A.

Technician: Group Chair Aphelion

Method: General Narrativistic Analysis

Result: Cancelled — technician absent; last seen en route to Casablanca, Morocco.

Technician: Dr. Drithing

Method: General Essophysical Analysis

Result: Cancelled — technician deemed experiment unnecessary.

Technician: Sr. Researcher as-Shams

Method: Noospheric Monitoring

Result: Conclusive

Findings: Approximately 8000 previously undiscovered essophysical-narrativistic complexes with similar boundary difference to SCP-7764 exist.

Theory: More than 8000 unrelated anomalies displaying an SCP-7764-A-like effect exist, with their own SCP-7764 and SCP-7764-B standins. SCP-7764, SCP-7764-A, and SCP-7764-B reassigned to SCP-7764-1, SCP-7764-1-A, and SCP-7764-1-B, respectively.



Flashback Log

Subject: Group Chair Petra Aphelion

Scraper: Subjectivity Rewind 8.3.2 (-cFR)

Trigger: Taste of blood

Location: On-site metro

Date: Proximal

“and the stars still dance the spiral dance as we leave the planet’s ground…”

Why are you so hung up over this? You want to laugh, you want to scream, you want to cry, it’s a train! A broken train that moves you to ecstacy and frenzy. Maybe it’s a hazard. New effect? But for all we found it’s just a train. It’s a train that never leaves your head that you can never bring back no matter how hard you try like the-

like you staring out a window set in a corrugated-steel wall. the seat to your left is empty. slowly, surely, you see the stars wink out one-by-one-by-one as the lights of the grave-hills fade in the distance.

you can taste a nosebleed coming on. there’s nothing to eat. there’s nothing to drink. you’ll have to figure something out at the next stop. not like you can go back, right? you can never go back

brush of fabric against leather. distant, closer, closer, closer, till she takes prerogative to sit

Dr. Hartlepool:

metro employee? interview? shit shit shit shit I don’t have a ticket I can’t I can’t be stranded I don’t know where the fuck I am and if they know who I am (why else would they talk to me) they’d know where I’m from they keep logs they know that but I can’t go back I can never go back even if I don’t know where I am-wait

where the fuck am I

the window is pitch-black void the air is gone we’re nowhere? how could that be

Dr. Hartlepool:

But suddenly, a warm touch on your left leg.

Nocturne: Just a tunnel. We’ll be home in no time.



Experiment Log

Technician: Dr. Rosie Hartlepool

Method: Records Analysis (Department of Interdimensional Logistics)

Findings: Narremes interior to certain SCP-7764-B instances appear in relevant interviews of amnesticized long-time Lampeter passengers. Most SCP-7764-B instances are, however, unrelated to the Lampeter.

Theory: SCP-7764-A has arisen in amnesticization cases unrelated to the Lampeter. SCP-7764-A is more likely to appear the more significant or foundational lost memories were to the subject.

Description: DATA CLASSIFIED BY ORDER OF THE ETHICS COMMITTEE.



Ethics Committee Memorandum


Minority Presidium on Esoteric Contracontainment

Case 7764/2024-03

DENIED



Proposer: Acting Chair Nocturne Drithing, Hauntology Group

Subject: SCP-7764


	Declare use of amnestics on personally significant memories an ethical violation due to their unavoidable propensity to form SCP-7764-B instances and thus proliferate SCP-7764-A.

	Acknowledge SCP-7764-A as being unintentionally Foundation-created.

	Limit amnestic overuse Foundation-wide.



Minority Confidence Summary: Yea 4, Nay 3

All-Committee Vote Summary: Yea 11: Nay 41



Ethics Committee Memorandum


Subveil Liason Standing Committee

Case 7764/2024-03

ENACTED



Proposer: Site Director Thomas Graham, Site-17

Subject: SCP-7764


	Declare use of alternative techniques to amnesticization unethical. Any such procedures would necessarily result in loss of civilian life and Foundation ability to preserve normalcy.

	Reclassify SCP-7764 to Level 5/Top-Secret.

	Recommend research into the neutralization of all SCP-7764-B instances.

	Disband the Hauntology Group and reprimand members for unethical and unprofessional conduct in containment design and recommendation.



Minority Confidence Summary: Yea 13, Nay 0

All-Committee Vote Summary: Yea 44: Nay 8



Flashback Log

Subject: Group Chair Petra Aphelion

Scraper: Subjectivity Rewind 8.3.2 (-cFR)

Trigger: Packing

Location: Site-17 Personnel Quarters

Date: Adjacent

Note: For Nocturne.

I guess I still don’t have that much, but, here we go. Dress, dress, dress, dress, underwear, socks, laptop, board games, postcards, train tickets,

is that it? we’ll have to deal with the mold later, but now the moon has set and she’s asleep there’s nothing to be done except a knock-knock-knocking

Nocturne: nod and a blink and the winter’s wind blows us away. a prayer to gods of air and night to cloak us, to artemis to guide us through backalleys and corners away away away from-from the shadows I see her in, creeping up is that her? she found us she found us but we need to run but we can’t let her catch us but-but it’s not her. just a pharmacist. just a pharmacist.

Nocturne: you’re right. it’ll be okay. we can do this.

Nocturne: take her hand in yours. You miss that. Another thing both of you have lost. Don’t think about that right now. It’s not right. Don’t let it stop you. This is what’s best. this is what’s best.

Nocturne: nine minutes forty nine seconds on the platform until that train whistle blows and your freedom rolls into the stop

withOut her.

quick, before you nod and blink one more time and it passes for good, take one last look. the seven moons of Pleiades, all but one hanging in the heavens outside your window.

Petra: I’ll be back. Someday, somehow.

Even if they take everything from you. Even if they burn the corpses of every moment they murdered on a whim.

Petra: I swear it.




Fog of Concrete

Item #: SCP-695-FR

Threat Level: Green

Object Class: Keter

Special Containment Procedures: Due to its meteorological nature, SCP-695-FR cannot be contained using standard methods. Urban development projects (including commercial zones, housing estates, public or private buildings constructed mainly of concrete) must be identified on a daily basis by the French authorities and companies. The URBAN computer program, coupled with the PANOPTICON system, should identify and continuously monitor all rural areas in mainland France affected by one or more urbanization projects.

In the event of an SCP-695-FR manifestation, a search team and a management team must be dispatched to the scene within 20 minutes.

Following an SCP-695-FR event, plausible media coverage must be provided for the affected area, and witnesses must be given Class A amnesia. If witnesses disappear during the event, a fictitious scenario must be set up for their families. Any witnesses exposed to SCP-695-FR-1 should be captured, questioned and then given an antimemetic agent and a Class C amnestic.

Update 07/07/20██ : To reduce the number of SCP-695-FR occurrences, the Department of Architecture and the Department of Public Communication must infiltrate and rework the urbanization projects identified on the territory, in order to exclude concrete as much as possible. A constant disinformation campaign in favor of preserving natural and rural spaces must be implemented with governments and the general public.


[image: Photograph from the interior of SCP-695-FR.]
Photograph from the interior of SCP-695-FR.

Description: SCP-695-FR is a thick fog that appears in rural and natural areas of mainland France where urban construction projects have been planned and validated. This anomaly does not appear in already urbanized areas.

The anomaly temporarly removes local meteorological phenomena in its zone of appearance, replacing sun, rain or wind with a very dense mist as soon as it crosses its observable boundary. It appears instantaneously over a height of ten meters and is completely opaque when seen from the outside. Interior visibility is variable, but does not exceed seven meters. Its chemical composition is that of a normal fog, except for the presence of organic particles of unknown origin from living beings who disappear during an SCP-695-FR event. It is recommended mandatory to wear a filter mask while exploring the anomaly.

SCP-695-FR also prevents outward communications based on sound and electromagnetic waves. Only interdimensional communication devices work between inside and outside the anomaly. Thermal cameras, walkie-talkies and sonar cannot see or communicate across the boundaries of SCP-695-FR, forcing exploration teams to rely on sight and oral communication.

The reality rate of SCP-695-FR and its contents oscillates between 102 and 105 humes, which explains its ability to override local reality.

SCP-695-FR-1 is a vertical red neon sign approximately 2 metres long and 30 centimetres wide. It transmits a visual memetic effect, the observation of which triggers symptoms of depression, paranoia and derealization, stemming from a set of deleterious ideas about concrete, the city and light. Untreated, these symptoms amplify until DATA REDACTED. Images or videos containing it are vectors of its effect and require anti-memetic protection when viewed.

*  *  *

An SCP-695-FR event lasts 30 minutes and affects the entire area concerned by future construction. SCP-695-FR appears instantaneously over this area, homogeneously. The smallest event recorded covered 150m² (██████, 05/03/20) and the largest 320km² (████-███-████████,19/07/20██).

Buildings are identifiable and tangible within the fog. The tallest rise above the anomaly’s 10-meter cloud ceiling, but remain in a foggy environment at all altitudes and are invisible from outside the anomaly. Most of the buildings are made of concrete, the composition of which corresponds to that of a standard modern Portland cement concrete. Samples taken from the anomaly disappear at the end of the event. Attempts to save the samples via a reality stabilization chamber were unsuccessful.

The appearance and layout of the buildings visible during an event do not correspond to the architectural plans planned for a given area. The buildings follow an overall structural and functional logic taken to extremes (extremely densified and standardized residences, labyrinthine supermarkets, offices spread over more than 20 floors). Only one known instance of SCP-695-FR had a structural basis close to its original plans [ADDITIONAL INFORMATION ONLY AVAILABLE FOR LEVEL 4 ACCREDITATIONS].

The buildings of SCP-695-FR contain a variety of furniture related to their function (vehicles, street furniture, furniture, machines, lights, garbage). This furniture is non-functional, irremovable, and seems to have grown out of the ground or walls. It consists solely of objects made of concrete, glass and metal, with no organic materials identified. The furniture shows alterations in shape, possibly due to it having grown out of the walls and floors.

No human, animal or plant life was found in the fog or in the buildings, apart from the presence of any individuals existing prior to the arrival of the fog. Occasionally, however, an individual already present in the area affected by the anomaly may become trapped in a wall or floor when the fog appears and the buildings materialize. When the event ends, the individual disappears along with the buildings. The fate of missing individuals remains unknown DNA traces belonging to several missing individuals have been found in the chemical composition of SCP-695-FR (including traces of unknown individuals with a varied genetic heritage, animals and DATA REDACTED).

When the fog lifts, the buildings become intangible again and the area returns to its original appearance.


Addendum 695.1: Incident 695-A “Concrete Stop”


It’s important to remember that local people, with their strong community ties and attachment to their environment, quickly spread the word about SCP-695-FR, making coverage a laborious task. Village gossip and social networks are our worst enemies. We also need to be extra careful with local environmental associations, which are often quick to spread shocking information. Let’s avoid a repeat of the “Concrete Stop” incident.




Dr VAILLANT



Following the event on 19/07/20██ at ████-███-████████, Ms Noémie ██████, a civilian belonging to a local environmental association, broadcast images from inside SCP-695-FR on an online group chat. She had entered SCP-695-FR to document what she mistook for a pollution cloud. The witness was apprehended two hours after the event at her home, with self-inflicted injuries to her wrists and face. The conversation was destroyed and the photographs secured for later analysis. However, 15 out of 25 group members were exposed to the images, demonstrating intense symptoms of paranoia, depression and extreme online aggression, the others not being connected at the time. Among the symptomatic individuals, 2 people, previously suffering from psychological disorders, committed suicide.

The civilian behind the broadcast was questioned, however the interrogation was cut short when she began mutilating her wrists with her fingernails. An amnestic was administered, and she returned to her normal psychological state documented before the event.


Partial transcript of the interview

Ms ██████: I got lost exploring the buildings in the mist. Exploring this concrete hell, this wart on the face of the Earth. I’ve always been proud of my village. It’s a beautiful place, lively and colorful, and the people are close-knit, even if it’s not always easy with the lack of infrastructure and the rural exodus. Not to mention the farmers who are being bled dry by the system. In spite of everything, we’re united, we protect what we love. But we still need to build more and more and more. Bringing the area into the countryside. The metropolis of ██████ has decided to devour ██ more villages this year, unilaterally. Do you get it? They needed a giant brand-new shopping zone for people to blow their money on. But what I saw in the mist didn’t look like what the planners had envisioned. It was worse. Worse than my worst nightmares.

The witness spends a minute mumbling unintelligibly.

Ms ██████: And then, when I saw light, far up on the roof of a multi-storey block, I thought maybe there was hope, maybe… I thought the light might save me… It’s so vicious, you know. We believe that urbanization brings growth, wealth and social success, but in the end, when everything is concreted over and sanitized, we realize that it was all lies. That we lied to ourselves. That we told ourselves it’s inevitable, but that it could still be pretty good, and that it’s just the way things are. The city grows. That’s just the way it is. We end up accepting its violence because we have no choice.

The interviewer refocuses the witness on the subject of light.

Ms ██████: The light… yes, it was a beautiful light. But this is where the city pours out… where the city…



The witness breaks down crying uncontrollably and starts █████████ frantically with her forearms. She is immobilized by security and taken to the infirmary.



Addendum 695.2: Photographs of SCP-695-FR


[image: SCP-695-FR - 27/10/20██]
SCP-695-FR - 27/10/20██


[image: SCP-695-FR - 27/10/20██]
SCP-695-FR - 27/10/20██


[image: Inside of SCP-695-FR - 19/07/20██]
Inside of SCP-695-FR - 19/07/20██


[image: Intervention team crossing SCP-695-FR’s border.]
Intervention team crossing SCP-695-FR’s border.



Addendum 695.3: Expedition report 695-7


CAUTION — THIS DOCUMENT CONTAINS A MEMETIC HAZARD

The following document contains media infected with a memetic effect. You will receive a visual anti-memetic inoculation to ensure your safety while reading. Please keep your eyes fixed on the screen as you scroll down the page. In the event of symptoms including paranoia, anxiety attacks, depression, derealization, please contact your site infirmary immediately.




[image: SCP-695-FR-1]
SCP-695-FR-1


[image: Expedition 695-7, 07/01/20██]
Expedition 695-7, 07/01/20██

Context: On 07/01/20██, at 12:05 p.m., an SCP-695-FR event was triggered during the inspection of the location of a future Foundation Site, in the middle of ████████ national park. A research team was quickly dispatched to explore the anomaly.

Team members: Agent LALLIER, Agent AZRAQ, Senior researcher FAYAD, Researcher BERTRAND, Researcher MARTINEZ

Common equipment: FFP3 masks, Pedestrian cameras, Chest flashlights, Augmented goggles with anti-memetic injector, map of Site ████

Agents’ equipment: HK-G36, Glock 19

Researchers’ equipment: Portable chemical analysis unit, Kant counter, portable ARS


The search team faces the border of SCP-695-FR, in a rugged wooded valley, at the theoretical location of the entrance to Site-████. It’s raining heavily. The two agents check their weapons while FAYAD tests the interdimensional communication device by submerging it behind the border of SCP-695-FR.



FAYAD: OK, the equipment works. Let’s get started. We don’t have much time.

The five agents and researchers head off into the fog. The rain stops instantly as they cross the border. All around them, darkness is total. Their lamps reveal an imposing, hall-like space lost in the mist. FAYAD turns on the Kant’s meter.

FAYAD: Stable reality at around 102 Hume levels. We’re going to map as much ground as possible and take readings. Keep your glasses on your nose. Azraq, Lallier, you know what to do.

The group makes their way through the anomaly, noting their progress. They pass numerous office-like rooms, living areas, unfurnished cells and canteen-like halls.

LALLIER: I know this anomaly doesn’t correspond to the architectural plans, but it still looks like a Foundation Site. Plus… I don’t know, plus weirdly designed.

BERTRAND: Indeed. It looks like an insane copy of a Foundation Site. Martinez, look at these tables, they look like wood.

MARTINEZ: But it’s not, according to the sampler. Here, the feet come straight out of the ground. It’s like the other instances of SCP-695-FR, they’re made up of buildings. I think it’s the fog that densifies in these forms.

BERTRAND: Would he imitate the Site’s architecture without understanding it?

MARTINEZ: Maybe so.

BERTRAND measures reality levels, MARTINEZ takes chemical measurements. Agents AZRAQ and LALLIER supervise the group, weapons in hand.

SUPERFLUOUS CONTENT REMOVED

The group arrives at a room similar to an oversized, windowless office. Three meters ahead, the wreckage of a TGV train can be seen piercing one of the room’s walls. The driver’s cab emerges from the wall.

AZRAQ: What is…

LALLIER: It’s not normal, is it?

FAYAD: I can confirm that this wasn’t planned. The reports do mention vehicles in the zones, but this…

BERTRAND: It might be a cross-anomaly.

FAYAD: Martinez, take a sample of this train and analyze it. Bertrand, test the levels of reality. Agents, stay alert.

A movement draws the attention of the two officers in the driver’s cab. They point their guns at it. Martinez, who had approached the vehicle, freezes.

AZRAQ: Identify yourself! We are armed!

A Caucasian man in his thirties in an unfamiliar railway uniform emerges from behind the controls. Researcher MARTINEZ moves in his direction.

AZRAQ: Martinez, no! Don’t move!

Unknown individual: He…Help me, please… I found the city… I hit the light…

FAYAD: Azraq, he needs medical attention, he looks badly hurt. Cover us. He won’t be able to do much in his condition.

The officers nod in agreement and keep a close eye on the individual, weapon in hand. MARTINEZ and FAYAD move closer to remove him from the cabin.

BERTRAND: Fayad, the Kant counter is rising like crazy…

The train disappears and reappears rapidly and repeatedly. The wall in which it is embedded fractures, chunks of concrete fall and become entangled with the vehicle as it becomes tangible again and stabilizes. The driver finds himself trapped in a rock face from foot to waist. The two researchers scramble backwards.

Unknown: AAAAAH!!

FAYAD: Watch out! Martinez, are you okay?

MARTINEZ: Nothing broken. But how are we going to get him out of there?

FAYAD: Not sure that’s possible. The train looks unstable… I’ll call the command center. No one’s doing anything while we wait.

BERTRAND: It oscillates between 100 and 150 Hm in less than a second. It looks like it’s blinking in real life. Best to stay away from it…

The senior researcher explains the situation to command. The latter orders the team to question the driver without endangering themselves, and then to move to a stable area to await the end of the event, estimated at 6 minutes.

FAYAD: Wait, something’s happening.

The entire team’s antimemetic goggles light up at the same time. A red glow filters through the fractured cell wall. Agent LALLIER runs to the driver and covers his face with his jacket.

FAYAD: Command, SCP-695-FR-1 instance detected. It is beyond our range, but its light reaches us.

MARTINEZ: We need to document this instance. We don’t have much time left. Fayad, should we send part of the team?

FAYAD: It’s dangerous. But we have the equipment. Azraq, Bertrand, go ahead. And don’t do anything crazy, if the instance is out of range or in an unstable environment, don’t go near it. You have five minutes.

Following this exchange, agent AZRAQ and researcher BERTRAND look for the source of the light. The remaining group interrogates the driver.

The recordings of the two groups reported below are simultaneous.

*  *  *

Unknown Individual: Get me out of here! I don’t want to be eaten by concrete!

FAYAD: We’ll get you out of there, don’t worry. Everything’s going to be fine. What’s your name?

Unknown Individual: … ██████.

FAYAD: ██████, what happened to you?

██████: My train… I was on the ██████-████ line of the Lampeter network… The Track slipped away in the fog. I could see nothing. Nothing at all. And then… a flash of red. I saw the city appear out of nowhere, and it tipped me into this area, with the fog, and it fucked up the stabilization of the train… And now It’s dumping the city here. The concrete is going to devour us all…

The individual begins to cry as his voice breaks. For 3 minutes, FAYAD tries to get him to talk, without success. He goes into shock from his injuries. The train disappears with the driver, leaving a hole in the wall. The structure creaks and threatens to collapse. The group retreats into the corridors.

*  *  *

Agent AZRAQ and researcher BERTRAND make their way down the corridors, then through a space resembling an oversized canteen. They walk along the carcass of the train that has run aground in the room, its carriages puncturing the floor. A red glow tints the fog ahead. Visibility is reduced to two meters, and seems to become increasingly limited as the agents approach the anomaly, though this does not prevent the red glow from shining unnaturally brightly through the mist. Its source appears after two minutes of walking around the room, in the form of a single vertical red neon light, floating a few centimetres above the floor. AZRAQ approaches it slowly, gun in hand. BERTRAND steps to his left. They stop two meters from SCP-695-FR-1.

BERTRAND: No memetic symptoms so far, glasses working. It looks like the ground around the neon… is teeming slightly. I think it’s stretching towards the light as if it’s being drawn or … spilling out? See that, Azraq?

AZRAQ: Negative. It’s just neon flying. But you’re closer to that thing than I am. Step away.

The building suddenly emits a series of creaks as the train dematerializes. Pieces break away from the weakened structure. Agent AZRAQ keeps his balance, but BERTRAND falls from the shocks and his glasses shatter. He stares at the neon sign in front of which he has fallen. The floor cracks in a cloud of dust and concrete fragments.

BERTRAND: I see it… I see the city! I’ve found it! She’s on the other side, behind the light, behind the door! It will come here one day, drawn by the concrete! It will come to devour our reality in the neon light! What a beautiful light… Azraq… Help me, please… I don’t want to see her anymore…

The researcher sobs profusely, his back to AZRAQ. He raises his hands to face level, thumbs towards his eyes, and screams as he shoots them into his sockets. Officer AZRAQ grabs his pistol and aims it at the neon.

AZRAQ: Goddamn it!

The agent fires. The neon sign explodes in a blinding light. Event SCP-695-FR ceases instantly. The agent falls two meters, the actual ground level being lower than that of the anomaly; he is slightly injured on impact. He also suffers visual after-effects from the flash of light from SCP-695-FR-1.

The rest of the exploration group was unharmed, with the exception of senior researcher FAYAD, who led the way as the team fled. This time, the ground level was higher than the researcher’s position, and she was buried shoulder-deep in the earth when the anomaly disappeared.

Researcher BERTRAND has not been found.

*  *  *

Note: The train’s Hume data established that it had malfunctioned on an unknown stabilization system enabling it to travel between realities. Its Hume levels momentarily fell below those of SCP-695-FR, causing it to disappear and consequent structural damage to the buildings.

Additional containment measures have been proposed to limit the occurrence of SCP-695-FR. The theory that SCP-695-FR-1 is the source of the anomaly has been re-examined in the light of this report, and following the mention of the Lampeter network. A joint research request with the Urban Anomalies department has been submitted.




Lampeter Sociology


Abstract

Even after the bankruptcy of the Lampeter Non-Euclidean Shipping Company (L-NESC), the Lampeter network remains a central hub for trans-dimensional travel in the local bubble.

With the level of practicality Lampeter offers, and considering the general necessity for any inter-dimensional community, only Ways and the Wanderer’s Library itself can compete with the network. Despite the fact that the Lampeter Research Community – which of course emerged from the Republic of Letters fifty years ago – has already addressed numerous topics related to Lampeter scientifically, sociology remains an underdeveloped field.

This is partly because, as is often the case in multidimensional contexts (Erikur α 05: 21), there are few institutionalized structures.

As a result, overarching coordinated research agendas are also usually absent (Ifrith II α 12: 108). This research paper seeks to address this gap.


“You know, Dragomir, Lampeter was barely organized as a network to begin with. Of course, we had timetables and routes. But if you think about it, there is hardly any space more liminal than this one. So what happens if that many different cultures, social assumptions, and logical paradigms collide in constant flux? I don’t know if us three-dimensional beings can even recognize the new patterns. If there are any at all.”




Fellow Researcher Erikur α during a conversation in I-303.



The trends that have become increasingly apparent since that time are the continuation of longstanding tendencies, poised to significantly alter interdimensional life and coexistence. Consequently, a parasociological analysis that identifies and examines these trends is of utmost importance.

This article will highlight research areas that emerge as particularly salient in the above-mentioned context. For this purpose, qualitative fieldwork was chosen as the methodological approach, following an arbitrary travel pattern.

Economic and social exchanges now face impediments as logistical challenges mount (Irikakešk β 53: 122). With the collapse of centralized infrastructure, local economies within various dimensions struggle to adapt to the sudden loss of interconnectivity. This shift has catalyzed the emergence of new economic practices and interdimensional trade routes, often fragmented and opportunistic in nature.

We are facing nothing short of a paradigm shift. It is noteworthy that all life forms – corporeal or not – are likely to be equally affected by this (Itzabashibahn α 10: 5-1-18).



1. The East: Fracturing of the Known

Changes due to the collapse of the network are readily apparent. Most prominently, perhaps, the habits of travelers and more permanent denizens alike have been profoundly affected. No longer ordered by the structured reliability of L-NESC’s services, travelers navigate an uncertain landscape. Ad hoc arrangements and makeshift alliances replace the institutionalized order that characterized the network in its prime.

The vacuum opened by L-NESC’s collapse has prompted the emergence of new players vying for influence and control, particularly in the Lampeter East. Local regimes, transdimensional corporations, and clandestine organizations alike seek to capitalize on the network’s strategic importance. The fact that we have not yet seen open warfare is presumably primarily due to the fact that, on the one hand, the shock of the fall is still lingering and, on the other, no one can afford to jeopardize the network if they wish to profit from it.

The non-corporeal light carriers of H-22 allowed, for instance, the route of a Lampeter line through their dimension for quasi-domestic political reasons, as it enabled them to divert tensions onto traffic monitoring. The disruptions in the network threaten to topple this arrangement.

Regional chaos was provoked by clashes between travelers and quasi-oligarchic groups in lines E, F, and G, although such attempts at capitalization were punctured in part by the sheer mass of passengers.

Religiously motivated upheavals against the connection of individual universes have been reported in line G, but so far remain an isolated phenomenon, apart from the fact that there are no known means of separating a universe from the network.

Surprisingly, the previous L-NESC workforce has so far remained relatively apolitical. Infrastructure maintenance and pragmatic problem-solving have predominated up until now. No power struggles have been reported thus far.


“I ain’t got time for this guff mate. See that there? That’s a Gantian steam engine and if I don’t feed that bloody ghost in there properly, it’s going to blow up in y’all faces. This part of the line literally hinges on it being used, so do me a favor and don’t bother me, will ya.”




Machinist in F-201.



The multiverse offers such an enormous variety of ideologies, values, and heuristics (Erikur α 05: 59) that stabilization in the near future seems unlikely. To what extent differences between the actions of different collectives and species will come to light here remains to be seen. In general, fragmentation is likely to become the new defining feature of almost everything, from communication channels to knowledge structures to entire cultures.

Even the research on Lampeter itself, which had developed a certain tradition within the Republic of Letters – as evidenced by the existence of this journal – is likely to be affected by these changes.



2. The South: New Status Quo

L-NESC’s bankruptcy has ushered in diverse and multifaceted social consequences, some of which might be called ‘transformation’, while others deserve to be described as ‘collateral damages’. Amidst the myriad cultures and species that populate our interconnected web of realities, no single consequence will universally apply. Instead, a mosaic of outcomes emerges, reflecting the varied experiences and adaptations of different communities. Despite this, there have been some neigh multiversal key features.

The Lampeter South exemplifies this.

Central to such common features is the emergence of a marginalized and primarily affected populace, giving rise to new social structures akin to a nomadic proletariat. Formerly reliant on the infrastructure and services provided by L-NESC, many individuals and groups now find themselves in a fractured network, facing heightened challenges in their daily lives.

For some, the loss of reliable inter-dimensional transportation and communication has severed ties with significant others and undermined economic foundations across dimensions. Social isolation and emotional distress – where applicable (see: (Itzabashibahn α 10: 6-15-4) – are the consequences. Amidst these challenges, communities across the multiverse are forging new alliances and solidarity networks to navigate the uncertainties of a post-L-NESC Lampeter. The effects on cultural exchange and religiosity are not yet foreseeable. However, the potential for social conflict and upheaval is already increasing noticeably along various lines (Erikur α 06: 1).


“It is most remarkable, is it not? Even the newspapers doth not allow one to discern what is transpiring. In sooth, it was erstwhile so that one could at least peruse the most important occurrences, but now I might travel but one station further and find myself amidst an uprising of which none hath reported. Most regrettable. Dost thou write for a newspaper in that notebook of yours? Nay? Verily. Else I would have advised thee to seek another calling. The kiosks can scarcely rid themselves of their issues nowadays. I saw but recently people kindling fires with them, to warm themselves.”




Traveler in the railroad host station of K-21.



Information now spreads mainly through rumors, as news from official sources has necessarily become unreliable.

News about stable lines, housing conditions, food sources, etc. have become clear pull factors. Individuals now travel after such news under the protection of larger groups. This has already led to several clashes between collectives that wanted to travel in opposite directions and needed the available network capacities to do so. Some groups such as the ‘Black Hands’ (former machinists), ‘Fire Baptists’ (a massively dispersed group of refugees from the East intent on reunification), or ‘the Marauders’ (bandits from Line J) have already fostered new and independent identities. A number of charitable organizations have emerged at a regional level.

Another interesting trend is the emergence of what I call para-diverse groups. By that, I refer to individuals composed of the same persona framework from different universes. It appears that some people are using this method to reduce uncertainty and build trust. It remains to be seen whether such a strategy will be successful and how such groups will be structured.

It is also worth remembering that we can expect major changes within the former L-NESC workforce. The current glorification phase the collapsed network is undergoing does not – pro tempore – address the fate of the partially unemployed staff, making their fate an open question.

Racism and gender inequality — where applicable — have so far remained surprisingly little affected by the L-NESC breakdown. To my knowledge, conflicts have so far not been waged along species divisions, although certain segregation between corporeal and non-corporeal beings may be observed. Gender inequality — to the extent that gender is a relevant variable — currently appears to remain an intra-species phenomenon.



3. The West: Innovation borne from adversity

The general dependence on Lampeter as a poorly understood technology is now more evident than ever due to its absence.

As an attempt to address this danger, collectives of scholars, engineers, and volunteers have formed in various places, particularly in the West, aiming to gather knowledge and skills to keep Lampeter operational. Such movements initially emerged from the network’s center but soon shifted to the periphery in search of calmer conditions. Extra-network and extra-dimensional locations like Lamplight and the Wanderer’s Library also quickly gained significance in this effort.

The multiverse is now witnessing a surge in efforts to reverse-engineer, maintain, and adapt the complex technologies that once underpinned interdimensional travel and communication. With the proprietary knowledge – presumably lost with L-NESC’s archives – now largely inaccessible, various groups and individuals are undertaking measures to keep the Lampeter network operational.

Engineers, scientists, technologists, and laymen are collaborating to deconstruct and understand the intricate mechanisms that facilitated Lampeter navigation. These reverse-engineering projects range from formal, partisan, well funded research endeavors — driven by local powers — to more informal, grassroots efforts or individual projects.

However, the described developments might also usher in a kind of Dark Age. This would imply a failure to adequately maintain the network, which, in turn, could impact power dynamics. Such a scenario is unlikely to be desirable for any affected group. Consequently, it is to be expected that research and development will also focus on alternatives to Lampeter.


“In this context, a mass of couriers has already emerged — a group to which I myself belong — thereby shifting the transmission of information and transportation partly from machines back to individuals, akin to a form of de-industrialization. We thus belong directly to the nomadic proletariat I described above. De facto we are characterized by three features: Lack of a fixed place of reference, lack of resources to organize one, and use of our individual labour force to secure our livelihood. Our existence is fundamentally precarious, as we are compelled to move continuously, especially when local conditions do not permit settlement, whether due to a lack of orientation, peace, or resources. A pragmatic and mistrustful worldview is gaining ground in quite a number of us.”




Dragomir Schütz.



Para-sociology can draw its mission from this, integrating itself into all the previously described processes, upheavals, and disruptions. The accumulated knowledge about Lampeter is already of immeasurable value, thereby conferring new responsibilities upon the holders of such knowledge — who have hitherto been niche players and peripheral figures.



The North: Take a hill, be a king

In the northern regions of Lampeter, particularly stark contrasts are currently emerging. Certain stations, pocket dimensions, and former population centers that had developed around Lampeter stations have dissolved, leaving behind ghost towns. In contrast, groups and individuals see an opportunity in these abandoned settlements and seek to establish themselves there, provided they have the means to reach them.

The utilization of existing resources and the establishment of new communities are driving factors behind this development. There may also be an opportunity for marginalized groups to reorganize themselves within this context.

I myself have not been to this region, but the following was conveyed to me by a traveler:


“Yes, of course I want to head north; that’s the name you mentioned, isn’t it? I heard there are numerous abandoned places there. Just think about what’s happening in the East right now. If the Gold Chain in Line H or the merchant conglomerates in Line G were to gain more power, they would need resources. And wouldn’t they be grateful if one were to find such resources? Or even accommodation — one could refurbish a station and rent it out. I mean, what am I to do here in the center? All there is here is chaos. I heard from several travelers that some old man has settled in a station up north and now claims it as his own. He manages to stay afloat by accepting only simple things in exchange for his help. If he can do that, then surely I can as well.”




Traveler in A-299.





The Author

Dragomir Schütz (α) is an anthropomorphic German shepherd with brown-black fur, who previously worked as a courier and now operates as a nomadic para-sociologist. His focus is on trans-dimensional network research, ethnography, and institutions. The author did not disclose any information about his home universe to the Lampeter Research Community.




In Limbo
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The air felt surprisingly mild for a small train station blanketed under snow. Hardly any wind tucked at his fur, yet Dragomir felt his snout grow cold. The anthropomorphic wolf sniffed impatiently. A permeating scent of frost, steel, and something that might have been ozone — but wasn’t — hit his nostrils. He wrapped the red wool scarf a little tighter around his neck, the one his mother had once gifted him.

Dragomir looked forward again and saw a void. An impenetrable darkness, deeper than night, enveloped the station in every conceivable way. It was almost exhausting to look into. The edge of the platform, a support post, tracks, snow, and then… Nothing. Yet, he felt an urge to pry for some detail, half expecting something to emerge at any moment. This then made him look away, slightly embarrassed before himself — only to peek back into the darkness once more.

The lights didn’t help. Whatever the small Lampeter station of K-209 used for energy, its overhead lamps were curiously cool, bluer, and less harsh than LED or halogen. Their cones silently drew circles on the frosty ground. Dragomir counted fifteen of them on this platform, glowing from the black industrial steel beams like makeshift moons.

He looked up, blinking against the light of the lamp above him.

It flickered for a moment.

Fifteen flickering lamps.

He had sat down directly under one, even though he didn’t like direct lighting all that much. He sat and told himself this was just a train station. Others had used it before him and others would do so again. And he kept telling that to himself despite his footprints being the only ones to disturb the soft coat of ice crystals on this platform.

Next time, I’ll buy a courier, he thought. Again.

Whoever had built this station seemed to have put up only the bare essentials, to leave as quickly as possible. Two platforms, a bridge between them, a vacant conductor’s hut, and steel-roofs. And that was that. No one else had gotten off the train in this pocket-universe and no train had passed through since. And even though his fur did not stand on end, as if refusing to admit it — he was terrified by that.

There was a word for it. One of many spoken into existence in the doorways, on the staircases, and in the compartments of the Lampeter network. Voya — The feeling of seemingly endless yet encroaching, indeterminate, unknowable liminality. He’d read that somewhere, somewhere, sometime, and when he first set foot on the platform, it was the first thing he consciously thought of.

Voya was a sensation that came alive in stations like these, an atmosphere that gave pause. Just as it felt wrong to speak loudly or move hastily in a grand sacred building, no carbon-based life easily disturbed a silence in which islands of purpose negotiated with the void. Dragomir had seen a few of these stations in limbo. Lampeter boasted some fascinating outposts. But this one…

Why the hell would anyone build a station in here?

What even is ‘here’?

Dragomir opened his knapsack, a worn leathery thing, and rummaged through it so he wouldn’t have to look into the void any longer. He almost winced at how loudly the buckle suddenly clicked. Amid provisions, clothing, and other essentials, he found his document pouch and pulled it out, placing it on his knees. He traced the paper inside with a claw. It was simply bound, with thread, and typed with a typewriter. The wolf reached into the bag again, fidgeting around until he found what he was searching for. He pulled out the Polaroid camera and weighed it in his paws. He then set the camera aside and turned back to the folder. A photo fell out and he caught it before it could sail to the ground.
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Dragomir gazed at it thoughtfully. He still remembered the accident with a Gantian steam locomotive in F-189 well. It had already happened by the time he arrived at the scene, but the shocked crowd of travelers remained all the more vivid in his memory. He had already taken the photo before his mind came to process its own actions. Old reflexes were diehards.

After a moment, Dragomir opened the pouch. It was a paper on Lampeter, from a sociological perspective, along with the photos he had taken for it, as well as others that he had taken with varying degrees of intent. Maybe he had also written the article for the photos?

This scholarly article was the most comprehensive piece he had written in a long time. Dragomir took the document out and held it in both paws. He was confident it was a good piece of work. And it was total bullshit at the same time. It was a text detached from reality — cold, methodical, and precise. It was everything Lampeter was not at the moment. Everything this place was not. There was a certain irony in all this since this was the last station where he was supposed to switch lines for his destination — Tíanarumasäkaar, a Republic of Letters stronghold.

They would welcome his research, they would distribute it, and they would pay him. And now, he was sitting in his very own spotlight on the stage to a void that couldn’t have cared less about all that. Dragomir knew he could sometimes become a bit existential, but it rarely felt this acute. His senses seemed sharper than ever, although – or perhaps precisely because – there was hardly anything for them to detect.

Next time, I’ll buy a courier.

Dragomir opened his journal. Placed side by side, the contrast became even more apparent. The entries in the journal grew shorter the further he flipped until they were more keywords and disjointed thoughts than anything else.

Child with balloon. It’s a ghost balloon. Why do people keep ghosts as pets?

Police officers clutch their guns, conductors their ticket stamps. The stamp is power. The only thing that sets them apart from the others.

If they were supposed to fix something, why not the radiators on the train?

White.

The notes had initially made sense, serving as memory aids for the next quiet moment when he could organize his observations and write them down scientifically. Stylistic Coersion Problems, he called that. He had stopped cursing about it. There was even a note on it.

Stylistic Coersion Problems.

Do none of you own a fucking kettle?

Hello.

He paused. Hello? He furrowed his brows. It was the first word on an otherwise blank page. It was his handwriting, black ink, and Dragomir was certain he hadn’t written that. A quiet chuckle escaped him. The thought that someone had taken his journal in an unguarded moment and gone through the trouble of leaving a greeting there without his knowledge made him smile.

Out of a sense of thoroughness, Dragomir flipped to the next page, but there was nothing… He paused again. No. There was a “hello” as well, at the bottom of the page, near the edge. At that, he let all the remaining pages slip through his fingers, but this time there was nothing more to be seen. Puzzled, Dragomir searched for the page with the first “hello” and opened it.

The word had disappeared.

He blinked.

“What…?”

As an anthro, Dragomir possessed above-average sharp senses. He narrowed his eyes. Nothing. Methodically, he took the journal and held it up to the light. Even when backlit, the page was blank, as if untouched. No dents, no traces of ink. Had someone played a prank on him? In his own handwriting? Dragomir pursed his lips. He had heard of infectious texts causing trouble in the Wanderer’s Library, but never anything like this…

He felt it before he saw it out of the corner of his eye. Then he heard it before he could turn his head.

“Hello.”

Dragomir stood, tail dead still behind him. He wasn’t sure what he had seen, but something undefinable had definitely been at the other end of the platform. Quickly, he perked his ears to all sides and while doing so, looked in the opposite directions to avoid letting his guard down.

What the fuck…

He remained this way for a while, but even after looking back and forth several times, nothing changed in the voyastic silence of the station. Dragomir thought. The conductor’s house was abandoned, and he hadn’t seen any other passengers. He was alone. Had been.

His gaze fell back on the journal, which was still lying on the bench. Slowly, he bent down to pick it up. After another careful glance around, he opened the page again. The “hello” was back.


“Hello.”




“Hello.”




“Hello.”



Adrenaline rush surged through Dragomir’s heart like a bolt.

He stumbled backward, nearly tripping over his bag.

Something had been in front of him.

A flicker.

And the voice…

Dragomir spun around, but once again, there was nothing to be seen. It had sounded as though the voice came from different directions in rapid succession — distant, then close, then like through an old radio. His paw searched and found his scarf, practically clutching it.

“Who is there?” he called out in a half bark. “Show yourself!”


“…There.”




“Hello.”




“…There.”




“Th-th-th-There.”



Once again, Dragomir stepped back as he saw the flicker in front of him. And this time, he saw a human, shaven face. Perhaps a bowler hat. Maybe a suit?

He felt his heart leap into his throat.

His fur stood on end.

The image was like a fleeting impression on his retina, a likeness that vanished immediately when processed. Was the man in black and white? He hadn’t seen any color whatsoever.


“el-”

“o-”




Child with balloon




“Evening.”



Panting, Dragomir’s gaze fell on the bench. The camera was still there. He hesitated for a moment, then hurriedly grabbed it and clutched it with both paws.

The silence whistled in his ears, blanking his mind.

He didn’t move.

He waited.

“o-”

“o-”

“o-”

“o-”

A flash pierced the air.

This time, Dragomir felt certain that it was a humanoid in front of him. But the figure didn’t just flicker; it changed location in the blink of an eye. First, it was a few meters away, then on the other side of the platform, then almost by the conductor’s house, and then it disappeared again.

Panting, he waited for the instant photo. It squeezed out of the camera painfully slowly and fell into his paw. It wasn’t developed yet.

“Good evening.”

The sudden proximity and coherence nearly gave Dragomir a heart attack. He yelped.

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry.” said the black-and-white man in a suit and bowler hat. “I didn’t mean to scare you-ou.”

“What the hell!” Dragomir exclaimed. “Who are you?”

The man’s round face showed the first signs of aging. He had something British about him; perhaps he resembled Churchill a little. His expression was unreadable as he looked at and right through Dragomir, but not hostile.

“-e?” he asked, flickering again. “I believe I should like to ask you the same question. You write incredibly incoherently.” He almost looked like he was studying Dragomir like a misbehaving student. “It’s quite the tangle.”

Dragomir stared. “What?”

“My form has rarely been so incoherent.” The man produced a cone from somewhere and shifted his weight a little, wincing. “I’m open to new things, but-”

“-ut-”

“-ut-”


“I…”

“I…”

“I…”

“I…”




“Pattern-”



“Stop doing that!” Dragomir yelled. He attempted to follow the creature’s random spawning, but it was simply impossible, and he just spun around aimlessly. He almost snarled.

“-an’t-”

“Can’t really- o-”

“Good Lord, you really are a mess, dear, you know that?”

The entity reappeared in front of him, still leaning on the cane. Dragomir realized that his mouth was hanging open and closed it.

A growing irritation in Dragomir was about to turn into anger. He exhaled deeply.

“My name is Dragomir,” he then said slowly and firmly. “Do you have a name?”

“No-”

“-o”


“I-”




“Pattern-”



The figure reappeared and sighed.

“Sorry.”

“Are you another traveler?” Dragomir asked, pointing his ears forward in order to catch every word he could. “Are you waiting for a train?”

With a few flickers, the man moved to the bench and looked down at Dragomir’s belongings. Then he briefly glanced over to Dragomir and finally bent down to pick up the journal.

“Hm.”

“Give that back.” Dragomir clenched his canines. He made a step towards the figure, and briefly considered taking the journal away from the entity but decided he didn’t want to risk touching it. Instead, he just extended a paw.

“You cling to that?” the being chided.

Dragomir didn’t move his paw an inch. “What’s it to you?”

“Currently?” The being turned the journal back and forth for a moment as if that were as informative as reading it. “Half of everything.”

“I’d like that back wholly.” Dragomir snorted, paw still extended.

The being didn’t answer. After a brief silence, though, it lifted its head and looked up. Dragomir followed its gaze but could see nothing except the station’s roof and the darkness above.

“I tell you what.” It said, throwing the book to Dragomir, who barely caught it. “Liv-Liv-Liv- Live a little, will you?”

The remark caught the wolf off guard. He tried to answer, but nothing came out of his muzzle.

But before anything else could be said or thought, the being flickered multiple times and then vanished.

“Liv-”

“Liv-”

“Liv-”

“Live.”

Dragomir waited again, but this time, a certain finality filled the void after its departure, something he couldn’t quite place, but felt all the more intensely. His breathing slowed as he stood rooted to the spot. But even after a long wait, nothing stirred, and the longer he stood there, the more he felt that the encounter was over. Dragomir slowly shuffled back to his bench and almost collapsed onto it.

For the time being, he sat there with a distracted gaze, his elbows resting on his knees as he tried to sort out his thoughts. In his overwhelmed state, he didn’t initially notice the photo he had apparently dropped. As soon as it caught his attention, Dragomir hurriedly picked it up and turned it over. The picture had finally developed.
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Dragomir didn’t know why — and although it confused him — he had to smile at the sight. It was his most sincere smile in a long time.



The Steel Soul

Can a thing die which has never lived?

When I was very young, my parents built a metal jungle gym for me in our back yard. Two swings, a teeter-totter and a slide, all shiny and new. Painted steel tubes slotted together, blue and white; seats of white plastic and chains gleaming silver. There was a pattern on the tubes, but I don’t remember what it was. I do remember what a vast, solid thing my swingset seemed to be, a pocket world with logic and motion and life all in itself. A discrete but open system of which I could be one part.

Years later, when rust had set in and the pattern was irrecoverable — both in fact and in my memory — and the sun had baked the seats until they cracked, and the chains would never again support a child’s weight, and anyway I had grown so ponderous and inflexible that it had become by contrast something fragile out of scale, and our stock of sunny afternoons together had been spent, and my chest grew tight as I saw that once-beloved, lifeless thing reduced to so much scrap by age and inattention, and I looked on its remains with a guilt more appropriate to the shell of a dying friend, I realized for the first time just how much this piece of artifice had mattered to me. With what energy those slips from earthly bondage had imbued it. How much of my essence, and that of those I loved, I had invested there.

I placed my hand on every fragment, rubbing grit and grime into the ridges of my fingerprints, and I closed my eyes (though the light was too bright, and an orange glow crept through the skin of my lids) and I imagined something entered into me from the depths of every hollow metal heart. I imagined that this aggregate unmade thing which could not die would yet live on in me, that I was reclaiming what I had unknowingly but willingly given, that when both of us left this patch of yellowing grass which shortly would become a nowhere as a consequence of our parting and departing, something of what we had meant to each other, ride and rider, would be carried on in my breast. I stood in my back yard, a grown adult, and felt a remorse I could never justify to anyone but myself — and even then only in true darkness, where judgement’s eyes are blind — and I silently apologized to an unfeeling oxide wreck.

I had never felt so ridiculous in all my life.

But I woke this afternoon in a puddle of my own sick, sheltered by blinds drawn against a world resting in the hands of men with hollow breasts, to whom there is no spark in any living thing worth speaking of, worth speaking to, worth saving, and I wondered if it matters where you glimpse the imprimatur of being. Whether you see it in the mirror, as the Overseers do, or in others, as Rosie must — if it’s really her updating the files, and not just another cruel joke of the Council — or whether, like me, you see it in the places and things which have witnessed us at our happiest, our best, in our most bold and perfect moments. Because isn’t simply seeing it enough?

I find that I want to see it again, if only once.

So I wash away the residue of failure and disgust, the poison that boiled up inside me, boiled over, and burned on its way out. I am raw and empty yearning. I will go to where the sun is shining on the glass and steel, and dare it to break my heart again.

Because if it still can be broken, then the rust can’t have set in too deep.


— Dr Simon Kells



*  *  *
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SCP-8605 and SCP-7005 in Universe Q417 “Fume Void”.

Special Containment Procedures: Formal adoption of SCP-8605 instances by Interdimensional Logistics personnel is authorized on a case-by-case basis, subject to initial and annual review by Dr Rosie Hartlepool and/or Dr Simon Kells. Blanket permission has been granted for informal consultation, though this may be revoked at any time. No attempt will be made to influence the use of SCP-8605 instances by nonaligned (“volunteer”) operators beyond the scope of Foundation control.

There is no known means of preventing the creation of new instances, and no effort will be made to discover one.

Description: SCP-8605 is a set of documents each identifying themselves as the “L-NESC Operator’s Manual”. Each instance pertains to one known component of or system relating to SCP-7005, the interdimensional transportation network known as Lampeter. Instances periodically appear at the workspaces of Lampeter personnel, updated in new editions with additional and/or altered content. The bulk of this content pertains to the care and maintenance of Lampeter apparatus; as the network is comprised of and accessed by a wide variety of transit technology across thousands of continuous and detached universes, the information within each instance is by necessity diverse.

Despite multiple attempts at enhanced surveillance, no instance’s arrival at its respective station has ever been witnessed.

SCP-8605 instances invariably provide valuable and accurate instruction for Lampeter operators, though their content is by no means restricted to this. Several peculiarities have been noted:


	Despite the Lampeter Non-Euclidean Shipping Company having become insolvent in 2021, and the subsequent limited assumption of its responsibilities by the Foundation, SCP-8605 continues to refer to the L-NESC in each edition.

	Higher edition numbers, most often associated with older branches of the Lampeter network, contain increasingly eccentric and frequently irrelevant information presented with the same levels of specificity and gravity elsewhere employed for technical specifications, upkeep and repair procedures, etc.

	No author is indicated.

	It is infeasible for a single individual to have authored the over four thousand SCP-8605 instances presently known to the Foundation, plus undoubtedly innumerable others. Textual analysis indicates, however, that a single authorial voice pervades throughout.

	There is a definite correlation between higher edition numbers and a more erratic, conversational tone, though textual analysis does not suggest any change in the identity of SCP-8605’s unknown author.



Below is a comparison between two editions of SCP-8605 for the same system, the t-bar surface lift in Universe H576 “Kharkhorum Unbroken” providing access for the Lampeter connection to Universe H235 “Mercury Shores”.

This passage excerpts language introduced in the 45th edition.


UPGRADE AND REPLACEMENT

Improvements in materials science may eventually obsolesce wooden t-bars, which degrade in natural environments and develop stress fractures from impacting the rears of their passengers, and moving them uphill. Increasing obesity rates will also be a factor in wear-and-tear. While steel is impractical as a replacement material due to its weight — redirecting excess load to the cables which are much more difficult and costly to replace, and which fail only catastrophically — polymers and plastics presently in development are expected to obsolesce organic construction materials in the long term. Every effort should be taken to keep devices servicing a Lampeter connection in tip-top, modern condition.



This passage excerpts language introduced in edition 272.


TRANSCENDENT OBSOLESCENCE

The wooden t-bar is a relic, and relics catalyze awe.

Steel chairs soar effortlessly overhead, the literal heights of modernity, and the grounded would-be ascendant awaits instead a rough collision with the past in a state of near-religious trepidation. It touches a nerve which evolved to anticipate the blow of a master’s cudgel, or the impact of falling rock. In this instant we are slaves to a crude device, wholly at its mercy. The seats swing free on the approach, unencumbered, and we wonder if once our turn comes ’round they might not swing past entirely, leave us quivering but otherwise motionless upon the platform, a figure of both fun and irritation for our peers as we become an obstruction to their own ascents.

When the blow finally arrives, it is always vulgar and ill-timed. This is key. We feel badly used, an afterthought, the only piece of this machinery whose presence is not necessary. We feel so superfluous that surely we are bound to slip off and fall, or else we wonder whether it will be possible to shed our companion at the apex of the climb. Has provision been made for our escape? Might we not be shoved back down again? One does not entertain such thoughts about plastic and metal; polymers are rational, but wood is older than courtesy.

Yet though it is often callous — and we will receive our knocks — it is rarely outright cruel. This seat of unreason was once a living thing. It can be negotiated. Though irrational, wood also mediates the modern with the ancient. The forest is forever, and even in rough opposition, life recognizes life. This kinship forestalls a greater terror by far, that of the new and impartial. The detached austerity of perfect artifice. Nothing so old that it was hewn from a tree can hold us in permanent thrall; this fear, though profound, is only a fleeting thing.

As the bar raises us without incident, we leave our trepidation far behind and below. We have lost the persistent primal dread of a sharpened stick which once made the difference between life and death to our forebears. The moment of doubt, the sharp-drawn breath, and the burn of cold in our lungs is an energizing sequence which cannot be replaced, but when it passes we see the truth in this landscape of cultivated lies: each blunted pole is an anachronism on the slopes, an oasis of atavism in that most contrived of outdoor spaces. This is the closest that an organized mind can come to the rapture of facing down a slavering beast, and the illusion is only sustained for an instant.

But o, that instant! It will compensate for the stymied catharsis a Lampeter passenger experiences when they mount at last the summit, and are robbed of the chance to descend again at speed. The past has passed. The multiverse awaits!

Upgrade at your peril. A voyage which sparks no wonder, trading a single sharp shock for the pervasive unease of streamlined steel, is little more than an odd commute.



Though their provenance is admittedly unknown, SCP-8605 instances contain institutional knowledge otherwise unavailable due to the destruction of the L-NESC’s records in the waning days of its final administration. They have therefore been widely adopted for instructional purposes by both new and established personnel, within and without the Foundation. Discretion is nevertheless advised where content deviates from logical, pertinent guidance, though personnel having long-term association with the Lampeter network frequently disregard this admonishment.

As the Department of Interdimensional Logistics lacks the resources for a comprehensive investigation, no effort has been made to determine the true origins of SCP-8605.

*  *  *


Until today.

Because what else am I even here for? They set us up to fail. No, worse, they set us up and forgot. They’re indifferent to our success or failure. The Council simply doesn’t care.

Infinite possibilities in every direction, and they couldn’t care less. Something crawls up the tracks, gobbling down the breathing cosmos and spitting out empty Levittowns and Plan Voisins, and everything that matters is quite literally on the line, and I’ve been generously granted the operating budget to do nothing about it but watch. At least I’m doing that much. These files probably haven’t graced an Overseer’s eyes in months.

Rosie is gone, lost to the heart (?) of the most dangerous mystery we’ve ever faced. We still don’t know how to stop it. We probably never will. I could wait out that entropy in sterile safety. I could shut myself in my office, shuffle the paperwork, keep telling everyone who’s left to rotate the tires and patch up the punctures. That’s what the Council expects of me. Probably Rosie would expect no better.

But there’s one last mystery left to solve, and if this entire enterprise is doomed to decay and ruin, I at least want to know exactly what it is we’re losing.

I don’t know who will be left to say it, but I want them to be able to say that I tried.

That at least one person did care. One version of one person wanted to do something, be something better.

So if you reading this, you empty bastards, I’ll be back when the circuit loops ’round, and not a moment sooner. Don’t like it? Come and get me.



are


Interview: Anna Vardanyan


The following is an interview between Dr Kells and Anna Vardanyan, station master in Universe B247 “Red Gardens”.



Dr Kells stands on a high wooden platform overlooking a broad green swathe. A herd of antelope graze by a pool of blue water far below. A gale is blowing; the distant foliage is bent almost horizontal, and there is a steady roar in the air. An electric hum becomes audible beneath it, and Dr Kells looks up to see a suspended monorail in International Modern style pulling into the station. The lead carriage stops in front of him, and its doors swing open. Dr Kells climbs aboard.

The carriage’s interior is faded, but well-kept. A woman stands at the window opposite the door, looking down at the antelope. She looks up as Dr Kells approaches, and smiles in welcome. The roar from without is dulled as the door closes behind him.

Vardanyan: “Hello, Director.”

Dr Kells: “Good afternoon.”

“It is, isn’t it?”

The monorail begins to move. Its pace is slow, and the landscape scrolls past slowly. Dr Kells sways, nevertheless. “I’m surprised you wanted to meet up here. Don’t you have an office?”

Vardanyan turns to face him, and leans against the window. “One vantage point, forever? I suppose I could simply die, if moving is so much trouble.”

Dr Kells laughs.

“I’m sorry.”

“No, not at all. I agree. That was… refreshing.”

Vardanyan purses her lips, and continues to smile. “There’s a romance to this thing. I get… carried along with it. Figuratively and literally.”

“I’m out here on practicalities, mostly.”

“Shame.”

The monorail rounds a sharp bend. Dr Kells swallows heavily. Vardanyan offers him a look of concern.

“Feeling okay? You look a little pale. Is the motion…?”

Dr Kells raises a hand. He places the other on a stanchion for support. “I’ll be fine. It’s been a rough… just… yeah. Don’t worry about me.”

“We could stop the train. There’s probably nobody else riding anyway.”

“Really?”

“Probably.”

There is a pause. “Well, that wouldn’t be very good business, would it? Slipping the schedule just because nobody cares.”

“Because they aren’t here, they don’t care? That’s not how sentiment works. Quite the opposite. If you love something well enough, you can keep away from it indefinitely. I think that must be what perfect love is like.” Vardanyan reaches down and runs a finger along the edge of the nearest seat. “I hope I never love anything that well.” They watch as the field gives way to rolling hills, peppered with white flowers. A shaggy predator pursues a pair of antelope; its form is too motion-blurred to be properly discerned.

“What do you know about the Operator’s Manual?”

“Only that it doesn’t say anything I don’t already know.”

“Surely the technical details are useful, at least?”

“I suppose. I don’t count numbers as knowledge. That’s just…” Vardanyan shrugs. “Rules. And rules fill the space meant for understanding. You never need both.”

Dr Kells: You understand this train pretty well, I imagine.

“Less and less every day. It’s like falling asleep.” Vardanyan reaches out to press her index and middle fingers to the window, tracing the path of the predator as it downs the first antelope. The flowers are stained. She brushes the glass as another turn in the track removes the scene from view, then reaches up to touch her own cheek. A faint imprint of rust is imparted to her skin.

“Have you ever seen anything in the Manual that struck you as strange? Whimsical? Inappropriate, even?”

A look of guilty pleasure flashes across Vardanyan’s face. “Not nearly enough. But perhaps I’m too far gone, and it’s just regurgitating my faded impressions back to me. Sorry.”

Dr Kells swallows again, and waves away the apology.

“But we fail her so much, it’s only natural that she fail us right back.”

“She? The train? Lampeter.”

“It’s all the same.” Vardanyan reaches out to touch the windowsill, tracing a seam with the edge of her fingernail.

“Why do you keep touching it like that?”

“Like what?”

“You’ve been caressing the glass and steel.”

Vardanyan blinks, and looks down at her hand in surprise. “Was I? That’s interesting. Maybe I’m trying to remind myself that it’s still here. Or that I am. These things aren’t as permanent as they feel.”

“This is one of the newer legs of Lampeter. It’s going to outlast either of us.”

“It’s already half gone.”

“What?”

Vardanyan walks to the opposite side of the carriage. “Have you seen the rail?”

“I don’t understand.”

“The actual rail. Did you look at it?”

“No, I guess I didn’t. It didn’t seem important without the train, and then, well. There was the train.”

“That’s fair. Do you know what it means, Director? Monorail?”

“It means there’s only one rail.”

“Do you know why that’s worthy of note? So worthy of note as to name the thing?”

Dr Kells shakes his head.

“Loneliness is a human kind of math. The result of subtraction.”

“Difference. The mathematical term is difference.”

“Yes. Difference. And this train is different now, now and forever. There used to be two lines here. They ran parallel for a good long stretch. If you look… yes. You can see it down there. The difference.”

Dr Kells looks out the window, and down. A few broken pylons and the remains of a track are still visible, though overgrown with neon green grass. “What happened to it?”

“The same thing that’s happening to the rest of the system.”

“I didn’t think it was this bad so close to home.”

“That’s your perspective,”close to home”. In another sense we’re far-flung, and the momentum is still in here -” Vardanyan reaches up and raps her knuckles on the ceiling. It rings like a gong. “- still resonating, flying us apart.”

The wind outside the monorail is increasing in intensity. It whistles in the space between the carriage and the track. Dr Kells attempts to match the pitch with a whistle of his own, then stops.

“Keep going.”

“No, I just… got distracted, that’s all. Can we focus on the Manual?”

“The only parts worth focusing on will come up organically, as we talk. Little snapshots of the things that matter.” Vardanyan blinks. “Snapshots. Yes. The Manual says we should take photographs!” Vardanyan brightens, nodding. “Lots of them.”

“The stationmasters?”

“Everyone.”

“Photographs of the train itself? The moving parts? Damage? What?”

“Anything and everything. Outside and inside.”

“But why? Sounds like something more appropriate to a tourist handbook. What do photographs have to do with keeping the line going?”

“Nothing could be more important. Let me show you something.” Vardanyan reaches into her jeans pocket and takes out a creased, faded photograph. She hands it to Dr Kells. It shows a high windowed perspective on a gully filled with crystalline spirals in a variety of hues, with the apparent size and function of city skyscrapers. Fine detail is difficult to discern, but it is possible that humanoid figures cluster at the apex of each spiral, arms extended in greeting. A hand, presumably belonging to the photographer, is pressed to the glass in response.

“What am I looking at?”

“A view on spires, from above.”

“From the monorail. From the other monorail.”

“That’s right. This keeps me awake at night.”

“Why?”

“Because you couldn’t take the photograph now. You can never take it ever again.”

“So what? It’s already been taken.”

Vardanyan reaches out, and Dr Kells returns the photograph to her hand. She places it in her back pocket. “That’s not what I’m getting at. Someone was holding a camera and pointing it out the window, one specific window beside one specific seat, and in one specific instant, they pulled the trigger and committed that view to posterity. It was an event. They saw something they wanted to remember, experienced… I don’t know. Interest. Curiosity. Confusion, surprise. Maybe just the impulse to make a record because the view was there and they were there. A sense of duty, or the moment. But it was a moment, is the thing. In some sense it mattered. They turned off the flash so the glass wouldn’t catch it. They framed their subject. There was intentionality. And all of that happened in a point of space which doesn’t even culturally exist anymore.”

“Culturally…?”

“You can’t go to where that picture was taken, and take it again. It’s all gone. They’ve taken the sky, without thinking, without even a whisper of intent. One insufficient digit in a ledger somewhere worlds away, and the heavens fell. That shutterbug had a god’s eye view, and we let Olympus crumble.”

“A bit dramatic, don’t you think?”

Vardanyan closes her eyes, reaches out, and presses her hands to a pair of stanchions which stand to either side of her. “No. I can’t express the drama in a way that does justice. When the other line came down, it took an infinity of vantage points with it. I just showed you the only record of an angle on the universe that you and I can never, ever access in the real world. That was a scene from a time-locked vault. And the people waving back? If they were here today, they’d be staring into space. The gap between what was and is.”

“But that’s true of… look. This line isn’t the same as it was before, either. The land settles, the rails shift subtly. Gravity even pulls our eyes down lower.”

“Exactly! That’s also a nightmare. It’s just an easier one to ignore. We’re not really following in anyone’s footsteps here. Their feet are anywhere from micrometres to centimetres above ours. And that’s not even starting on the passage of heavenly bodies through the black. Really we’re always treading new ground, second by second, the footprints behind us enshrouded in firmament.”

“Scientifically, maybe. Culturally it’s the same track.”

Vardanyan smiles, and turns to look at Dr Kells again. “There’s hope for you yet, Director.”

“Thanks, I suppose.”

“But what if I were to kiss you?”

“I beg your pardon?”

Vardanyan drops her arms to her side, and turns to face Dr Kells again. She does not approach him. “What if we embraced, right here, right now, and kissed? As the train runs on? Would you still feel the thrill when it crosses this stretch again, or would you understand that you can never go back?”

“I…”

“What if we’d kissed for the very first time on that other track? With the spires below as witness? Would we ever be able to look each other in the eyes again, knowing that our old selves were haunting an abstracted stretch of air, hanging, suspended over nothing where a something used to be? If we met that distant audience, how could we tell them, honestly, that we were truly in love, when they saw it consummated in a future oblivion now past? How could we live…” Vardanyan’s eyes widen, and she shudders. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“No, it’s… That was just unexpected, is all. I don’t know. I don’t really have an answer for anything.”

“That’s okay. I’ve thought it through a thousand times, and I don’t have one either.” Vardanyan sighs. “‘The landscape should only change to introduce new points of interest, incorporate new sight lines, strengthen the ambience of the site. Human beings orientate themselves by landmarks. They pace out their lives from backstage to centre and back, counting steps, and their legs remember. When the context is lost, so too is the sense of place. And it is impossible to go anywhere if you don’t know where you are, impossible for anything to be new if what was old has already gone’. As the Manual would have it.”

There is a short pause. “You know, a whole universe is probably cut off from Lampeter, or at least harder to reach now. Fewer points of access, because that line fell. And here we are talking about old photographs and landmarks.”

“It’s not the same kind of problem.”

“Of course not. It’s much worse.”

“Not worse. Just different. That universe is still there. My points in the sky are gone. Blown away on the gale. Both inaccessible, but not both extant.”

“I suppose it’s a question of priorities.”

“I don’t like to have priorities. Moods are more natural.” Vardanyan runs her palms along her jeans, left hand reaching back as though to remove the photograph again before jerking forward and forcing itself into a side pocket. She looks sheepish.

“Nothing about Lampeter is natural.”

“Some things are. There is a fitness to them.”

“Like what?”

“Like decay. It all rots down to its most essential state, eventually.”

“Like two trains becoming one?”

“You were listening.”

Dr Kells nods. “What did you mean, a few minutes ago, when you said the ghosts were ‘suspended over nothing’?”

“The spires went the way of the line that crossed them. They don’t exist anymore, either.”

“Why did that happen?”

“Maybe there was no point having any of it if nobody could take photographs.” Vardanyan points out the window. “We’re passing what’s left of them now.”

Dr Kells looks out again. Shattered stumps of crystalline spires litter the gully below. The vegetation does not grow over them, though the surrounding earth is entirely subsumed in green. It vibrates in the intense breeze from above.

The remains of the other monorail can barely be discerned where the land begins to drop.

“Hang on a second.”

“We’re always hanging on. Every second.”

“I thought the spires were some far-flung thing. They were here? Where the two lines ran parallel?”

“That’s right.”

“So if they were still here, you could still see them.”

“But not in the same way.”

“Were the lines at the same height, or staggered vertically?”

“Staggered. You could always see everything from here. The spires, and the other train.”

“So nothing was really lost before the landscape changed.”

“Nothing but context. So, everything.”

The monorail turns, and the gully disappears from view. “It’s just a slight change in angle. A trick of perspective.”

“You’re describing reality.”

“…point.”

“Then again, I suppose that’s what you do. Isn’t it?”

“And the Manual as well.”

“No… No, I think you’ll find what the Manual does is altogether different.”

“A further insight you want to share?”

“I think it’s better if you find that angle yourself. Maybe you can bring me back a picture, when you find it.” Vardanyan turns back to the window. “Assuming it’s still out there.”

“And assuming you’re still here.”

Vardanyan touches the window again. “I won’t be, even if I am.”



Interview: Farax Noor

The following is an excerpt from the 29th edition of the SCP-8605 instance pertaining to an orbital lift in Universe E197 “Transhumanist Singularity”, and an interview between Dr Kells and Farax Nuur, station master in same.


ON AESTHETICS

The new aches to be clean. It should be scrubbed until raw, scrubbed until flesh would blister, so it gleams in the presence of the sun: the first and truest light. We go naked into the abyss, where the light is naked too — the atmosphere does not bend it, as it no longer bends us, extended from our bourn by this stark and startling bough.

Every accretion is weight, and the goal is perfect weightlessness. The past is filth, and the future is bright. A stark contrast should be maintained between. There is another time, another place, for the corruption of sentiment. If we go to the stars, we must not go venal. There is nothing evil there which we do not bring with us.



Dr Kells stands at the base of a colossal tower which stretches to the clouds and beyond. The end is not in sight. A vast structure stands at the bottom, encircling the stele. A dozen loading docks are thronged with workers, trucks, and trains unloading cargo. There is a sense of impending completion in the frenzy of their motions. In the far distance, a line of passengers prepare to embark.

A man bounds toward Dr Kells from a secondary entrance, waving his hands and smiling widely. “Sir! Sir!”

Dr Kells waves tentatively as Nuur arrives in front of him.

Nuur: “Hi Simon! Can I call you Simon? I already did, so I guess I can.”

Dr Kells: “I guess you’re right. Afternoon.”

Nuur gestures up at the tower with a flourish. “Going up the well today? Well, not all the way, today, but. Up?”

“I’m not sure I understand. ‘Up the well’?”

“Gravity well. Earth’s gravity. This baby goes from one g to zero in the blink of an eye! Assuming it takes you most of a week to blink.” Nuur blinks, three times, then winks.

“That has got to be the least efficient ride in all of Lampeter.”

“Oh, the Lampeter bit’s just an hour on, unless you’re going to D473. You’re not, are you? That’s five days up. Faster to take the coaster to C926, then the marine railway to C847, then the tram to D192, then the closet in the junked space station in Duluth that opens up on the top of the elevator here. Lot of interchanges, but still shaves off three days.”

“I imagine the elevator is more scenic, though.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Have you ever seen Duluth?”

“I’ve seen a Duluth.”

Nuur leads Dr Kells to the entrance. The walls are panelled in a foreign material, like steel but with a web-like structure. “So, to what does this humble Lamp Man owe your visit, sir?”

“Lamp Man? They call you that here?”

“Oh, sure. Well, no. Mostly I call myself that. Everyone else just calls me by my name. But I’m working on them. They’ll come around!”

“Uh huh. You seem pretty happy with your job.”

They walk through the cargo offices, where workers on telephones or holding data pads put finishing touches on the manifests for the next trip.

Nuur: “Most people around here only get to take folks into space. Limited horizons, you know? They’re all jealous of me.”

Dr Kells: “I’m sure. Ah, the purpose of my visit is the Operations Manual. You wouldn’t happen to have -”

“Right here, sir!” Nuur pulls a small, rolled-up booklet out of his jacket pocket, and hands it to Dr Kells.

“That… is a pamphlet.”

“Well, of course. We don’t maintain the elevator. It’s not ours.”

“Oh. What part is ours?”

“Unisex bathroom in the cargo section.”

“Oh.”

“It’s a very nice bathroom. Beatrice from the manifest office and I take turns tidying. Beatrice is very nice also, though I think she takes smoke breaks in there, so it’s probably best not to breathe when you go through. Cancer, you know.”

“Ah.”

“Did you think Lampeter owned a space elevator, sir?”

“No. Of course not.”

“Must have given them a real shock when they finished chiseling out that hole in space and found it opened on… well, space. Shudder to think how many palms the Lampeters had to grease to get the lift built in Ecuador, just so they wouldn’t be stuck in empty air, minus the actual air! Still, makes you smile, doesn’t it? Them reaching down, us reaching up, meeting in the middle. Adam touching Adam, finger to finger. I think it was Adam Lampeter. I think there was an Adam -”

Dr Kells slaps his own palm with the pamphlet. Nuur blinks again, and his mouth hangs open as though he has forgotten what he was talking about. Dr Kells brandishes the pamphlet at him. “What’s in here?”

“Well, for starters, funny little bit that says it’s fine to smoke in the washroom from time to time.”

“Really?”

“Sure. Industrial loos that don’t smell like smoke smell wrong. Part of the atmosphere, you know? Even when you’re past the atmosphere.”

“Right…”

“Something about how travel needs contrast, but you don’t get that naturally by going straight up, so you need to work some in artificially. Smoke on the inside, pristine on the outside. There’s a lot in there about keeping the elevator façade scrubbed. The company indulges us. I think they’re afraid of the Foundation, though I don’t see why. It’s not like you have a space elevator. Us. I mean us! I work for you.”

“Uh huh. Maybe they just don’t mind letting you scrub their elevator for free.”

“I never thought of that.”

“Really?”

“Maybe.”

“What else?”

“Uh… well, passengers aren’t to queue in the loo. Encouraged to circulate. Keep the air moving. But they shouldn’t make a fuss, or the regulars will remember them and start asking questions when they disappear. Don’t want a repeat of that murder on the Lampeter Express.”

“That what?”

“It also says you should be alone at a window when we cross into the stratosphere.”

“How come?”

“From daring eagles to treading angels. A moment of reflection on the power of technology. You can’t touch god’s face, but it’s only polite to look him in the eye as you pass. Personally, all I ever see is clouds.”

An alarm bleats, three times. Nuur: “We should head to the observation deck.”

The observation deck of the space elevator is a wide arc of windows and a glass floor, through which bare soil can presently be seen. The room is full of passengers; it is impossible to tell which might be also riding Lampeter.

Nuur: “Going up!”

Dr Kells watches the landscape of Ecuador fall slowly away, below and beyond. “I’ll bet this thing blots out the sun on a bad day.”

“And the shadow stretches clean to the Galapagos.”

“Really?”

“I don’t know, I’m just talking.”

“I wonder how much of downtown Quito they had to demolish to build it.”

“A lot. That was probably in the Manual, if they put out an early edition. ‘Make sure you demolish something to build the tower’.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because space elevators are the tops in futurism. Futurism is the crazy wing of modernism. Modernism hates context.”

“And so people hate Modernism. Which also hates people.”

“Very funny, sir!”

“Funny? This is why nobody cries when they knock down some old Brutalist building.”

Nuur laughs.

Dr Kells: “You think they should? You think people should lament environments that are indifferent to them, their wants and needs?”

The elevator has ascended past the tops of the tallest skyscrapers in Quito.

Nuur: “No, I think they do. The idea that they don’t, that’s what tickled me. Somebody loves everything, sir. Somebody grew up in every environment that’s more than a few years old. If it isn’t new to you, you don’t see it the same. Just the way it is, I think. And anyway, begging your pardon, I don’t quite agree with your premise either.”

Dr Kells: My premise?

“Next time you’re walking the city, look around. See how much unmolested Modernism you can find. I’ll bet there’s not much, and a whole lot more of everything else. When its time was up, I’m telling you, it got far worse than it ever gave.”

“Violence paid unto violence.”

“But that only applies to environments built for function rather than form? The most democratic structures ever built? Or do you apply the same criteria to cathedrals and palaces, sir?”

“Well. It’s a question of what you want the world to look like, isn’t it? You’ve got to admit, there’s a lot more charm to Versailles than Cabrini-Green.”

“Hmm.”

“Unfortunate examples.”

“Little bit. That pesky democracy again. Here’s a better one: you ever see that ugly tower they built for the World’s Fair, a few years back?”

“I don’t keep up with that sort of thing. And it’s probably different in my universe.”

“No, I’m pretty sure you have this one. It’s kind of a bellwether for multiversal proximity. Great big thing in the middle of an historic district? Bare wrought iron, skeleton naked to the open air? Had everyone up in arms when they built it.”

“I should imagine so.”

“Be hard pressed to find anyone saying anything nice about it at the time. Turned up their noses. Probably their fingers, too.”

“I’m sure you can say the same about this thing, here.” Dr Kells taps the floor with his foot.

Nuur: “I certainly hope so! Time heals all wounds, even wounds on the urban skin.”

The curvature of the Earth is now obvious out the window. Some of the passengers have begun milling about, and others are heading for their cabins.

Nuur: “Still, I hear it’s a popular place for photos. Lovers kissing in the Champ de Mars.”

There is a pause.

Dr Kells: “You were talking about the Eiffel Tower.”

“Sorry, sir. I know it wasn’t fair, but it was fun.”

Dr Kells shakes his head. He is chuckling. “So we’re standing in the pristine cathedral of Lampeter, you figure?”

“Something like that. There’s a painting of this tower in the Tate, you know. A shining silver beacon in the sky. I like to think that all the scrubbing helps.”

“I can’t imagine why anyone would want to adopt this thing as a symbol. It’s a commercial venture. The people who own it want to colonize outer space, to exploit resources, and get away from the little folks.”

“But we outnumber them, sir, and eventually all the big folks die. Maybe all at once, if we’re very lucky. There’s not enough air up there for people who don’t contribute.”

The nearest passenger at the window stiffens, regards Nuur with suspicion, and walks away. He smiles, and waves at her.

Nuur: “Some day, as far as my grandchildren are concerned, this tower will always have been there. And it will mean something to them that has nothing to do with profit margins. People buy the myth, not the history, sir.”

Dr Kells: “Which is good, because John Lampeter burned almost all of the L-NESC’s history.”

“Just the parts his family owned. He couldn’t touch what belonged to everyone else. Context is king, and the public imaginary is its first and grandest palace.”

“There’s a philosopher hiding in every station master, apparently.”

Nuur shrugs. “The mind broadens. Occupational hazard.”

The windows suddenly dim.

Nuur: “Company guidelines say to look away now, sir.”

Dr Kells: “What does the Manual say?”

The orb of the sun comes into clear view. Both men wince as they look at it.

Nuur: “You guessed right.”

*  *  *


There’s a photograph of me as a young child sitting in a little wooden wagon with red rails, surrounded by all four of my grandparents. I think it’s from my Christening, which is fun, because that certainly didn’t take. I am surrounded, and I am loved.

Maybe ten years later and that wagon has been pulled around the backyard almost as much as the lawnmower has been pushed. I carry everything with it, even when the thing would be lighter on its own. But I don’t go outside as much as I used to, at least not of my own volition. They have to kick me out, because I’d rather sit in front of the lights and make them dance. I think that makes me happier, although the bite marks on my controllers suggest otherwise. Conversely, I’ve never kicked the wagon in anger.

But I’m kicking it today.

The bottom has rotted out, because I never remember to put it in the shed when I’m done with it. The red sides are long since gone, so it’s just the frame, the bottom, and the metal wheelbase and handle left. The wood in the middle has gone spongy, and I give it a kick, and there is give.

My friend asks if he can kick it, too. I let him. We kick the bottom out of it, wet splinters everywhere, and then my mother comes out of the house, aghast, and asks me what I’m doing.

And I realize.

My father makes up a new bottom, and paints the whole thing white. Like Gandalf after Moria. People have debated for a long time whether this makes it the same wagon, or a new one, or something in between. It’s an interesting discussion, but I think I know the answer.

If it’s not still the same wagon I killed, then why do I still remember the look on my mother’s face whenever I see it in the shed, that clean white finish gathering dust and rat shit, and the metal no doubt rusting out below, where I can’t see?





Interview: Steven Goodman

The following is an excerpt from the 487th edition of the SCP-8605 instance pertaining to a passenger locomotive in Universe K086 “Iron Marrow”, and an interview between Dr Kells and Steven Goodman, station master in same.


OF HONESTY

A train does not pretend to be anything else.

It is not a drawing-room or hotel. It is not an intimate parlour. It is a mass of metal hurtling at inhuman velocity on a road custom tailored to admit no interruption. It is physical potential realized in full. It rumbles, it chatters, it thrums with power unbridled. It must be allowed to do these things. Its messages must be heard.

It speaks of a hunger for fuel. Of the brutality of speed. Of the labours of its drivers, and the legions of dead left in its wake. It boasts of mountains laid low and livelihoods made and lost.

Not every message is intended for every rider. The unacquainted will absorb the terror, the thrill, and something of the romance. The enthusiast will appreciate the nuance, that which separates each train from its peers, justifying its name. Those whose forebears worked the rails will be attuned to the legacies of Watt, Brunel and Fleming, and the coal-faced firemen and luggage handlers and conductors who lived what they dreamt, and made it possible. If there is iron in your blood, it will sing when the whistle blows.

A train’s voice is a lullaby, half-remembered in the species substrate from the victorious trauma of civilization’s cruelest chapters. Nothing can be done to quell this soothing savagery. Nothing should be attempted.



Dr Kells passes through a long carriage filled with mail sacks in neat rows, one of them marked with a stylized “L”. The door at the end opens on a narrow, exposed walkway; wind whips past, and Dr Kells has some difficulty opening the opposite door.

The carriage beyond is empty save for a single man sitting by a window, looking out. Dr Kells sits down across from him.

Goodman: “Funny how it all looks bigger from in here.”

Dr Kells: “What does?”

“Everything. The landscape. You expect it to look like a kid’s playset; all that guff people talk on how rails shrank the world. Isn’t true, far as I can see. Motion magnifies. Gives perspective. Things just seem more important at speed.”

“You’re the station master, aren’t you?”

“One of. Riding home.”

“Where do you live?”

Goodman laughs. “I live here. But I sleep in Chicago.” The sun is setting behind the distant treeline. Goodman squints into the glow.

“Riding a train’s not like sitting in your car. When you’re stuck out on the freeway, all you can think of is the destination. When you’re looking out these windows, though -” Goodman taps the glass. “- it doesn’t really matter where you’re going anymore. Nowhere bound, and bound to nowhere. The journey its own destination. You no more consider where the train is going than you consider the orbit of the Earth under your feet.”

“Let me guess. The Manual has a lot to say about looking out the window.”

“Whole damn chapter, last I looked. Might be there’s more now.”

“Where do you think it comes from?”

“I think it’s where all this goes.” Goodman taps his left temple.

“Your thoughts?”

“And what’s in here.” Goodman thumps his chest. There is a faint, muffled ring. “Nowhere else for it to go, ’cept the ether. And I can’t believe all that energy just evaporates into nothing.” Goodman shivers.

“Are you alright?”

“Just the chills. Symptomatic. Ain’t gonna kill me yet; not this me, anyhow. Them iron bones makes a powerful difference.”

“Still, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. We all got our schedules to keep.” Goodman closes his eyes. “You ever been alone on a train?”

“Once or twice, maybe.”

“First time it happened to me, I was just a boy. Right here on the Illinois Central. Can’t say how, but I found myself the sole occupant of a Pullman coach at the edge of dusk and dark. Maybe they were playing cards up front, or down back, and nobody thought to tell the skinny kid with the hungry look.” Goodman smiles. “Might be the gleam scared them off. Gamblers don’t like risk so much as they claim.”

“What was it like, having the train to yourself?”

“It was like dying.”

There is a pause.

“It rolls on. A train rolls, empty or full. Don’t even notice the difference. A few hundred of me and you, that barely registers to eighty tons of freight. The rods churn and the wheels turn, and the black blur out the window keeps scrolling, and the whistle moans. The train don’t care, but oh, you do.” Goodman sighs. “If that’s how the end is, I won’t be afraid.”

The two of them look out the window together for several minutes.

Goodman: “Talk of travel between worlds? An empty train is a travelling world. I always wanted to be in a crash.”

Dr Kells: “Excuse me?”

Goodman opens his eyes, and meets Dr Kells’ gaze. “I know how it sounds. But just think about it. Worlds colliding. Can there ever be anything so apocalyptic? First train I ever rode, I was still in short pants. We were headed for a rail bridge, and the other kids told me it was out. But those rods kept churning, and the trees blurred by, and I knew we were gonna take the plunge. Burn up or boil at the bottom. No way to stop it.”

“Obviously they would have stopped the train.”

“Obvious now, to you and me. Not to a kid. A kid, his mind works magical. You feel this thing moving ’neath your feet, hell for leather, you hear her calling out to everything in her path, crying”keep away”, you feel yourself a part of that engine of entropy — that vulnerable moment when everything is possible, you believe it when you hear this is the last ride. To that last, best terminal. In the moment, it was easier to believe the world would end than that train ever slow down. How could she? All raw speed and danger. Nothing else to her, or to me.”

“Was the bridge out?”

“Of course not. Shot over that span like a bat leaving hell. Land dropped away all ’round, but we kept on. Held my breath the whole way.”

“I imagine you were relieved.”

“Hell no. Disappointed.”

“Why?”

“You don’t come down from a thrill that easy. A destiny. A train that never crashes? That’s just a journey. We could’ve been an event. Sometimes I think that’s the only proper way to go out of service.” Goodman sighs again. “They just fall apart now, the trains, each by each. It’s undignified. A body shouldn’t only rot, where nobody knows your name, or what you done.”

The landscape beyond the window is now black. Goodman still stares out at it wistfully. “It’s like my nightmare’s nightmare, this thing you folks let happen. The bridges are out, and we’re plunging into depths more profound than I ever could have dreamed. I wonder where that goes. All that sorrow.”

“Maybe it goes into the Manual, too.”

“Might be. It does moan so.” As if in response, the train’s whistle blows.

“There might not be many passengers now, but the trains still keep moving.”

“Got to. Burn up or rust out. Machine don’t know any other way, nor railway-men.”

“I’ve seen dignity in rust.”

“Well, I wager you’ve never had rust in your bones. Or your veins. It agitates.”

“You’d win that wager.”

“Fact is nobody sings about trains that live, Director, and songs are what keeps ’em alive. Suppose that’s why I still ride.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I mean I’ll keep riding the rails until one of us dies.” Goodman taps the floor with a boot. “Or both. Either way, the last’ll be there for the other when it happens.” His face becomes blank. “Maybe somebody’ll write a song about that.”



Interview: Sandra Andronova

The following is an excerpt from the 10th edition of the SCP-8605 instance pertaining to a travelator in Universe M919 “Smithian Hegemony”, and an interview between Dr Kells and Sandra Andronova, owner/operator in same.


MUNDANE CARPET

The ideal form is as follows: clean, unobstructed, aesthetically functional, unpainted. Visual variety is unnecessary, and in fact detrimental. The sole focus is continuous motion. No provision can be made for smooth transitions. The surface does not stop, or even slow, to admit or expel its passengers.

Continuity in ideal.



Dr Kells stands on a moving carpet in a vast commercial complex, multi-storey and bustling with activity. There are four lanes of travelator, and he stands on the outermost to the left. Customers are placing tokens in turnstiles and stepping onto each conveyor at complex cloverleaf intersections, many carrying bags bulging with a variety of purchases. There is an additional turnstile up ahead, marked with a simple electric sign bearing the livery of Lampeter — though there is text beneath, barely legible at this distance, reading “Wholly Owned and Operated by Andronova Industries”.

Andronova herself is strolling leisurely on the other side of the rail, easily keeping pace with Dr Kells.

Dr Kells: “I hate these things.”

Andronova: “Do you? Or do they just not make you feel anything, and you hate that?”

“Definitely I hate them.”

“Maybe you hate the associations. People don’t like to be herded. They like to move at their own pace. But it’s simply not always practical, and that’s what these are for.”

All around, the other riders are standing stock still. Some watch the storefronts and the long lines to enter. Most are staring at handheld devices. Most are apparently alone.

Dr Kells: “It’s not that my sense of individuality is wounded. It’s that I don’t like the ground moving under my feet. There’s something very primal about that. If the ground is moving, you should move your feet until the ground isn’t moving anymore.”

“So you’re experiencing this as a sort of… stabilized earthquake, that you can’t get away from?”

“That’s about the size of it, I guess.”

Andronova claps. “Thrilling! I would be thrilled.”

“Yet I notice you’re not along for the ride.”

She pirouettes, and stretches, without missing a step. The crowd outside the nearest shop murmurs, and a woman with a camera slung around her neck turns, sees Andronova, and kneels to snap a photograph. Andronova grins widely and strikes an appropriate pose until she sees the flash. “When everyone else is walking, riding is a luxury. The inverse is also true.”

“You’re a cut above, then.”

“I wouldn’t ever say that about myself. We’re all just moving laterally. That’s what this is about. How society keeps rolling along.”

“So, you operate a synecdoche.”

“From New York to Beijing! When you’ve got a part this big, imagine the size of the whole!”

Dr Kells wrinkles his nose.

Andronova: “Sorry, sorry.”

Dr Kells removes a token from his pocket as he approaches the turnstiles for the Lampeter travelator. He leaves the crowd behind; this line is apparently empty, no patrons visible, though as it passes through several declines and inclines composed of wide, featureless corridors, it is difficult to tell. “I came here to talk about the Manual.”

“This isn’t a here. This is between.”

Dr Kells pays his second fare, and transfers carpets. The turnstiles creak in protest. “The manual, miss -”

“Haven’t read it.”

“Uh…”

“I have people for that. My people have read it. I’ve heard their summaries. Pretty dull stuff.”

The Lampeter travelator is notably worn, and the edges show signs of fraying. It moves at a slightly faster pace than its commercial counterparts, though progress is still very slow.

Dr Kells: “Maybe I should be talking to your people instead.”

“I don’t pay them to talk. I pay them to fix the moving carpet. Talk is cheap, so it’s only a service if you’re getting it from someone whose time is priceless. You’re welcome, by the way.”

“Alright. Well, I was hoping to figure out where the Manual even comes from. Discern its nature.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s an anomaly. And unlike Lampeter itself, we don’t even have a working theory to explain it.”

“Every workplace is like that.”

“Like what?”

“Things that have been around so long, nobody knows who first put them there. Things that work, but nobody knows why. That sort of stuff just kind of builds up, you know? Like the Neon God.”

“What did you say?”

“I guess your random day-to-day accretion doesn’t involve regular updates on fresh-printed paper, so there’s that idea nixed. But then, maybe the network just has people for that.”

“People we don’t know about? People nobody ever sees?”

“I couldn’t pick one of my people out from a crowd, Director. Hell, some crowds are all my people, and I still wouldn’t be able to tell.”

The buzzing of the marketplace is already far-distant. The hall ensconcing the Lampeter travelator is silent, save for the squeaking of poorly-greased casters.

Andronova: “Some of the folks who work for me? I’ll never be on the same continent with them. Just because Lampeter is a money pit surrounded by a red tape cordon doesn’t mean you can see the whole thing by standing at the edge and looking down.”

“I’ll add”little army of invisible typists” to the list of working theories, then.”

Andronova shrugs. She looks bored. “Or don’t. Not like it matters.”

“No? Your people use the Manual to guide their daily tasks. And there’s stuff in there about operations, refits, renovations, repairs. You’re not bothered that we don’t know who’s setting the agenda you work to?”

“Not as long as it works. And it does. Gets us from A to B. I don’t need to see the Hand if it’s pushing me in the right direction.”

“Your fortune rests on the whims of whoever is authoring that document.”

“Not really. If it starts giving people bad advice, they’ll just ignore it. You think they’re drones who do everything I tell them? You think I think that? Not a chance. But I always get something roughly shaped like my way, and they feel like they’ve got a bit of wiggle room in their grind, and everybody’s happy. Forward momentum, indistinguishable from futility.”

“But it is futile.”

Andronova skips into a turn, and begins walking backward. “Damn right it is. Try turning around, and walk the other way.”

“I’ll pass.”

“It feels good, though, right? We’re carrying you. You’ll get where you’re going, on time. Along with the rest of the linear people. This line goes horizontal, my lines go diagonal, and society? Verticality, with no upper bound. What could be better?”

“Why do you even operate a Lampeter line, with that attitude?”

“Foreign money spends just as well. Especially when you’re the one owns the multiversal currency exchange.”

Dr Kells sighs. “Where do you think the Manual comes from, really?”

“Didn’t I already answer that?”

“No. You responded, but there’s a difference.”

Andronova laughs. “I hope you’re not the one negotiates the contracts. We’re up for renewal soon.”

“Can you just answer the question?”

“We’re pretending you don’t know?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I’m all for diplomatic fiction — Adam knows I’ve done worse for less in his name, anything to grease the wheels — but I do need you to spell out how blind you want my eye. Good manners and good business.”

“Are you suggesting that we created the Operations Manual? The Foundation? And we’re just not telling anybody?”

“I didn’t mean it to come across as a suggestion. Nothing I’d be liable for. More of a gentle hint.”

“The Manual has been appearing at Lampeter sites for over a century.”

“You’ve been around longer than that.”

“Yes, but L-NESC only went bankrupt a few years back. You think we were seeding instructions for other people’s employees to follow?”

“Sounds like exactly the kind of thing you people do. But anyway, could have been the Lampeters themselves were doing it to start with, and you’ve just followed suit. Actually, yeah. That’s more your level of creativity.”

“To what end?”

“Control.”

“The Manual isn’t about control. Less and less every year. It’s filled with bizarre cultural nuance.”

“My point exactly. I know from experience that wages buy people’s hands, but their hearts? That takes a different kind of compensation.”

“You think it’s our way of… what? Brainwashing your employees?”

“Definitely not mine. There’s hardly anything froufrou in our Manual, far as I know. But we were one of the last acquisitions. That’s probably why we’ve been spared.”

“Have you considered that it might actually be because there’s nothing nostalgic or romantic about a travelator?”

Andronova affects a pout. “Nonsense! We made a coffee table book full of photos a few years back, and it’s still sells like hotcakes. Okay, look. We’re reaching the end of the road here, and I won’t have time to walk and talk out of time and space with you.”

The end of the travelator is indeed in sight. The belt runs up to a blank wall, where it meets the return.

Andronova: “You want me to level?”

“That would be lovely.”

“I think the Lampeters made the Manual because they were businessmen, and I think you make it because you’re a government.”

“We’re a what?”

“A government. You can’t leave well enough alone. You want to be a soft glove on the Invisible. You’ve never seen a successful business you didn’t itch to meddle with. You want a kinder, gentler world, because you don’t understand the first thing about survival. You don’t have to provide for yourselves. You hardly have to provide for others. You have no achievements that belong to you particular. All you can do is take things that other people built, and compromise them. That’s what you use the Manual for.”

“Then why is it also filled with technical specifications?”

“That’s the lure. That’s how you get in. Make sure it gets used. And that’s when — you figure — the insidious stuff starts taking hold. And maybe you’re right, elsewhere. But people around here know bullshit when they smell it. That’s why I keep the streets clean.”

“And the Lampeters? Were they also trying to achieve a cultural shift?”

“No. I think they were just crazies with a lousy business sense. And you folks capitalized on the crazy that was already there. Found a purpose for it, redirected. Might be the only thing about you I’ve respected, so it might not pay to disenchant me.”

“Well. That’s certainly a theory.”

“I’ll agree to call it that for as long as we have a working relationship. Andronova Industries is proud to be part of the Lampeter family!” Andronova flashes a quick thumbs-up.

“This isn’t Lampeter. This place is nothing like Lampeter. Lampeter is… more.”

“Do you draw that distinction with the forms you do like, or just the ones that don’t make you misty?”

There is a pause. There are only a few minutes of track left in the travelator.

Dr Kells: “You could at least paint some murals on the ceiling. The Lampeters used to do that with their trains.”

“That much is in the Manual, I remember. Something about how pretty pictures on the ceiling will just make people fall over backward trying to look at them. People are very, very stupid when you start giving them choices. They’re at their cleverest when there’s no agency.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“All I know is everyone on these carpets is bored out of their gourd, and when they step back onto unmoving ground, they’re not going to miss a beat. They keep the spring I put in them. They get to keep the momentum they paid me for, and when there’s no more pep in their step, they can pick it back up on the return. But if they hated the whole experience? All the more reason to put it behind them, at speed.”

“Was that in the Manual, too?”

“Probably. I think you’ve got trains on the brain, Director. Transportation isn’t always about the journey it takes you on. Sometimes it’s about the journey away from the journey. Hindsight is only comforting when the present is better than the past. You know what I think? I think Lampeter needs more airports. That would sort you romantic types out fast.”

The end of the line is imminent.

Andronova: “Be honest. Won’t it feel wonderful to be master of your fate and feet again? That’s my gift to you.”

“There’s only one way forward. And it’s the same on all your carpets.”

“Yes, but you get to decide whether you’re going to attack the road with gusto, or be a speedbump for everyone else. Isn’t that exciting?”

Dr Kells does not respond, but steps into the wall.



Interview: Pachakutiq

The following is an excerpt from the 707th edition of the SCP-8605 instance pertaining to a gondola lift network in Universe Q417 “Fume Void,” and an interview with Pachakutiq, station master in same.


ON HALATION

Fog-lights should be halogen, and kept bright. No LEDs. The aim is not to pierce the smog, but flood it. Flare out in it. Do not curtain the windows, or else curtain them identically — blinds, never drapes. The eyes should burn, or smoulder half-lidded, but they must always be perceptible as eyes. You watch them pass. They watch you in turn. This is reciprocity.

Do not replace every damaged gondola. A gap in the line is drama — the implication of loss, the anticipation of resumption, relief when the sequence does resume. When the lights go out, consider leaving them that way. Consider running the sequence dark for an interval. A thing that does not perish seems magical with the fact it can perish on display, and there is melancholy in a funeral procession. Melancholy is appurtenant to mist.

And all eyes one day dim.



Dr Kells is walking down a long boardwalk of steel, painted in flaking red. Red filament lights flicker beside him. The surrounding space is filled with a dense sepia fog; gondola lifts slide in and out of view on shining silver cables threaded through the casters of impossibly tall pylons. Most of the windows are brilliantly lit, fog lights diffusing in the air. There are gaps in each line. The gondolas are servicing a series of stations which fan out from a central hub, where a large kiosk of rusted metal with an open window stands. Dr Kells approaches the kiosk; a dim overhead light illuminates a single seated figure, who looks up as the sound of footfalls meets their ear.

Pachakutiq: “Token?”

Dr Kells pats his pockets. “Must be in my other coat.”

Pachakutiq narrows their eyes at him, then suddenly nods. “Oh. It’s you. No token, then.”

“What would even be the point? There isn’t enough traffic here to turn a profit. Charging just seems… performative.”

“Of course it is. That’s why they’re tokens.”

Dr Kells looks out at the gondolas, then walks to the edge of the boardwalk and looks down. Nothing but mist and distant lights can be seen below. He takes a deep breath, then begins to cough.

Pachakutiq: “Bad idea.”

“Thanks.”

“Have you ever ridden the gondolas?”

Dr Kells approaches the kiosk again. Fog seeps in at the corners, and there is dust suspended in the narrow cone of light. There are few personal effects visible, but there is a cot on the far wall in a state of disarray. “No. I don’t think I will, either. I don’t think I’d like being cooped up in there, while somebody drags me through the fog.”

Pachakutiq shakes their head. “We’re all being dragged through fog. At least here, you have a lifeline.” Pachakutiq points up at the thrumming cables. “And you don’t need to know where you’re going, because someone else figured it out for you first.”

Dr Kells leans on the kiosk sill. He looks down, and notices a familiar green clothbound book leaning on the other side. He taps it for emphasis. “I’m looking into this.”

Pachakutiq shrugs. “Starting a book club?”

“We’re pretty far out now. I imagine your copy is full of strange stuff.”

“Everything is strange here. I live in a haze.”

“I can relate. But I was wondering if you have any thoughts on the Manual. What it means to you.”

“It’s nice to know I don’t have to fix every part that breaks. Because I can’t, anyway.”

“I don’t have control over the budget. Believe me, I wish I did.”

“I’m not talking about budget. No amount of money could fix what’s breaking, around here.” Pachakutiq leans forward. They pick up a red Lampeter token, and run it between their fingers. Dr Kells watches, fascinated, as the token tumbles over each knuckle and winds beneath each joint.

“You see the pylons?”

Dr Kells continues to watch the token.

“Nobody knows how far down they go. Maybe that’s how they did it. Maybe it’s easier to sink a pylon into forever than just fifty miles down. But whatever they’re embedded in — even if it’s nothing at all — I wouldn’t be able to tell you how we’d go about doing that ourselves. And if they come loose, when they come loose, I don’t know how we’ll set them right.”

“Nothing in the Manual about that?”

Pachakutiq laughs. “The Manual tells me to just let them fall. And that’s what I did.”

Dr Kells shakes himself out of the trance, and recoils. “You let one fall?”

“I guess that’s the wrong way to put it. You don’t let things happen when you can’t stop them. I can still see it, though. A whole line going down. Pylons canting into the fog, the angle changing, the lights tracing hazy arcs as the gondolas swing, down, down, and then it’s all gone. The fog took back the little strip of space we’d stolen, and now I couldn’t point out where it used to be if you asked.”

“That’s terrible. Was anyone…?”

“Who can say?”

“When was this?”

“Thirty years ago.”

There is a pause.

Pachakutiq: “We’re probably just about due for another.”

“No, I don’t think I’ll ever ride the gondolas.”

“Why not?”

Dr Kells sighs. “Where did the void come from, anyway? Does anyone know?”

“Isn’t that backwards? Doesn’t anywhere come out of the void?”

“Could you humour me? Please?”

“Well, I’ve heard tell.”

“Can you tell… tell? Me?”

Pachakutiq shrugs expansively. “Used to be, long time ago, you could see the ground from up here. Rich earth. Things could grow. Then something else took root in the worlds next door, something that’s else forever, you understand? Something built on life to make something less than death, and they were sure they could stop it spreading here. They had to believe they could stop it. The kind of nonsense that sprawls and towers, you understand. Bad news. So they dug, and they dug, and the surface retreated ’til they had their perfect, inviolable sanctuary.”

“You mean to say they cored out their world until there was nothing left of it. Out of fear.”

“Could be. It’s a pretty thought. Could be there’s still something down there. I hear things, time to time. The Manual tells me to listen. Doesn’t tell me what to do when I hear something, but I think what it does to my heart is the answer. Maybe you should go looking, see if there’s a perfect little acre in the deeps. Maybe a little skyscraper on top, blinking out gibberish in Morse.”

“Maybe there’s a giant fog machine.”

“That’s a good one. Can I borrow it?”

Dr Kells plucks up the Manual, and begins rifling through.

“Point is, this isn’t a space any more. It’s an interval. In a way, that’s all Lampeter ever was.”

“I’ve heard it said. Ah, I imagine there isn’t much practical in these pages?”

“I think it’s very practical.”

“‘WHAT TO DO WHEN THE LIGHTS COME FOR YOU’. Practical?”

“Would you feel safer not knowing?”

“What does it even mean?”

Pachakutiq looks out at the fog, and the distant paired brilliances. “When you watch them too long, everything shifts. They aren’t just passing by anymore. They’re coming at you, out of the pale. It can be tempting to let them take you. But that isn’t your — isn’t my job, not yet. I don’t get to go. I have to stay, and watch them go.”

“Rapture of the heights. How do you deal with it?”

“What does the Manual say?”

Dr Kells glances down, turning the pages. “It says you should go. That can’t be right.”

“It’s what the last one did.”

“The last one what? The last station master?”

“That’s right. That’s how I got their job. Maybe when it’s my time, I’ll look up at them, and they’ll look down at me, and I won’t be afraid, and I’ll go. But not yet. Who would sit here, and talk to you?”

“Or the next guy.”

“No, just you, I think.”

There is a pause.

Dr Kells: “They’re like ghost lights, aren’t they?”

“Mmm.”

“There can’t be people in all of those gondolas. Why are the lights on? Can’t you turn them off remotely?”

“That’s in the Manual. Somewhere around two hundred?”

Dr Kells consults the SCP-8605 instance. “The lights must stay on, on the balance, for as long as someone is coming. When no-one is coming, all lights must go off at once”. Dr Kells shakes his head. “So they don’t mean anything. The lights are on, but nobody’s home. Eyes with no life behind them. Blind and bleeding.”

“Like the Neon God.”

Dr Kells does not respond.

“Still, it’s beautiful. The mindless procession.” Pachakutiq finally stops rolling the token, and snaps it into the air with a flick of their thumb. It rings as it arcs. They catch it, and frown. “It did change the tune. When the pylons fell.”

“The tune?”

“That’s what I call it. The resonance of the cables, into the boardwalk, the walls, and always in the tokens. I wonder if they ring no matter where they are, as long as the cables are running.”

“I wouldn’t imagine so.”

“This whole station is one big stringed instrument. The tune hasn’t rung quite right since that line fell. You can’t play the same songs on five strings. And I do miss the extra light.” Pachakutiq shakes their head. “The world’s just that little bit less bright, now. Or maybe my eyes are going.”

“Or both.”

“Or both.”

Dr Kells walks to the rail again, and looks out at the passing gondolas. It is impossible to tell, with the glare from the windows, whether anyone is riding. “You might be right, actually.”

“That’s a comfort. What about?”

“Comfort, yeah. I think it’s probably very comforting to see the glare, when you’re in one of those gondolas. You know you’re not the only thing left in the universe when you can see another set of lights blooming out the window.”

“The lights aren’t to let people know the gondolas are there.”

Dr Kells looks back. “Then what?”

“It’s to let the fog know the people are there.”

Dr Kells looks at the gondolas again, then back at Pachakutiq. “I’m starting to think it’s not healthy to breathe this stuff in.”

“Probably not. It burns when my lungs are raw.”

“Raw from what?”

“Yelling into it.”

“At?”

“No. Just yelling. Trying for an echo, if it helps you to imagine there’s a purpose.”

“Do you ever get one?”

“An echo, or a purpose?”

“I’m guessing you say ‘no’, even if I say ‘both’.”

“You’ve played this game before.”

Dr Kells sighs, then begins to cough again. He closes his eyes tight, then opens them again. The glare from the gondolas is blinding, and he staggers back against the far railing. It shudders, but holds.

Dr Kells flinches away from the gondolas, as though he has seen something. He half-raises both hands in a defensive posture, and squints against the light.

Pachakutiq: “Now you get it.”

Dr Kells stares at them, bleary-eyed, then backs away. He places one hand on the rail, guiding himself to the stairs he ascended to reach the kiosk. He doesn’t take his eyes off the gondolas until they are indiscernible in the sea of glowing murk.

*  *  *


When I was very young, my parents and grandparents built a playhouse for me in my backyard. I don’t know whether it or the swingset came first. Certainly it antedates the wagon. My childhood seems to have happened all at once, in a single instant, when I look back on it now. A flat, shiny token. All surface and impression.

The shed was blue and white. Like the swings, though I never really thought of that until now. But a different blue. Eggshell. Which I suppose is appropriate, in retrospect.

I helped them build it. That’s the story I’ve always told myself, though I’ve also always known it wasn’t quite true. I had my little plastic orange hammer, just a toy; the face was hollow, and it would have put a hole in it if I drove too many nails. But I put a few finishers in the boards that made up the threshold, anyway. I don’t remember if that was their idea, or mine. I want to say it’s because I recognized the power of that limin, the meaning of it. Crossing from one domain to another. Comings and goings, the margins between seeings and doings. Of course I wasn’t actually that bright, but in my memory, it seems like the sun had me covered. My past is never dark.

It was just painted plywood. I don’t know if it was meant to last. But it’s still there, and mostly still blue and white. Eventually it was nobody’s house anymore, unless you counted the mice and squirrels, and we started calling it a shed, and so the play was over.

It’s rotting and flaking, like all things do when the people who love them move on to other things, and yet I really don’t think I could ever bear to see it go. There’s a version of me still in there, breathing in the must and dust, kneeling on the wooden slats, whiling time, never wasting. Sitting on the stoop and leaving my little maker’s mark.

There’s a knothole in the back wall, big enough for light to come through. Big enough that you could put your eye up to it and look inside, or out. I used to do that, from both sides, peering through the narrow aperture. It made the familiar seem strange, like something glimpsed in a dream, or through a dark glass. Like that threshold on the other side did really, truly lead to a different world entire.

That’s where the wagon lives now. At least, I think it does. Sometimes I’m too anxious to check on things like that. To see if the landscape has shifted, and the landmarks gone. But no, no, I’m sure it’s still there.

The hole is still there, too. No wider than before, and my eyes are no larger. I could still look, if I wanted to.

I’m just afraid that if I did, I might not see myself looking back.





Interview: Unknown Patron


The following is an interview between Dr Kells and an unknown Lampeter patron on a subway train in Universe X812 “Crosslines”.



Dr Kells is searching the train, car to car. It screeches as it barrels through the tunnel; the darkness behind the windows is only occasionally punctuated by brief glimpses of white light, leaving faint streamers in the air. The lights within the train are dim, and the metal is rusted in places.

There is a man in the final car, on the bank of seats at the very front, before the driver’s compartment, clutching a closed book. He looks up as Dr Kells passes the accordion connector.

Dr Kells: “I’m looking for the station master.”

PoI #8605-A: “Did you try at the station?”

“Yes. I tried at every station.”

“Then I suppose he’s gone.”

“He can’t just be gone.”

“Most people who’ve ever been, are.”

Dr Kells approaches, but does not sit down. The man does not stand up. “Who are you?”

“Only a traveller. Who are you?”

“My name is Simon Kells.”

“But who are you?”

There is a pause. “I just want to know what’s going on.”

“Everything. That’s the beauty. Isn’t it frightening?”

“All the multiverse to wander, and everybody talking past me.”

“It takes less time to say what I mean. We don’t have a lot left. But if you’re willing to sacrifice it, I can answer your questions instead.”

“What do you mean, we don’t have a lot of time left?”

“Is that not your experience?”

Dr Kells sighs. “Okay. I want to talk about the L-NESC Operator’s Manual. You’ve probably never heard of it.”

“The gospel.”

“What?”

“The last, best testament of the lines. Of course I know it.” PoI #8605-A lifts the book, and turns it so Dr Kells can see the cover. It is an instance of SCP-8605.

“And you’re not the station master?”

“Do I look tethered to you?”

“You sound unhinged to me.”

PoI #8605-A laughs. “That’s right. The hinged can go either way. I, on the other hand, have chosen my arc, and it’s too late to arrest the momentum.”

“So, what does that make you? A priest of Lampeter?”

“No, there are no priests. Or there are, but it’s not what you think.”

“What, then? What would be the priesthood of Lampeter?”

“You’re serious?”

“This is our interlocutor. Lampeter is an unwritten song with four thousand verses, each unique. To ride the line is to commune with all who have ridden before, who ride now, whose rides are yet to come. To speak without words, to hear what nobody is saying. The Manual distills the essence of that communion.”

“You’re talking about a book that only operators get to read. Usually.”

“They hold no secret liturgy, and the language is universal. This holy text needs no translation, only repetition. It interprets itself. The lines translate.”

“You’ve lost me.”

PoI #8605-A folds his legs underneath him, on the seat, and beams up at Dr Kells. “Communication and translation. To communicate is to move a thing along. To translate is to shift it down an axis. Two different ways to describe the same thing. To convey — if you’ll pardon me — that which transcends language. And there is nothing more transcendent than a thing out of place. Or a person. Transportation, you see, is always radical. Spread the word.”

“But nobody does. It’s a dead gospel. It’s gathering dust on shelves in empty stations, visited by empty trains, read by armchair philosophers who can’t give me a single straight answer about what it actually means. There is no choir. Lampeter is just a network of silences.”

“These worlds are not silent. They will never be silent again. They were silent before Lampeter. Lampeter is sound.”

The train shudders. “Less sound by the minute.”

“Silence is false. It’s an untruth. It’s the space between truths, no matter how long the wait. You should get off at this stop.”

The train jerks abruptly to a halt, and the doors open. The station is poorly lit, and the overhead lights flicker. Dr Kells makes no move to leave, and eventually the doors close again and the train resumes its journey.

“Your prerogative.”

“‘No matter how long the wait’, you said. Who’s waiting? And for what?”

“Creation waits for us. It was waiting before we were. It was only half a story, then. A world unbuilt. Form without flesh. We complete it. We are its truth.”

“Arrogance.”

“Before humanity, there was no such thing as sound. Nothing else perceives it as we do. Nothing else can make it real. Lampeter is the lungs of the multiverse, and we are its voice.”

“So, that’s how you’d define it?”

PoI #8605-A grimaces, as though pained. “No, don’t try to nail me down. I don’t define it, it defines me. Lampeter is Lampeter. For now.”

“For now.”

“And not for later. The life cycle nears its end. The terminal station.”

“Life cycle? It’s a transportation network. It’s not even one single thing.”

“Then why did we give it a name?”

“We didn’t. The people who built it did, and that was another act of arrogance.”

“Do you have children, Director?”

“No.”

“That’s why you don’t understand. Tell me: if you did, would you name them?”

“What? Of course I…”

“There you go.”

“You’re describing a constellation of wormholes as a child.”

“No, I’m saying that’s what it used to be. It hasn’t been a child for a long, long age. It’s elderly now, and on the decline.”

“Infrastructure doesn’t work that way.”

“Everything we build works exactly that way. Our buildings are born, and we celebrate them with great pomp and ritual. They age, and grow, and adapt. They take on many careers, and their skin falls off and regenerates, and the little microorganisms inside them live short little lives and replace themselves, too. In time every tower on every shore becomes old, becomes decrepit, and we regard them with a sweet and bitter mixture of resentment, affection and fear, until finally they are gone. They fall into that fathomless sea. The cycle is complete.”

“You can make anything a metaphor with the right frame.”

“You don’t have to tell me. Before I was a believer, I was an architect. But some frames fit just right. We spend most of our lives in these shells that we build for ourselves. We fill them up. Do you believe you are more than just the matter that comprises you?”

“I…”

“If you do, then surely you understand you leave some part of yourself everywhere you go. You linger. You imbue. You make these things alive by sharing your life with them. Every Earth has been a patchwork quilt of living urban fabric since we left the caves and thatch. Perhaps even the caves are still ensouled.”

“You don’t sound significantly less deranged than the prophets of the Neon God.”

“From French, desrengier. To disorder the lines. That process started the moment the first passenger stepped onto the first Lampeter train. We are the derangement on the lines. That’s no prophecy. That’s just the way things are. Always has been, and will until the end.”

“But there doesn’t have to be an end. Things can be fixed. You can re-string cables, rebuild roadbeds. Hell, most of the system isn’t even technological. You just use that technology to reach it.”

“You’re still thinking of Lampeter as the holes it runs through.”

“That’s all it is! You think just because I drive my car down a sideroad, hit the right pothole, and end up on the skyway in A356, that sideroad and the skyway are both part of Lampeter? That’s madness. That kind of logic would mean everything is part of everything, all of the time.”

“Precisely.”

The flashes of light outside the windows are increasing in frequency. Dr Kells starts, as though he has seen something.

PoI #8605-A: “You believe, don’t you? Or you once did. I’ve been preaching to a fallen congregation of one.”

“I don’t think of becoming more rational as a fall.”

“But it is. Do you think it was rational to raise a fist to heaven and beat holes clean through the empyrean? Ascension is always disorderly. Order propagates on the horizontal axis. Everything in its place. You must be aberrant to rise, and falling is the province of philosophers. All that thinking weighs you down.”

“Down is the trend. We’re mice on a sinking ship.”

“No, this is not a story of defeat. A thing doesn’t need to last forever to be mighty. We moved the earth, we moved Earths, pulled them so close together you can see strange peaks from the top of each world. We have unfolded the universe. That is a work worthy of naming. It’s worthy of song. Our labours and lamentations only add a note of bitter to the sweetness of the tune. Sing in protest of the silence. Disturb it.”

“You sound like a revolutionary.”

“Transportation always radicalizes.”

There is a faint squeal, as of a sudden but brief application of brakes.

“Some people act because they can’t stand still. Some make noise because they can’t abide stillness. There’s a specific sort of individual who can’t be left alone with themselves, and interiority. So they push out.”

“And then they haven’t got the money to get back home.”

“Or they have no home to get back to. Perhaps they, too, transcended. Carried home within them, with them. Shared theirs with us.”

“And now it’s just ours, and they’re gone.”

“But their right to see it survive remains. It was built by the dead, and they still have their stake in it.” PoI #8605-A places his hand on the windowsill, and slides his fingers along. When he pulls back, there is rust and what might be blood on his palm.

Dr Kells reaches out to touch the sill as well, then catches himself and stuffs his hands in his jacket pockets. “We have a responsibility for what’s happened to it, too. It’s hard to see all of this as anything more than a beautiful failure. A respectable attempt that fell short of the mark. I hate to agree with the Smithians…”

“Then don’t. L-NESC didn’t go bankrupt through mismanagement. Any endeavour that vast and audacious is doomed to accrue a mountain of debt. But it’s all worth it, because the view from the tops of those mountains…”

“I guess you have to be a visionary to see a mountain as a challenge, not just an obstruction.”

“There’s always an element of chance with investment. Always a risk. That multiplies exponentially when your investment crosses the multiversal boundary. The Lampeters knew they wouldn’t be on top forever. But they set that against the fact that they’d see farther than everyone else before they had to come back down.”

“They might have taken the time to build a safety net first.”

“They were fighting to see who could realize the same vision. The L-NESC and the Neon God. Steel from sea to sea to sea. Bounding the firmaments. Then the L-NESC stopped, and now we reassess. Does Lampeter fit the bill, as a fait accompli, or will the God overtake it in the end? Or is there an end, or is reality just a circuit, an endless course with no terminus?”

“Or will they march us, one on either side, into the sea?”

“We’re not so easily led as you think. Humanity is a species of trailblazers. This is why I say we need no priesthood, not of flesh and blood and bone at least. We lay down trails, lay down roads, lay down tracks. You really start to dream, when you lay down. In this shared dream we walk the same paths, guided by the same instincts, wearing the soil into ruts and filling those ruts with asphalt and glass and steel, driven by the dream within a dream of being elsewhere.”

“Until there’s no more elsewheres. Until we’ve killed them all.”

“The multiverse was dead before Lampeter.” PoI #8605-A taps the floor with his foot. “These are the arteries of a beating heart, now. You can feel it through your boots, humming in the rails across your bones. It beats low, but the blood still moves.”

“Not for much longer. There’s rust in the veins. And then what? What comes after the life cycle ends?”

PoI #8605-A shrugs. “Recycling?”

Dr Kells huffs impatiently.

“I’m sorry. It’s too easy to riddle in the dark. What happens, Director Kells, when a made thing ends its life, is this: it becomes all the more precious. When it no longer matters, it’s left to those who truly care. The authors of this gospel, written in their heart’s own blood.” PoI #8605-A draws the SCP-8605 instance to his breast. “Every man his own hymnal.”

“So you think, what? The Manual was authored by the people who ride the line? Literally?”

“No. As I said, sir, no interlocutors. Only the riders and the ride.”

“Then…?”

“The Manual is Lampeter writing love letters back to us. I read them in voyeuristic rhapsody.”

“I’ve never read a love letter where the writer just talks about themselves.”

“Something is always lost in translation, you know.” PoI #8605-A smiles. “She’s telling us how to understand her. That’s the greatest gift a lover can ever give. Love is understanding, Dr Kells. True love is understanding you are understood.”

“If that’s what the Manual is, then what is Lampeter itself? Alive? Sentient? Sapient? Or is it another God?”

“I think you already know.”

“…connections.”

“Yes. An everlasting, all-encircling cable. Connection is everything. Lampeter is nothing when divided from us, and we are lesser without it. We are parts of the same whole, Simon. Lampeter is the steel soul of humanity. All humanities.”

The screeching suddenly rises in pitch and intensity, and Dr Kells falls to his knees, clutching his ears.

“You should have taken the last stop.” PoI-8605-A reaches up to pull the emergency cord. The brakes squeal, and the blur of light outside the window stabilizes into a meaningless, pulsing maze of neon. “End of the line.”

All along the length of the train, the fluorescent lights snap off and are replaced with emergency red. The doors slide open.

Dr Kells staggers to his feet, stares at PoI #8605-A for a moment, then turns and plunges out into the darkness.

The details are all smoothed out and indistinct. Half of the next station is exposed. The tiles are gleaming, not grungy and cracked as they had been where Dr Kells first boarded the train. The station name on the wall is a jumble of meaningless symbols, almost words, but really just the impression words would give to something that knew how to create the illusion of form, but never the fact of meaning. A thing that wouldn’t know what to do with a word, either written down or spoken aloud. A cry so strangled it is mute.

There are advertisements on the wall as well. Images that do not hold up to an instant’s scrutiny. Architecture where the lines don’t meet. Faceless figures with too many fingers. None of it means anything, but one thing.

PoI #8605-A comes to the front of the train. Dr Kells raises a hand in farewell; PoI #8605-A raises his instance of SCP-8605. Before he is out of sight, the lights go out. What comes on a moment later isn’t really light at all. Not true light.

So Dr Kells ignores it, puts it behind him, shining grey on nothing.



Conversation: Nanami Tani

The following is an excerpt from the 1000th and presumed final edition of the SCP-8605 instance pertaining to the subway in Universe X812 “Crosslines”, and a transcript of an extemporaneous conversation between Dr Kells and an individual fitting the description of Nanami Tani, stationmaster in Universe X810 “Panpacifica”.


OF BELOW

“Worm’s eye view” is a misnomer. Worms are blind.

But they can sense light, and they can sense dark, and the press of bodies against their flesh. But they cannot sense the end, and so they will not notice it, and so they will outlast. If we are to survive like worms, persist beyond persistence, we must adopt the worm’s perspective.

The space beyond the windows should be lit only intermittently. Within the body of the beast, all is light. Without, all is dark. The train is a single organism pushing through black, racing between snatches of white, shrinking from the safety of stasis. Passengers packed together like annelid segmentation, writhing upon each other with every turn. Rush hour is the zenith to universal one-ness.

Above the crush of stinking automobiles, a carpet of unmoving flesh-in-synthetic, awaiting fire from the sky to transform them into rivers of exposed and stagnant slag. Below, the worm is free, and will remain so.

A subway crawls so that humans may walk, to the final threshold and beyond.



Dr Kells is walking through the subway tunnel, alone. There are few overhead lights, and visibility is extremely poor. A silhouette appears in the distance, and he moves toward it.

An older woman is walking slowly in the same direction. She glances back at Dr Kells as he approaches, and nods.

Dr Kells: “I know you. Don’t I know you?”

Nanami: “Don’t we all know each other by now?”

“You’re Nanami, aren’t you? A stationmaster from further down the line?”

“Maybe I used to be. When there was a station there.”

“Are we safe here?”

“Nowhere is safe. But if you mean, ‘do we have time to talk’?” Nanami smiles. “I like to think we always do.”

“I’m sorry for what you’ve lost.”

“We should have seen it coming. I bet that’s what they always say.”

“The Neon God.”

“Foolish to even give it a name. You can’t apply signifiers to a thing that signifies nothing. It’s like trying to glue steel. Then again, I guess it speaks more of us than it does that…” Nanami shrugs. “Thing.”

“We name our experiences, like we name ourselves.”

“Which makes sense, since we are our experiences. And very little else, in my opinion.”

“And what experiences.”

“Right. Enough to change the rider. Maybe enough to change the ride.”

“And not for the better. Lampeter is turning into a long, long ladder that everyone pulls up behind them.”

They walk in silence for several minutes.

Nanami: “At least when floodwaters rise, they carry a reflection. You can see yourself in them if you look down. The Neon God is nothing like that.”

“I think it says something about us in negative. What we could be, but aren’t.”

“The dead end of all ambitions. The great cancelling-out.” Nanami gestures at nothing. “All our innovation, webs of steel across every eternity, and the best we can do against it is to turn and run away. Some might call that a sick climax to such a promising story, and nothing but the denouement after.”

“But not you?”

Nanami smiles sadly, but does not respond.

“Escape is just another kind of journey, isn’t it?”

Nanami inclines her head to acknowledge the point. “It ends that way, for some. The lucky ones. But it always starts with losing everything, and that’s inauspicious.”

“I won’t trivialize what you’re going through, but when I first started the trip that brought me here -”

“This is no here.”

“- I felt I’d lost everything too. Everything that mattered to me. And that after a long life filled with watching things I cared about wither to nothing. It was kind of freeing, honestly, just walking away. Riding away.”

“It’s always freeing. As long as the ride continues.” Nanami looks up at the tunnel ceiling, as though seeing past it. “And humanity? Humanity rides forever.”

“That’s a nice idea, if a little difficult to believe at the moment.”

“Maybe once you’ve lost everything a few more times, you’ll understand resilience.”

“I wish Lampeter was more resilient.”

“In every way that counts, Lampeter will last.”

“This may seem very trite to you right now, and I hope you’re not offended, but my journey started for a reason too, and I’d like to see it through. It’s not all I have, but it’s not far off.”

“You have questions? Go ahead. We’ve got nothing but track ahead of us, and that’s always been good for conversation.”

“I’m out here because of the Operations Manual.”

Nanami laughs. “How metatextual.”

“What do you mean? What do you know about it?”

“Not very much, I’ll admit. The technical things I need to know to do my job. A few pages of the other stuff I’ve snuck a look at over the years. But generally I let it lie.”

“I thought most of the stationmasters consulted the Manual a lot. Especially this far out.”

“That’s their prerogative. I don’t think it’s for me.”

“Not for you? It pretty explicitly is, unless I’m missing something.”

“Like I said, the practical bits. Those are for us. The rest is for posterity.”

“Posterity? What do you think the Manual is?”

“I think it’s the record of a voyage.”

“What voyage in particular?”

“None in particular. Ours.” Nanami gestures to take in the empty tunnel. “All of ours. From the start of Lampeter to the end. The first drafts are rough, like outlines. Mechanically sound but lacking depth. The later drafts… convey.”

“Just like Lampeter itself.”

“That’s a strangely poetic position for a Foundation administrator to take.”

“I’ve found myself in plenty of strange positions since I started this trip.”

“Every step of a trip except the first is always strange, Director.”

“Isn’t that the truth.”

The darkness is gradually shading to grey, behind, and a sickly yellow ahead.

Dr Kells: “So, the Operations Manual is humanity’s memoirs.”

“Our meaning on the move. Emotions in motion. I like to think so.”

“And who’s meant to read it?”

“Maybe we are, when we reach the end of lines. Maybe it’s meant for whoever replaces us, when we’re gone.”

“Maybe it’s meant for the Neon God.”

“I hadn’t considered that.”

“Maybe all our wanderings have been about crafting a glue that will stick to steel.”

Dr Kells and Nanami consider in silence. There are faint sounds in the distance, both ahead and behind, though they are indistinct.

Dr Kells: “You know, I’ve asked people what they think the Manual is dozens of times now. You think I’ve ever heard the same answer twice?”

“What do you think it is?”

There is a pause. “It’s an open question.”

“So, answer. Or at least try.”

“No, that was my answer. The Manual is an open question. A reason to go out and ask. A thing is what a thing does. And what it did was bring me…” Dr Kells nods. “What it did, was bring me.”

“Is that a good thing?”

“Yes.”

They walk in silence for a moment. Dr Kells begin to hum. “Yes, I think it is.”

They round a bend into a straightaway, and Dr Kells blinks in a sudden light.

*  *  *


The tunnel was filled with bodies.

They were alive. In spite of everything, they were alive. On the walkways in the tunnel, or huddled against their pilings on the tracks, just inches away from where the train would pass. Scars on skin where it passed too close. Wide, staring eyes, and tattered clothing.

Thousands of them.

We walked for miles. It was black as pitch, and silent as death. We found each other one by one, as Nanami and I had done. And we kept on finding until you couldn’t say for sure where one body began, and the other ended. A horde. A caravan. A huddled mass in search of sheltering shores.

It felt like something was forcing the air out of the tunnel, an oppressive absence of anything pursuing us up the line. Eager for its next meal. No, not eager. No anticipation. Grinding concrete tombstone teeth. Mindless mastication.

So, I sang a song.

Some of them had heard it before, and sang with me. Some hadn’t, but they picked up the chorus and joined in when it came ’round again. A song about a voyage from day to night. About how some things end, but no thing is ever forgotten, not so long as you can sing about it.

A song about a train.

After a while, I lagged behind. The danger was long past, driven back for the present moment by the strength of our connection. By a medium in which it could not propagate. Communication it could never translate, and so it sat upon its axis, lurking at the periphery where distance rendered it almost a passable facsimile of the things that frame life, if not life itself. Livid, but inert.

And when I was truly alone again in the darkness, I saw a single red bulb spark in the middle of the concrete wall, cracks forming around it, metal winding into plastic winding into pale, twinkling wires. The predator kindling its fairy light. The lure set.

I watched the wires wink on and off, and squinted at them in the gloom. Fibre optics, I thought. That was interesting. Perhaps the slabs obstructing the tunnel were asbestos, and the windows double glazed. Might they one day be webbed lattice, like I saw on Nuur’s space elevator? It was a pretty thought.

And as the wires branched out further, and the dappled false-light raced out ahead of them, I saw these words upon the wall –

IT LIVES

– and I knew it didn’t matter who had written them. Which madness they reflected.

Because I knew that either they were right, today, or they might well be, tomorrow.

So I turned away, again, and I kept on walking.





Return of Dr Kells

The refugees are filing into a dimly-lit station, filthy with age and neglect. There are carts set up on the rails, carrying people to the siding where the Lampeter connection to Universe X820 is located. Cots and sleeping bags are set up everywhere, and there are stacks of supplies in every corner.

Dr Kells hauls himself onto the platform and lies on the floor for a moment, catching his breath.

“Simon?” Dr Rosie Hartlepool is kneeling over Dr Kells, a look of concern on her face. Dr Kells laughs.

“Of course it’s you.”

Dr Hartlepool helps Dr Kells to a sitting position, and kneels in front of him. “What were you doing in there? What are you doing on the line, in the first place?”

“Starting a book club.”

“What?”

“It’s not important.”

Dr Hartlepool finishes her cursory examination. “You don’t seem injured.”

“I feel pretty good. Hey.” Dr Kells takes Dr Hartlepool’s hand.

“Yeah?”

“You made it back.”

“Never any doubt.”

“What did you see, at the far end? If you finished the report, it was after I left.”

Dr Hartlepool considers. “Not important either. What did you see on your trip?”

“Lots of things. But I think the value was in what I heard.”

Dr Hartlepool shakes her head. “I’m very surprised to find you out here, if that wasn’t already obvious.”

“I was surprised to find me, too.” Dr Kells sits up. Dr Hartlepool releases his hand.

“I saw your last few updates to the 7005 file. Nothing we do counts for anything.”

“It doesn’t count to them. The Council. But they don’t count either.”

“Radical notion.”

“Occupational hazard.” Dr Kells slowly rises to his feet, and looks around. The refugees he entered the station with have not been further supplemented, and the relief efforts appear to be winding down. In the light it can be seen that many are openly weeping, or have been for some time. Some are carrying luggage, or loose possessions. Others are carrying their compatriots. Conversation is hushed, but snatches of song can still be heard. The refugees are teaching it to each other, one at a time. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“No, we’re just about done here. You were the last bunch. I can’t believe you and I… Were you following me?”

“No. Maybe the line brought us together.”

Dr Hartlepool considers him curiously.

“I was looking into the Manual, Rosie.”

“And?”

“I think I brought us from no explanation to a dozen that only go halfway. But I don’t think it’s worth asking whether any of them are true, not really. What they all have in common, what really matters, is that in some sense they all tell me Lampeter is alive.”

“Alive.”

“That’s right.”

“Alive in what sense?”

Dr Kells spreads his hands wide. “Take your pick.”

Dr Hartlepool considers Dr Kells, then the last of the refugees and the volunteers tending their injuries. “No crazier than anything else, I guess. Makes it even more sad, though.”

“What?”

“That Lampeter is dying.”

“Everything dies.”

“That doesn’t mean it has to die badly. There’s still a chance for this thing to achieve something, be something more, and we’re squandering it. Once it’s gone, the story is over.”

“I don’t believe that. Not anymore. Death isn’t when something stops meaning anything. It’s when you can finally see the scale of how much it meant.”

There is laughter. Both Directors turn to see the source; Nanami is hugging one of the refugees. Both are in tears.

“It’s all going to be okay, I think. Even if it isn’t.”

“But why?”

“Because when you get right down to it, Rosie, I think our story and Lampeter’s both point to the same conclusion.” Dr Kells shrugs sheepishly. “Matter, matters.”

Dr Hartlepool shakes her head in disbelief. “I think you’ve been huffing fumes.”

“Oh, for sure.” Dr Kells shakes out the sleeves of his jacket, and stretches. “I imagine the Manual is going to start publishing its final editions soon. I’d love to see what it looks like in some of the worlds the Neon God has taken over.”

“Probably blank pages.”

“Maybe not. I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s the only thing that hasn’t been changed.”

“You’re getting awful mystical about this book, Simon.”

“Why not? The book gets awful mystical about me.”

Dr Hartlepool sighs. “I feel like I should stop trying, but I know I’m not going to.”

“Of course not. I see you’ve already been busy doing good while I was crawling out of my bottle.”

“One of us had to.”

“Might be easier with two.”

Dr Hartlepool cocks her head to one side, considering Dr Kells. She then places a hand on his shoulder, just for a moment, and nods. The overhead lights flicker. The assembled mass look up as one, concern etched deep on every face. Dr Hartlepool’s expression of resolve gives way to a rueful smile.

“What? What is it?”

“I guess I’m still wondering whether or not it’s going to make a difference, even if we bring our best.”

“I don’t think so. You get difference from subtraction. If we bring our best, if everyone does, that’s the sum of all humanity. All humanities. It can’t help but be better than that empty quantity. The zero beneath the dividing line.”

Dr Hartlepool nods absent-mindedly. “Sure. But if I know anything for certain now, it’s that the whole damn system is bound for a fall. It’s an unavoidable fact of the road we’re on. A certainty.”

“The bridge is out, and the train keeps going.”

“If you like.”

“Yes, it probably is going to fall. But you said it yourself.” Dr Kells smiles. “The words will stand.”

There is a pause.

“Are the lines home still running?”

“As efficient as we can make them, given our resources. Eager to get back?”

“Not quite.”

“I’ve got some paperwork to finish, if you can wait.”

“I think I’d like to run on ahead, actually, if that’s alright with you.”

“How come? You just escaped the grey apocalypse. Where are you off to in such a hurry?”

“To kiss a woman on a train.”

“What?” Dr Hartlepool laughs. “Why?”

“Because if I never pass this way again, if the lines end or we end or everything, everywhere ends, even if there isn’t so much as a single scrap of evidence left to prove it… I’ll at least know a part of myself is still out here. Still hanging in the air.”



Final Report

Life’s most wonderful characteristic is its capacity to love other life. But its strangest, by far, is its capacity to love the inanimate. Our drive to see ourselves reflected in the things we build, to see others in the things they build. To see our forebears in the rust, and the promise of our children in the shine of new-lain steel.

That isn’t something we were born with. That’s something we, all of us together, have created. Set aside a place for in our hearts. And there is room for expansion, still.

I remember the pattern on the swingset now. It was a chain. That which binds. That which connects. Across the span of years, that chain connects me to someone I thought lost forever, the boy who saw it first in summer sunlight on a day that seemed eternal, now long-dead. The memory was waiting for me out there on the line, a snapshot of my missing link that I could hold, and bring back with me.

What other connections might we find, what links might we forge, if only we muster the will to get up and go?

Perhaps someday even the Neon God will be looked upon not with fear, mania, or resignation, but the warm and sentimental glow of long association. Perhaps that will change it. Make it ours. Give it meaning. If Lampeter can die, perhaps the Neon God can live. Perhaps that is our collective way out of this long decline into desperate anomie; fear cannot forever withstand familiarity, nor can love resist it.

Probably not. But it never hurts to dream. Lampeter, after all, is a dream made manifest.

I think of Nuur’s shining elevator, and Andronova’s tiresome treadmills, and I think I understand now why nothing in any universe dies unmourned. Though iconoclasm is a blade, time blunts every cutting edge. And love? Love can turn them, as it turns the ever-spinning wheels that drive us forward in our multitude of worlds.

*  *  *

At the moment I left the Council chamber at Site 01, I knew why I’d lived the life I had. Seen the things I’d seen, lost the things I’d lost. I knew what I’d been prepared for.

I was going to be the one to witness the end of everything.

The Overseer I spoke to confirmed that the multiverse was doomed. That Lampeter would die. Not that nothing could or should be done, but certainly that nothing would. The Neon God was real, and destined to win. Humanity was an elaborate joke. I was a crude one. A limerick about a slip, and a fall, and a crack of bone on ice. In one conversation, he took everything from me.

And the very next day, I realized I’ve been waiting my whole life to lose it.

There is beauty in rust.

There is meaning in failure.

But most of all, there is the simplest and uttermost fact of life in every single universe.

Stasis is nothing.

Transition is everything.

There is always another way. There is always a way out.

Turn your head ninety degrees from what you perceive as loss, and in its third dimension you will see it for what it truly is.

Change.

And as anyone who has ever ridden the rails can tell you, enough change can get you anywhere.

So, we ride on.




The Lampeter Griffin

“Atop the mountain,

your legacy is buried in white sheets

of horizon; circling

mounds of precarity.”


Reese N. Liese



*  *  *

Why climb a mountain?

There is a sense of glory in it, certainly. You hear those tales of the first to Mount Everest, planting their flag at the peak to signify not only the height of human achievement they’d so physically reached, but also to boast of their skill forevermore. Hear them saying,

“See! Oh can you see! Nobody has planted their flag as high as me!”

And that was that, for a time, until jealousy set in.

I must call it jealousy, for what else it provoked by waylay boasting? It’s the sort of thing that I must imagine deeply grinds the nerves of some, interrupting idle talk all,

“Oh would you look at the weather we were having…”


“Weather? Let me tell you of the blizzards up on Everest.”

Or perhaps,



“Eh Jim, how’s the wife?”


“Stunning ever- say did I ever tell you that I left a picture of her up there on Everest?”



Or,

“It was a long one, and she trialed through the birth, but gosh is he the cutest little thing.”


“Totally… It reminds me of that fateful day we reached the top. I reckon it’s close to how childbirth feels… The sore legs, the bated breaths, all cumulating in ripping that flag from the virginal womb of my pack-”



But I get past my self. What I mean to say is that if something is worth boasting about, you’re right in your way to make others want to do it themselves to shut you up. And would you believe it? That occurred, and the glorious magic of taking the sorry corpus we all carry clumsily up the top of a massive pile of rocks got less and less so. Nowadays, all it takes is hiring a Sherpa and they’ll carry you up on their back! What honor. What glory. Plant your body full frozen in the side of the mountain and get back to me.

So, why climb a mountain?

Well if not for glory it must be something, and that something—I’d bet—is hidden just under the surface of that hearty boasting tradition. A thing missing, perhaps, in this age of information we find ourselves in now. A time so drab… Your city is fully mapped. The seas are flat. The skies are charted. It’s a dream of exploration, true discovery, stepping onto the frigid peaks, and further, taking another step—foot free from the earth—and tempting what gods you may hold dear to lease you fly.

Would there be any other reason to run to the hills? Why else boast of the highest peaks?

For legacy? Oh what’s that—The fella full frozen in the side of the mountain got back to me. He says your legacy is shit. No, you want to be up there because it’s not here. You want to be up there because it was somewhere people hadn’t been. You want to climb the mountain to be free.

And that’s why I climbed the mountain.

And that’s why he’s there.

*  *  *

“His head was that of a falcon,

his body lion brute;

but of qualities I could do without:

the tangents, I’ve no doubt.”


Reese N. Liese



*  *  *

And it wasn’t Everest, to be clear. But to keep a long story short, I was promised a Griffin at the top of a mountain, and atop a mountain I did find him. And find him, well. Put some emphasis on that line:

“find him”

Because I didn’t.

He more found me, in distress—barely conscious after a poorly chosen grip didn’t quite settle the right way—, and if I could ever describe the sight of his wings to my fading eyes. Speak nothing of angels and their trumpets! I’m not faithful, but In the dim, He was holy.

Waking found me next, and was much less courteous than my new host. Try as he may, you can only do so much with claws and a beak to staunch fresh flowing blood embrittled by cold, nor properly set a jutting bone from its distinct—though lesser in my view to mine—desire for freedom atop the mountain. My body would have to suffer. What he could do though was nestle me gently in the warm of his little bore in the mountainside atop a bed of loose feathers. It was black with old blood, yes, but only partly. One must appreciate small comforts in times of need. After all, I would need that teetering hope at the front of my mind as I mustered,

“When can we go?”

He looked at me sideways—as a bird headed fellow must do—and I would like to say I intuited a sense of bafflement in his inhuman expression as it met me—if such intuition is not only self-centered human’s delusion—but he did quickly reply,


“Excuse me? You’re in no condition, certainly.”



“I’d rather not-” I cough, “dawdle.”


The Griffin paced a half circle, musing,

“To go at all you must be able to hold yourself up.”



“But-”


“I will not carry you by claw again. Undignified, for one.”



“Of course… Sorry about that.”


“It’s no object. Life precedes dignity, and I am a courier by trade.”



“So when?”


The Griffin approached and prodded my leg.

“I have called a friend to mend this. In the interim, we will share tales.”



“Share?”


“I will do most of it, it is likely. But it will pass the time nonetheless.”



I paused.


“I shall begin then?”



I nodded.

*  *  *

“Don’t give him an in.”


Reese N. Liese



*  *  *

“Where to start… Where to start… Oh yes!

Once in a different while and when, atop a distant precipice and below it too at once, lived the lord of all skies and seas alike. Stalwart well, she stood high and tall above all she reigned, and she reigned well, for all she saw was hers to command. Alas she had not the many eyes to practice omniscience, so she sat in her Mirror’s palace, a wonder so intricately designed that she may see any of infinite views within the radius of the slightest turn. One might think this notion impossible, but none of these doubters number within her folk, for none could reject the weight of her influence as it emanated from all corners of the land.

It’s actually a very interesting story how this palace came to be! I came to know how as it told to me by a wayward vassal of the Lord who took a stint of their eternity to master the artistry of illusions. And I say a stint, as you’ll find he was not a master when he started his tenure! Rather, he was caught in quite a contrived lie that I wont dare repeat for fear of libel.

Anyhow, being a being who was so suddenly thrust into the pursuit of illusionry, he dug for any possible thread unto how he might master the art, and learned this:

The key to illusion is the mirror.

He set his mind to mirrors at that very moment, but it would not be till years later that the true reason for their relevance, as he told me such, would become clear.

But one must ask- What of the mirror? Say, I have one in my own home and it’s always done me good! As benign as an item could be, just for seeing. No tricks, no nonsense. Just light.

It’s this very benignity assumed, unquestioned, that unfurls into an essence of twisting and makes its home within the mirror. Be it the calmest lake or a stray glass, one turns their eye to its borrowed light with the expectation that it is returning a truth that otherwise would be veiled. The vampiric exemplify this: The reason you fail to see a vampire through a mirror is that it itself is constructed from lies- but where was I.

Yes, in working to master the form of the mirror, this acquaintance of mine; Glace by name, was tasked by an eternal master of the illusory arts to create a perfect mirror. He worked day and night to this end, and brought to the master a myriad of his finest works. Silver, gold, iron, all polished to perfection, glasses forged with magic and without, to say simply, he perused every facet and ironed out every imperfection. Still, upon every encounter, where he’d show masterwork after masterwork to the eternal master of the art, he was always found to flaw.

And how frustrating this was! So toilsome was the repeated practice that Glace took upon the habit of venting his frustrations to all who would listen within The First-Dive-Above-The-Sea at the very edge of his lord’s domain. Complain as he did, he quickly became the ire of most of the regular patrons, but he was never turned away. Such privileges are afforded to those who pay in full and more. Such are the privileges of a lordly patronage.

And I must say, The First-Dive-Above-The-Sea was well in need of his patronage, mostly for matters relating to the local politique. As it happens, though she was a benevolent lord, The Queen of Eyes—the lord I mentioned just before who lived in the Mirror Palace; yet to be built—was quite domineering over her folk. It happens when you must commit all your attention to what can be seen with just ones eyes, the undiluted pressure of purpose chars so deeply unto the subject of view that it struggles not to melt into inaction. And what was she to do? Look away from those wonderful subjects she’d deemed as her own? This could not be accepted, and so, she deigned to have her palace built.

Strain and struggle embodied this early pursuit, aimlessly grasping for worldly materials that could construct her point-of-view, but she simply could not manage. In a bout of fits, she ended up crying out to the world, begging for a being that could wax her woes, and answering came Glace. I dictate thusly from the Lord,

“Glace? Glace? You go by the name Glace? Enter my view so I may assess you!”


“I cannot my liege, as you please, for the subjects you lead in your view cannot depart from you.

If a tool’s what you wish, to oblige I may quick, but now only if I can pass through!”



“Glace? Glace? I see it must so. But how will you help me if I cannot assess you?”


“I assure you my liege, as my name is Glace, that my help will mend all, or all know I an ass.”



“Glace? Glace? By your name, Glace? A Glace tool for the vast! Tarry not, I won’t last, but I wish you well pass!”


“A Glass tool you insist?”



“A Glace tool I insist! I trust this will not be missed?”


“Indeed, yes fast, and for you, this Glass will last! But at last, I pass.”



And going as this was, Glace, though burying himself in an auspicious employment, he had equally buried himself in a lie. To promise a perfect glass to the Lord, especially one that would last, was no small bargain, and so it must be understood why amongst his continued frustrations with the eternal master of the art, he still persisted.

Though persistence is of little object to such a being that lives within eternities, as Glace was. He needed not worry for food through famine, or safety through war. He needed not worry for many things at all, save for the Lord, great Queen of Eyes, who he knew for certain could best him.

This was a resentment he expressed to me quite thoroughly in his personal retelling, in some modern parlance, as a “problematic power dynamic” in the workplace. I tend to counter that he knows little of true work, and that he should fly a day in my wings. But no he says. His eternal form is not nearly malleable enough for that, he says. Pish posh.

Anyhow. After so many rejected and shattered mirrors offered to the eternal master of the art, Glace finally broke before him, screaming and crying and destroying a number of precious pieces that stood in the master’s own workshop. Sitting among the piling remnants of old but perfect lies, he could not distinguish his own from the master’s at all. He was put besides himself, seeing them just moments ago, there was always a clear distinction between the perfection of the masterworks to his own. So how could they blend so finely together?

Indeed, it was all lies. To reach perfection in a mirror is a fool’s game. No matter how much one tries, no matter how much one polishes, or however much they curse or bless the silver, there is no way to reach absolute reflectivity. Instead, the mirror must embody its lie.

Avoiding the embarrassment of lingering, Glace bolted from the workroom at once and set to the job of building his first true mirror. Fervent fury stood embodied at once, and this constant work possessed him for 3 full nights.

And then a pause. He realized at once an important truth: He could work years on end perfecting an untested theory, or he could put it to action and vent his frustrations at the same time.

This of course meant another of his regular trips to The First-Dive-Above-The-Sea. Though in previous visits he had remained outside of the establishment to dodge the gaze of his Lord—complaining still loud enough to be known by the patrons, of course—he now donned the perfect lie he wished his mirrors to embody and stepped in.

And nobody noticed—not even the Queen who watched on eternal over the dive and its folk that she loved—for the lie was that he wasn’t there.

With that, it was as though the mirror completed itself. Its creator needed not to return to the eternal master, for they were sure of its efficacy beyond measure, and soon came before the Queen of Eyes. As it followed,

“Glace? Glace? Is this your tool Glace? Have you brought me a Glass to soon see?”


And there was silence.



“Glace? Glace? I see all at last though I turn, my people steadfast do last!”


And there was silence.



“Glace! Glace! I must recognize your task this spell you have cast release it for me!”


And there was silence.



And the Queen of Eyes cried out for Glace for a long while. Once this failed, she soon began to use her perfect glass to attempt to locate him, turning it about the sky and seas, and all the domain she may soon reign freely over,

in their beauty:


she saw all the islands of the far archipelago,




she saw all the griffons of the highest peaks,




she saw all the smallest stink-caps of the deepest forests;

but no Glace.

Over time her palace grew and grew. Mirror by mirror her constant surveillance became total. Vision by vision, she conquered anything that eyes could see, but all were free of the voice she knew.

Eons have passed from then,




The Queen of Eyes remains at her point-of-view in the Mirror Palace,




and her eyes have found all that may exist but Glace.”



*  *  *

“I’m on my way to deliver the last mirror now,

but if you’ll have me,

I’d prefer someone else place the capstone.”


Unattributed



*  *  *


He looked at me intently.

“It’s your turn now.”



“I guess it is…”

I stretched. Then I paused.

There was no pain. I quickly stood up.


“My friend came and went during my telling.”

“I hope you didn’t mind the intrusion?”



I paused again, checking across my body for any wayward blemishes.

“Not at all.”

I tested my legs again. Spry.

“You know what?”


He turned his head 45 degrees.

What is there to know?”



“Since I’m all fixed up already, why don’t we head out?”


He looked almost aghast.

“What about your story?”



“I can tell it along the way, can’t I?”


He contemplated for a moment.

“You will have to speak loudly, but that is amenable.”

“Inflight entertainment will be ideal for Flyover Country.”



“It’s a deal then?”


“A deal indeed.”



*  *  *

“I never say no to a captive audience.”


The Lampeter Griffin





Dead End City


January 19th, 2000


Arise.



Amos Marshall sighs as he looks out a train window with a heavy device on his lap. It is slick, black, and built like a stereo, except that a pair of chrome antenna pulses on and off with carnelian light every thirty seconds exactly. It was explained to him to be a dimensional analysis trawler, able to approximate the size and density of a universe’s magic potential, along with its precious material capacities, entropic decay rate, and energy surpluses.

He cannot care as to why all of that may be important right now. Percival Darke’s yesterday ramblings drone aimlessly in his ears as he watches a slurry of warm-hued lights grease by, boiling his sense of urgency into mush.
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His window is smudged to hell.

Could be worse, honestly. He is only here because this seemed like the perfect vacation, the perfect way to get away from his wife, his son, and his rat-race life. His endless spiral of adventures, stories, pens, closings, documents and signatures, all threatening to drown him at a moment’s notice, despite the fact they never seem to follow up on their promises.

They never follow up on their promises because he is always a single glass of champagne away from a mansion that is utterly and sleekly quiet. It is there when he is able to hear his own thoughts again, able to finally rise above the status of static plaguing his ears. He is a person in silence, a shell to be filled, and what comes after that he does not know nor wish to know, ever.

He is the perfect person for a weeklong train ride.


The night you fled it was raining.

The lights, a sickness, your sickness, crept across the front hedges. It spiraled in black rings of regret, shame and numbness as you remembered your wife called you, and you didn’t answer the phone. You forgot to. You forget a lot more things than you admit to anyone.

The station is cold. This is the only one your kind managed to find—the Foundation is protective of these entrances for the same reasons they always are. Security, protection, containment—secrecy, prognosis, confinement.

How annoying. But it can’t be helped.

A door opens and you step in. There is no one waiting for you.



Lampeter is new to Marshall, Carter, and Dark Ltd. It was exciting those first few meetings, finding out a network of universes were so connected to each other. That the technology to harness such power also laid so dormant as well, untouched by even something as formidable as the Foundation—it was as if it was waiting for an eager master. If they could rebuild it, they could take over everything. There would be no end in sight to the money, no end in sight to the unstoppable subjugation march they’d be given the privilege to perform, no end in sight to the power they’d accrue from the gorging on a web of literally infinite possibilities more endless than any of their neurons could dare to put together.

A proper empire, at last. Percival was shaking from the notion when he first reviewed the documents, when the first specs came in. The Foundation was clever, but cash was even cleverer at finding ways to sneak measurements into eager hands.

Amos had never seen him pace so much. His fangs chattered like breaking porcelain, his voice quivering like a serpent ready to strike. The smile on his face was palpable; it grabbed every person in the office who saw it and smashed them against the wall in disbelief, for Percival’s enthusiasm was often as vicious as it was infectious.

It was not a victory that would endure.


As you wait for the train, you feel an expanse beneath your feet growing.

You are alone in London again, eighteen and cold. Your mother brought you to a dinner, a dinner you didn’t want to go to, and you walked out of it a ghost of a person, of something less than human, a thing which wanted to cry onto gray sidewalks and in valet cars with faceless drivers who will not recognize that you have been lashed in the heart.

She is kind, she is good. Your mother is a good mother, she only wants what is best for her son. You have no choice except to inherit your birthright, no choice except to fall into the fold of working for the company which gave your family their name, their status, their marching-gold reputation as the Marshall family.

You needed to understand that cities are not merely existences, but things born for you to control. London must not be just your home, but your castle too. Take the urban-housed financials and shove them into your heart like a bleeding spire, inject your veins with the emotional labor that you can force upon others for the sake of your commerce dreams you’re so deathly afraid of.

You’re afraid because something is weighing you down. It has always weighed you down, made you reach for less than you knew yourself capable of. Until that too faded, and you stopped being able to envision yourself as “making it”.

She was just trying to make you succeed. The blood and viscera was wholly necessary—you needed to be put in your place and reminded of what you could do.

You saw Percival Darke eat a man alive in front of you because you needed to stop being a lazy son.



Why Percival dropped the grander Lampeter plans was still uncertain. When pressed, he said the network was unstable. Too fragile to be put back together. Something was wrong, and eating away at the edges of the tracks predicted to exist.

Neither Amos nor Ruprecht, his Carter in crime, believed this for a second, but Percival’s hands were stained with silver for a week after the news hit. Neon silver, pulsating like jungles of mirror rebar, impossible and aping function but still somehow existent, crawled across his limbs. It clawed into his veins and leaked from his palms whenever he tried casting spells, as if something was strangling not the magic, but the in-betweens of magic as it was known. The bonds between belief and reality, causality and despair, creation and destruction, capitalism and the unknown.

It was as if for a moment, you could see his essence unraveling, the enigmatic powers that threaded the dominance of Marshall, Carter, and Dark Ltd. together.

Amos sighs. He doesn’t want to think. He doesn’t want to reminisce. This is the first time in years he’s been immersed in this kind of nothingness, and he needs to rot in it completely. This is likely going to be the last time he will ever be given such a luscious opportunity, and that’s a shame, because he’s twenty-nine now. What a long life he has ahead of him to do absolutely everything.

He leans his head against the window as his vision blurs and the train’s rumbling slowly, slowly, slowly lulls him to sleep.

But before he does, he swears he sees something at the edge of his eyes in the lights passing by.
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Metal has always been your best friend. Your childhood was spent learning the formulas of how fae demanded gold, your adolescence about how silver drove the economy of the Three Portlands. On your thirteenth birthday you received a platinum foxhound statue from your father that followed you everywhere like a flesh-and-blood one could. Your little brother was jealous, so you let him have it because he threw rocks at you when your parents weren’t looking. You didn’t want to do it, but he said he’d kill you if you didn’t.

He’s not given it back since.

Since that day, there’s been a pit in your heart the size of the English countryside, growing wider and wider every day, faster and faster as you realize how the years are slipping by. It was always there, but he uncovered it, and you discovered it when you went up to your room to cry all by yourself. It was there you waited for your parents to come home and make everything right, put everyone back in line again, make your four siblings respect your place once more. It was there you were alone in a noisy house that cost more than most cities, while eight sets of hands ran the servants ragged downstairs and you discovered the taste of what wanting to die felt like for the first time.

Since then, you’ve sworn it’s gotten better. You swore it got better when you met your fiancé and felt something for the first time in your life, a beautiful woman willing to put up with you. Who saw through all of the nothingness you dressed up in silk suits, manifesting something real in your chest that you convinced yourself would stay after the honeymoon ended.

She was wrong.

You were wrong. For being a fool, most of all. For pretending your existence didn’t continuously feel squeezed through steel wool.

What was going on? Why could you never wake up rested? Why did the happy moments always feel like a spiteful dream against the rest of the buzzing in your skull?

Had something been broken inside of you? Was it by accident you were the eldest, instead of someone else? Did everyone know this, could they tell you were made wrong?

It’s a dreadful secret to keep that you’ve spent most of your waking life wanting to go back to sleep.



Putting someone to rest is considered the simplest of all spells.

Having them stay there and wake up without complications—now that was where the problems lied.

Sleeping spells were odd little things. Most didn’t maintain bodily functions very well, but Percival’s were proficient enough to freeze everything in breathing place. That made them superb for withstanding long travels, and Amos had always wanted to try it, but there was embarrassment in asking for that kind of thing on purpose when he took a vacation. There was an embarrassment in admitting that a vacation to Venice felt like more trouble than it was worth, because the act of remembering you had a suitcase made everything heavy with thoughts. With having to remember things, having to remember where to go, when to eat, what to eat even.

All Amos was told to do was to get on this train, turn the device on, and sleep to see both to the end of the line. This universe was small, Percival said, finite in both entropy and its horizons, and thus its connection to the other Lampeter networks had fallen into disrepair a long time ago. That meant he’d booked a round trip, and that there was no one to manage the halfway point. This was going to be easy to measure, easy to analyze, easy to painlessly and effortlessly extract from once the computers crunched the numbers. The goal here was to see if this universe’s ambient properties could produce energy in profitable amounts.

Just get on the train, and go to sleep.

Amos doesn’t know when he falls asleep. The spell kicks in on Percival’s orders, not his.

But he knows when he is asleep, because he is totally limp, and his mind cannot stop wandering.

Everything pulsates in waves of stars, lights, stains and walls. His dreams are utterly empty, exhausted even as the hours wax by and a sprawling, duplicative metropolis slides past his windows. He can’t see anything, can’t see anyone, can’t see any body, especially his own, which he usually saw in his dreams. His more lucid ones often involved him as a disembodied pairs of hands moving along some kind of stage while a crowd whispered in the background.

The only thing keeping his mortal body safe now from the urban decay of this universe was some iron tracks and a train car.

At least, until the spell begins wearing off.


Hello, Mr. Marshall. Good to see you after so much fanfare.

I quite missed you. I haven’t felt a soul like yours in my arms for a long, long time.

Our phones are calling for you. They speak welded tongues through pylon tubes and nano-fiber cables carrying the broadcast of every sitcom you watched as a child.

Your meal is here. The afternoon has become morning, the day congealed into night.

All of the pieces are here. Please, delight yourself in them.

I yearn for your flesh to become my flesh. For you to give us meaning once more.

Don’t you want to lead a happy life?

You are so lonely.

Please, stay a while. You are standing in the place which was once our home.

Our veins are copper, our flesh is concrete. You must join us in this dance before it’s too late.

I am the City once more, and I wish I could bring you peace.
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January 26th, 2000

The final hours of Amos’s trip are the first time in years he thinks he’s had nightmares.

Of what, he cannot properly actualize. They’re shadows of shadows, outlines of conceptual silhouettes.

He is embraced by asphalt and a starving sky, devoid of stars. The city has been robbed it of its light, so now only the blueprints of streets remain, and they remain to revile, to devour, to defile and re-flower.

Petals of stone and wires rend him apart while his body is dangled above an open flame. It burns like a wound, melting into itself like coded recursion, and he can do nothing but watch. He can nothing except watch his skeleton limply stretch along bizarre grids, his innards freed of their blood like a boy is freed of his shirt at the beach.

It repeats, over and over again, the same grid, the same helplessness, the same pain, the same tears that prick the zeniths above and below and flood the images in front of him until he is no more. A pedestrian waltz, built on neophytic sensibilities of the skin-bound coil, blooms as a crosswalk is lit into pieces. He is no more as everything pours into a greater expanse, as everything collapses into subset fractals of materials that break and shatter under the weight of xenon pressure, under the weight of aimlessness more carnal than pure emptiness, more bestial than the breadth of every universe’s sapience.

When he jerks awake, he nearly bites his own tongue off in surprise. A smothering of smoggy red light chokes his eyes, poured from cars crashing invisibly into the train as it cuts across a congested highway.

Somehow, everything is moving at a breakneck speed despite this, but it does nothing to ease his nausea. It does nothing to ease his doubling vision, his eyes that feel want to drop out of his face.

It does nothing to ease the question of where that nightmare came from, if it was from Lampeter or something greater rumbling within it.

But soon, that question gives way to something smaller as the fright wears off and mundanity sets in.

Is that it? he thinks to himself. That’s all?

He feels like he’s been hit by a bus with no hope of recovery. When he sits up, he rubs his temples, stomach empty and mouth dry. The magic is supposed to wear off in stages, with the last one being the sustaining of the body as its biological functions adjust to realize what it was missing for the past seven days.

Amos dryly wonders to himself if this is what Foundation expeditions of Lampeter were like. Some unlucky lackey sent out into the network with food and water, reliant on some supernatural force to keep them intact while they pretended to understand what they were undergoing. What they were going under, even, because there were supposed to be tunnels in this universe—was that the case everywhere? Was that going to interfere with the measurements at all?

He didn’t know the technology he was supposed to be taking care of. Why should he? That was for the technicians, the engineers. Not people as dignified as him, never.

In thinking that, he realizes how stupid he must have looked to everyone taking on this task.

Almost seven full days of sleep, and he doesn’t feel any more whole than when he started.

God, he was so lucky he had Ruprecht to take on all those appointments that needed to be rearranged…

Was he being a lazy son again? Was he being a stupid child too scared to try again, wanting to run away from his responsibilities?

He never told his father, but he hated when he was whipped for that. He hated it when his mother watched especially, because she espoused such discipline as being necessary, and Amos thought mothers were supposed to protect their children from harm. Belts hurt.

Why would they feel the need to lay hands upon their precious heir?

Why did I have to bear the crown? he thinks in the silence. The quiet echoes and screams like a shot dog.

He knows his mother will be waiting for him when he returns to the station. She’ll be standing with her hands clasped against her waist, against that gray little petticoat she likes to wear to the office that he thinks is tacky and much too old-fashioned.

She’ll be standing besides Percival, watching with piercing green eyes as he gets off and hands to them the fruits of his unthinking labor, because she wasn’t told how he’d survive the trip. Only that he was taking it, and was coming back with data to help the company.

He was coming back a good son, allegedly.

If he’s in the mood, maybe he’ll joke that he finally napped off all the static in his head.
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On Boat 15


A310 “Graywater”



The 15th boat in line, loosely tucked under the superstructure of a city, was little more than an enclosed dinghy. One that never moved from its spot, it used to be that every once in a while someone would make sure that there wasn’t a corpse on board, but by now most people knew that it was simply a part of the environment.

“I’ve been to land a couple of times. Solid earth, dirt, felt wrong under my feet. I’d grown so used to concrete and metal that the very concept of ground was foreign.”

“So it is an option?”

“I guess so, but at some point, the water had risen enough that most coastal cities had fallen under the waves in some way or another. Oh, and the heat made the rest pretty insufferable.” They pause for a moment to let the scribble of a pen on notepad subside.

“London and Singapore couldn’t keep up, joining Miami and Amsterdam. The land submerged in the murky salty soup of the ocean. The US coastline was ravaged; in fact, the country was reduced back to 47 states, with the remnants of Florida being absorbed by Georgia, and Hawaii being considered lost in its entirety, the residents forced to take refuge in and along the active volcano.”

“Pretty bold of you to assume there’s any of those places where I’m from.”

“It’s a pretty fair assumption, but then again, feel free to stop me if I need to elaborate.”

The one on the right, who had personally visited 3 of those places in their life, shrugged before returning to their writing.

“No, please continue. I guess to you it’s like an elegy, but we can still learn from this.”

A look of annoyance briefly flashes across the one on the left’s face, but they assume the best and simply correct. “I’d prefer an ode to our faults.” They shift slightly as if knocking information loose in their head. “Some places fared better. New York saw the water in the streets and embraced it. They’ve become a modern day Venice, their skyscrapers flooded up to fourth floors, lobbies replacing office space. China only lost Hong Kong and Macau. Of course, the people who made it out before it all went to shit say it was intentional.”

A suspicious eye rises above halted notes. “Was it?”

“Maybe” returns the one to the left. “China put as much as possible into fortifying against the East China Sea. Constructing massive sea walls capable of withstanding the rising waters. Chances are, they just picked one battle over another.”

The scribble resumes but for a second before ceasing, and an interruption, even if previously invited, occurs.

“Hold on, 47?”

“Rhode Island.”

The man on the right laughs at this. Shifting slightly in the wooden chair nailed to its point. The person on the left, who talks with their hands, was frozen in the middle of pantomiming a great wall before resuming their monologue.

“The process nearly doomed Tokyo and left most of Korea uninhabitable. The Chinese did take in the Korean refugees to fill the ever growing need for labor at that same wall.”

“Is the old Great Wall still standing?” The man on the right muses, wondering how history repeats itself across dimensions. If all of time is happening at once, or if instead it’s staggered. One of the places he had visited recently claimed it was 2500, but then again, maybe Jesus was never born there.

“That is the old Great Wall?” he gets in return. Perhaps raising more questions than anything, but in their short time together, it’s of little consequence.

*  *  *

“So,” the man on the right, who had been contemplating the historical impact of the Great Wall of China, returns from his brief daydream to continue a more apt line of questioning. “The boat, or sorry, I guess this whole island.”

“City.” The person on the right, who has put their head on a hand, states plainly as if floating cities were the norm everywhere. “The land and what’s left of those cities stopped being desirable. Oil rigs, ships, and platforms began to fill that hole. You don’t have to worry about sinking when you can float.”

“Seems like a lot to figure out, how to put a city on the ocean?”

The person on the left seems to find this amusing but is not as quick to laugh as the man on the right.

“It’s been around long enough that it just made sense. Airline execs figured out the,” they put up air quotes mockingly “‘floating city’ originally, or at least one larger than the old style of oil rig. It was a strange development at the time; their rationale was that if they could put an air hub out in the Atlantic, cross Atlantic flights would be easier and cheaper. Plus an added bonus of tourism to see a”city on the ocean” ensured that people used the connection instead of just flying straight to their destination.” They hold the wide, dramatic gesture they had composed for a second to emphasize “city on the ocean.” This was the origin of their home after all.

“Nothing like it is today, I take it.”

“Something like that. The new fad wore off, and people went back to flying straight across the ocean when planes kept getting faster and faster. The idea stuck, maybe because the water started rising at around that same time, we had to make concessions, of course. The luxury of the original, floating airports and hotels is long gone now. All that’s left is imitation, a necessary corruption.”

The person on the left, who probably could’ve continued for several hours, develops a look upon their face not unlike a deer in headlights. Not out of shock, but just as a matter of losing their train of thought. They’re looking through a porthole that had been illuminating the room throughout their conversation.

The man on the right, who had been looking down at their notes, finally notices the lapse in speech and looks first up before he turns in his seat to look towards that same window.

“Well. Mr…” The person on the left proposes, looking for that last piece of the puzzle to remember the man on the right.

“Dr.” Is returned without turning back, he’s watching a ship as it comes to pass. He appears almost enamored, perhaps by its size and intricacy compared to boat 15.

“Mr. Dr.” follows rapidly. Breaking Mr. Dr.’s spell, turning him back towards the now smiling person on the left.

“What?”

“I guess there was something to gain. We get to sit here until the drift lifts you away, and you walk home with this place’s warning. Some sort of consolation prize, I guess.”

“I would ask why you haven’t decided to sit on this side of the room then.”

“But you know the answer, don’t you? This is my place, just as that is yours. I watch the waves each day; someone else will watch the land.”

“It’s the same answer every time.”

“To you.”

The 15th boat in line, loosely tucked under the superstructure of a city, bucks and rises as a large craft passes outside. It’s wake lifting the dinghy in such a way that the light filtering through the porthole lands upon the man on the right, and he disappears.



Every Stop Along the Way
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Aaron kept everyone he ever knew in a notebook in his pocket.

He could catalogue them neatly: names, habits, the way someone held their glass or hesitated before speaking. He wrote down the small things and the big things, all the important pieces to reconstruct someone from the words on the page. Re-reading them brought them to life. They didn’t blur or die or decay. On the pages of his notebook they remained, his ward against absence.

That was the bargain he’d made with himself. He would be a witness from afar and maintain a practiced distance to preserve the truth of the stories he saw across the many worlds along the Lampeter network. If he kept enough detail, enough texture, without getting too close, then goodbye would be manageable. Nothing recorded faithfully enough could ever truly vanish.

Ezra was the flaw in that logic.

Aaron had been traveling with him for while now, ever since the musician had caught his interest performing a mournful melody on his violin in the echoing halls of a Lampeter station. Ezra — for his part — was affable and friendly around Aaron. He seemed to enjoy the time they spent together. Ezra moved through the stations on the Lampeter network as if each were a temporary inconvenience, yet seemingly he had no true destination they kept him from. There was an odd contrast in his demeanor. He seemed comfortable traveling, but deeply uncomfortable in each of the new worlds they traveled to.

When asked about it, Ezra would brush it off. But Aaron had seen how the musician’s eyes would linger as he observed the crowds gathered for his busking. He was searching for something among the faces, a longing perhaps even he wasn’t aware of. It wasn’t specific. There was no one person he sought out. No, this was a search for some sort of connection.

Aaron could sense a story worth recording there. But his efforts thus far had been foiled, and he was running out of time. As he dined on the train car with Ezra — a habit that had formed as he tried to get more hints as to the man’s story — he’d discovered that their planned routes would diverge here at the next station.

*  *  *
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The ever-present hum of the train rolling along merged with the gentle clamor of diners in the car as Aaron and Ezra sat down for the evening meal. An overworked waiter approached them to take their drink order.

“A whiskey sour and a vodka cranberry, thank you,” Aaron said with a practiced politeness. The server nodded and left the pair.

“Y’know, since the first time we did this, you’ve remembered my drink order and asked for it every time,” Ezra commented, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

“Oh? I apologize, I didn’t mean to take over.”

“No, no, I like it. You paid attention and remembered… not everyone does that.”

“Well, don’t you worry, then. I’ve no plans to forget your drink preference anytime soon.”

Given how busy the server was, Aaron expected a wait for their drinks. He pulled out his notebook and began writing down the details of the dining car tonight, most importantly its patrons. The scratch of his pen was a familiar comfort as he let himself get lost in the ritual of it all. Soon he found himself humming as he took down the little details of his environment. He was distantly aware of Ezra shifting in his seat across from him.

Ezra reached for the sugar caddy and grabbed a packet that he began to fidget with in Aaron’s peripheral vision. Then, Aaron was interrupted as the packet fell and landed on his notebook.

“Oops,” Ezra apologized.

“Oh, that’s quite alright,” Aaron said with a small smile.

He began to return to his task, but Ezra interrupted, saying: “Don’t you ever get tired of all the writing you do?”

“Tired? Oh, I suppose sometimes I do. But I find I tend to miss details if I go too long without writing things down. Little things matter!” Aaron tapped the notebook with the back of his pen, before adding, “I don’t like to lose things, anything. I’ve found that if I don’t write things down, and soon, they… change. In my head, I mean.”

He gestured vaguely with his pen towards himself before resting it against the page again. “Memories get smoothed over. Details vanish. People become impressions instead of who they actually were.”

Ezra hummed in response, fidgeting with the sugar packet once again.

“So this,” Aaron continued, a little more earnest now, “this is how I make sure I’ve got everything down right. Using the little moments like these.”

His attention returned to the notebook, and he was vaguely aware of Ezra’s fidgeting ripping the sugar packet cleanly in half. Their drinks arrived after another moment, and Aaron put away his notebook to grab his vodka cranberry. Ezra simply held his drink, watching the condensation trail down the glass instead of making eye contact. A moment later, he took a big gulp of the whiskey sour before shaking his head.

“Aaron, I’m gonna be getting off the N-line at the next junction,” he said suddenly.

Aaron only blinked in response. He felt a complex mix of emotions within him, but in a practiced mental motion he pushed it all down and left his face smooth as glass. “Oh. I see.” He took a sip of his beverage to buy himself some time to respond. The story, he insisted to himself, ignoring the hollowness of this justification. “Well, I must say I’ve really enjoyed our journey together. You’re quite unforgettable, Ezra.”

“You too, chronicler,” Ezra said, but his face remained unreadable throughout the rest of the meal.

Routes diverged all the time; that was the nature of the Lampeter network. Worlds intersected briefly, then peeled apart again, each traveler carried onward on the tides of the ever-more-uncertain timetables of departures. It wasn’t until later, as he lay awake in his narrow berth, notebook resting unopened under his chest, that the weight of it settled in: after tomorrow, Ezra would be gone.

Whether he intended to stay here in this world, or (more likely) transfer onto some other branch of the network, Aaron hadn’t yet determined. Ezra himself seemed unconcerned by the distinction. That had stung a touch more than Aaron cared to admit.

*  *  *
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The station that would see their parting was an old one, bearing remnants of the dead L-NESC’s former glory. Entire concourses were closed off behind barricades, as funding was not available to maintain them, and a grand ceiling overhead presided over the empty space. Crowds shuffled through even at this early hour as Aaron disembarked. The train they had arrived on would remain here for the entire day as the crew was exchanged, maintenance was performed, and supplies were replenished. Aaron took a seat at a table that offered a broad view of the station and pulled out his notebook.

If today was their last day, then it made sense to stay close and learn what he could while their paths still aligned. He wrote Ezra’s name at the top of a fresh page, underlined it once, and waited. The musician found him not long after, violin case bumping lightly against his leg as he crossed the concourse. He looked rested — almost buoyant — as if the coming separation had already loosened him up. Aaron felt his face contort ever so slightly at the thought and shifted uncomfortably as he tried to regain his composure.

“There you are,” Ezra said, dropping into the chair opposite Aaron and glancing at the notebook.

“You know me. Always writing. Actually, I was thinking we could spend the day together.”

Ezra smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

They wandered the station and its surrounding streets for a few hours. They discovered an open-air market, where local thaumaturges openly sold their magical wares — clearly a distinguishing detail of this world — and Ezra set up to play there among the stalls of mystical goods. Aaron longed to write more down about them but he had a more pressing goal today. Small knots of listeners were drawn in by the violin music, and they’d linger for a while before moving on, some dropping change into the open violin case at Ezra’s feet. Aaron sat nearby, ostensibly listening, but his pen kept moving. He noted how Ezra adjusted his tempo depending on the crowd’s response, how his bow would hesitate on the strings for a fraction of a second before he’d pick up with a new song as if he’d always intended it, and how his gaze drifted outward when applause came, never lingering too long on the faces clapping for him.

“You play that song pretty often,” Aaron remarked as Ezra finished playing. “Where did you learn it?”

“There’s a world I visited called Glasswater,” Ezra said, a smile plain on his face. “The place has like, no roads. They use canals for everything. It’s real pretty. There was a man there I… admired, and that song is what he’d sing every morning as he stood on his ferry and tried to draw in a crowd. I always loved transitory places like the docks.”

“Fascinating. Did he teach you it or did you figure it out on your own?”

“Jack — Yeah. Yeah, he had taught it to me, I guess.”

“Hm. Did things… not end well?”

Ezra sighed. “I don’t think he even really remembers me. But what does it matter? I have the song now, and as you can see it’s a crowd-pleaser.”

Aaron glanced around, confirming Ezra’s words. Sure enough, a group of people were still gathered and talking about the performance. A trio of blushing young women approached and offered Ezra a woven flower crown. He accepted it with a whispered thank-you and a wink, sending the girls scattering away with screams of delight. When he turned towards Aaron, though, his smile changed. He placed the crown upon the studious man’s head, currently buried once again in his notebook.

“Oh, thank you,” Aaron said in surprise, then he looked back in his notebook. “Can you tell me why you were in this ‘Glasswater’ world?”

“You’re missing it,” Ezra sighed in exasperation, causing Aaron to pop his head up from his notebook.

“Missing what?”

“You’re missing now! You have so many questions, yet you seem so uninterested in the things going on right in front of you.” Ezra jabbed a finger in Aaron’s direction.

“What! You have no idea how much I want to learn more about y— this place!”

“I’m not talking about this place. In all your interrogations of me today you’ve never once asked me how I feel about any of this!”

“W-what are you talking about?” Aaron raised his eyebrows incredulously.

“About today! About tomorrow! About you!”

The pen paused in Aaron’s hand. “I assumed—”

“That’s your problem! You assume I’m just a story you haven’t gotten to the end of yet!”

Aaron felt his chest tighten. “I’m just trying to understand you!”

“No, you’re trying to keep me.”

Aaron opened his mouth, but any response died in his throat. All the careful language he used to describe his chronicling fell apart in the face of Ezra’s simple description.

“That’s not fair! I… I care!”

“You care about holding on. About… turning everyone and everywhere you interact with into tidy open and shut stories in that damn notebook.”

Ezra stood, lifting his violin case by its well-worn handle. The market crowd flowed around them, oblivious, laughter and conversation filling the air, seeming to seep into Aaron’s perception in anticipation of the hole Ezra was about to leave behind.

“I don’t want to be one of the stories in your notebook,” Ezra said, with a hint of pain in his voice. “I wanted to be a person you were with.”

He didn’t wait for a response. He stepped back, turning away, and folded into the throng of people, moving with that ease that so fascinated Aaron. Stunned, Aaron stayed where he was. The page in front of him, Ezra’s name at the top, was nearly full now. Observations, fragments, careful lines of ink that only moments ago he would have trusted to preserve everything that matters. He read back over them, then again, and again, and he felt that horrible hollowness he kept this notebook to avoid. The words within it were accurate, meticulous, and useless.

It came to him slowly, the realization unwinding in his heart. And the truth of it ached. And in plain daylight, that emptiness within him reared its head, never having truly left. The notebook seemed so trite now. Tears stung at the edges of Aaron’s vision as he processed what had happened. Time passed, how long he wasn’t sure, as he felt frozen in the face of his mistake.

Within him, a spark ignited. He stood abruptly, grabbing his notebook, and looking out across the market. The sun had dimmed but there was daylight yet. He felt unsteady, but certain, as he cast his mind back to his interactions with Ezra. He didn’t open the notebook for reference; he let the moments in his memory speak for themselves.

A hundred songs replayed in his mind, a lyrical map to trace the steps he’d taken with the musician. Threads of connection, habits, patterns, little things to be experienced in the present. In this grand recollection, Aaron saw something he had missed in his notebook. A subtle habit, where Ezra would always play one last song before the sun set, alone and distant from crowds, a private concert for one. Or for two, he now realized, recalling how Ezra had brought him to several such “performances” to end the day.

Shoving aside his guilt, he set off through the market towards its exit. With determination, he navigated the throng of the evening crowd, until he reached the streets of this strange and magical city. There was a moment of despair as he stalked the streets in his search; how would he find one man in a whole city? Transitory places, arose unbidden in Aaron’s mind, and he sharply turned down a street leading to the harbor district. It was a long shot, and would send him further away then he had initially thought to search. He worried that perhaps, this was another mistake.

But his fears were alleviated when he heard it, the most beautiful song in all the worlds. The plaintive wails of a violin, echoing down alleyways, a pain Aaron now could recognize as loneliness. Breathless, he broke into a run, following the sound. A short time later, he found him, alone beneath a fire escape, eyes closed as he played. Aaron paused and let Ezra finish his song. When he did, his eyes opened and fell upon Aaron, expression becoming guarded.

Aaron stepped forward and held up his notebook. Disappointment flashed in Ezra’s eyes, and he began to turn away, but Aaron caught his hand. Ezra paused, and Aaron pressed the notebook into his hands. “Take it,” he prompted.

Confusion crossed Ezra’s face, but clasped the book in both hands. “What are you…” he began, trailing off as he saw tears streaming down Aaron’s face.

His eyes were windows to a soul exposed and raw, terrified of an irreversible mistake. Ezra glanced at the notebook and back to Aaron, when his face warmed into an undeniable smile. He put the notebook into his jacket pocket, cupped Aaron’s face in his hands, and leaned in to kiss him. Aaron was shocked, his tears mixing with the stubble on Ezra’s face as they locked lips, but he found himself eagerly returning the kiss. It seemed to last forever and for just a millisecond, but eventually they pulled apart.

Ezra’s face was alight with a hopeful grin. “Alright, chronicler. Let’s try this again.”







To your health!



To the health of the abnormal



To the health of the abnormal



To the health of nobody.



SCP-7005, also known as the Lampeter, is a multidimensional transport network utilizing every known mode of transit. Since the bankruptcy of the Lampeter Non-Euclidean Shipping Company, Foundation control has been established over a minority of stations, mostly in this universe (A001 “Prime”) and its neighbors.



The study of physical embodiments and incarnations of abstract concepts.



Department founded to administrate and research SCP-7005, headed by Dr. Rosie Hartlepool and Dr. Simon Kells.



The study of reality as narrative structure, modelled as stratified layers of fiction, where higher layers create and influence lower layers.



Significant to extensive portions of memory.



The study of the Noosphere, a model of shared human cognition as an abstract space of all human thought and concepts.



Summarily denied, and unprofessional. — Site Director Thomas Graham



SCP-7764 submitted to acroamatic abatement for disposal shortly afterward. No change in SCP-7764-A percieved.



Referring to Internal Mathematics, the study of Narrativistics applied to Noospherics. All narrativistic realities extant to date have been empirically found to possess an internal noosphere either trivial or strictly subordinate to a shared external noosphere model. Internal Mathematics posits this as a Narrativistic law.





The Future



After the Foundation

The Lampeter is no more. Arc blinking has rendered it obsolete, and its name lives on only in history books. But as a vast, multidimensional Foundation regulates time and existence, and the little town of Lamplight shines on the edge of reality, a few broken, scattered lines survive in distant worlds, their origins forgotten.






Lamplight


BY ORDER OF THE O5 COUNCIL

The following file is Level 4/5005 classified. Unauthorized access is forbidden.



Item #: SCP-5005

Object Class: Euclid

Level 4/5005 — Classified


[image: A picture of one of SCP-5005’s “burning” lamps in the Aetherium district; similar in effect to sodium lamps but based on thaumaturgy rather than mainstream technology.]
A picture of one of SCP-5005’s “burning” lamps in the Aetherium district; similar in effect to sodium lamps but based on thaumaturgy rather than mainstream technology.

Special Containment Procedures: Diplomatic relations with SCP-5005 have been established under the terms of the Sarai Treaty. A permanent researcher is to be stationed on SCP-5005 at all times, whose presence can only be allowed or rescinded by the agreement of the project lead and two Foundation psychologists. Other Foundation personnel are permitted conditional research access to SCP-5005 with the approval of their supervisor. Access is gained via a Scranton-Meyerbeer Arc from Site-Q46, located in the Aadzain Universe on the far side of the Western Cluster. Contact your extrauniversal contact for more information.

Personnel are reminded that a prolonged stay in SCP-5005 may be severely emotionally taxing, and are encouraged to consider their own mental health before entering.

Description: SCP-5005 is a human settlement, located 3449 whalons to the Multiversal East of the Central Reality Compass and 87 whalons beyond where matter is ordinarily capable of permanently existing. Consequently, it is the most remote settlement created by a sentient creature and the most remote matter in existence.

SCP-5005 is constructed on an expanse of an earth-like substance, which acts as a fertile soil. The extent of this expanse is unknown, as it is impossible to engage in long-term exploration beyond the limits of SCP-5005-1’s light range.

SCP-5005-1 is a large biomechanical lantern suspended over SCP-5005. SCP-5005-1’s light possesses a degree of reality stabilisation far in excess of any other known examples, allowing for the permanent existence of matter within its light range. However, SCP-5005-1’s capacity as a light source is limited and temperamental. Due to its size and distance from SCP-5005, its lux illumination is relatively low in the settlement. It is frequently described as being similar to the light of a full moon on Earth.

SCP-5005-1 is suspended above SCP-5005 by a large protruding tendril, which emerges from the expanse and forms an arc above SCP-5005. The tendril is believed to be constructed from an artificially hardened and strengthened form of the expanse-substance.

The composition of the expanse-substance is unknown. Various scholars have proposed a link to Sriskan holochrome, which possesses a similarly unusual molecular structure. However, the archeological record of Sriska is very limited, and no currently known Sriskan technologies could create something on the scale of the expanse-substance. The residents of SCP-5005 refer to the substance as “mahi loam”, a word which has no known connection to any of the cultures on SCP-5005 and is of unknown provenance; further investigation is required.

The following is an assessment of other anecdotal evidence and theories concerning SCP-5005’s surroundings by Dr. Hamish Franklin, Project Lead on SCP-5005.


Although the historical documentation surrounding SCP-5005’s founding and history is relatively extensive, any scientific understanding of the town’s surroundings or its light source remains beyond our capabilities. It is clear from the mechanical elements within SCP-5005-1 that it is a synthetic creation of an unknown civilisation, but there is nothing we can find that is remotely similar to it. There are some — some — similarities to Sriskan technologies within the substance of the expanse, but that kind of molecular structure has its forebears in any number of universes in that cluster and beyond — Aadzain, Harkhret, Kharak. What all of them lack is anything even slightly as advanced as SCP-5005-1, which can create almost Earth-like conditions in the midst of unreality.

Any number of theories have come forward. A research experiment of the old Empire, a neo-Oestrian birthing ground, an Aadzainian horse-culling centre — one biologist even thought it could be the remains of a Harkhret pioneer’s anglerfish! These ideas are innovative but remain, at best, only mere speculation.

Not even the populace can provide any clues. Whatever ancient people made it must be long dead now. We cannot send Foundation personnel beyond the city limits, of course — far too dangerous — and most anecdotes from the town’s explorers simply speak of more and more dark, and that gradual unsettling feeling that they’d been away from the light for too long. Would-be pioneers have either been driven back swiftly or have disappeared.

Only one anecdote has been preserved that holds any interest for us. Roughly a century ago, a particularly daring (or drunken) poet decided to pick a direction and head that way as long as possible. He was just about suicidal enough to stick with it longer than most others, but not so determined that he didn’t eventually turn back.

Out there, many miles away, he happened to glance at his hand and saw it begin to unravel. In a panic, he stared across the landscape, and saw a brief glint on the horizon. Thinking it was home, he headed fast towards it, but after crossing a prominent ridge he found that he’d been going in the wrong direction entirely. Before him lay a glassy orb of immense proportions, the colour of milk, embedded into the earth. And a faint light shone beneath its surface.

By some miracle he managed to get home. There wasn’t much of him left, and it didn’t take long before he expired. But his half-mad, lunatic story he screamed out has stuck in the town’s lore. For most of the townsfolk, it remains a cautionary tale for those who might consider stepping beyond the light’s edge.



The following are a series of introductory essays on aspects of SCP-5005 by academics and Foundation personnel in the Sol and Orchard Universes who have studied the anomaly. These have been supplemented by Foundation logs that provide examples of the phenomena discussed.


1. History


Dr. Johannes Kobold, Level 3 Foundation Historian.



SCP-5005 was founded by Jean-Antoine Delacroix, a noted poet from the Orchard Universe and former dragoman in the Kievan Republic. Delacroix discovered SCP-5005’s location following the dissolution of his relationship with the Strathclyde painter Emily Woolf, leaving him in a state of extreme depression. He attempted suicide via arc blinking, launching himself in a random direction in the hope of expiring in the non-matter surrounding the multiverse.

Instead, Delacroix arrived close to SCP-5005-1. Deeply curious about the location, he blinked himself home to embark on a series of explorations of the site. He founded SCP-5005 in 2107 and gave it the name Lamplight, which remains its common name to this day. Delacroix’s stated intention in founding the settlement was to create a place “that could provide a home to the damned, the dispossessed, the refugee and the lost”.

However, the initial inhabitants were almost entirely artists, writers and intellectuals from the Orchard Universe, quickly ending Delacroix’s utopian hopes for the town. He again fell into depression and disappeared in 2110.

Subsequent immigration to SCP-5005 has followed a similar pattern, with the majority of the town’s population belonging to academic or artistic professions. Most other inhabitants are the survivors or descendants of two major influxes of refugees who took up residence in SCP-5005: a group of survivors of the Neon London in 2396 and the remnants of the Tribes of the Many Steppes in 2419.

The nature of time in SCP-5005’s non-matter surroundings means that human aging varies greatly from person to person. Consequently, while some visitors have undergone the span of a full human life in a single 24-hour cycle, others have shown no visible signs of aging across many centuries. This allows for an impressive range of sources for SCP-5005’s history. An example of this can be found in the following interview with Sergei Osmanoglu, the owner of the Dragoman Tavern, who emigrated to SCP-5005 in 2109.


Interview

Interviewer: Junior Researcher Sofia Ramirez

Location: Dragoman Tavern

Date: 29/11/2524

Ramirez is sitting in the main room of the tavern, at a table by a window. She has just switched on a recording device and placed it in front of her. A tall, burly man with a thick beard — Osmanoglu — is sitting opposite her. Snow can be seen passing by the window. There is a lit fireplace behind Osmanoglu.

Ramirez: Thank you for agreeing to this interview, Sergei.

Osmanoglu: It’s not a problem. I’ve got time. And you pay the rent promptly.

Ramirez: I — ok… When did you first arrive in Lamplight?

Osmanoglu: 2109, I think. It was a long time ago.

Ramirez: What was the town like then?

Osmanoglu: Small. Cold. Fewer buildings, fewer lamps, less snow.

Ramirez: Yes, I wanted to ask about that — how is there sn-

Osmanoglu: But it was better back then. Delacroix was there. People said he’d founded the place, but I couldn’t understand how they could think that.

Ramirez: What do you mean?

Osmanoglu: He didn’t have energy. No spark. He’d spend all his time staring out there, into the dark.

Osmanoglu gestures towards the window; the darkness of the non-matter is visible outside.

Osmanoglu: This place wasn’t meant for us.

Ramirez: You can’t know that for sure. The soil here is so perfectly suited to supporting human life.

Osmanoglu: You don’t make a place for people with that thing suspended over it. You’d build a sun or stars, not a pallid half-moon. There are no places for humans this far out.

Ramirez: Other civilisations got close. Sriska, Harkhret -

Osmanoglu: They weren’t humans. Wrong cluster. And if they did make this place, and I doubt it, then they are long gone now. Nothing but their dust and their Lamp left over.

Ramirez: So — what did Delacroix do?

Osmanoglu is silent for some time.

Osmanoglu: He had a girl, and it went sour. So he came here to start something new, something great. But the only ones entranced by his mad designs were the same old crowd of poets, all talking about the great utopia they’d build here. Another society of true freedom to escape the horrors of the dozen others they’d made. But they didn’t want to do the hard graft or come down from their Bohemian bubbles, so it was all talk. Shooting shit in taverns like this one. I’m the only one left now.

Osmanoglu takes a sip of beer.

Osmanoglu: Delacroix, though, he was smart. He could see this. First time I saw him he’d been here two years, and the absinthe had reached his eyes. He saw that all he’d done was make more meaningless ego. But I think… I think part of him loved the misery he felt. He wrote his best poems here, everyone says so. About the dark as a mirror, and about — about other stuff. You’ve read him?

Ramirez: Not yet, no — hard to get a copy in Sol.

Osmanoglu: You’re the next universe over! Should be easy. On Orchard, you can find him anywhere. Not so much here. People don’t like to remember him here.

Ramirez: Why not?

Osmanoglu: Because he talked truths the poets don’t want to hear. Or because we all know what happened to him. Oh, there are those who say he went back to Orchard, but any true Lamplighter knows that he stepped into the night. “The night does not give such easy answers”, he used to say. I would just pat him on the shoulder and tell him it was OK, and I… he was not a well man, Sofia. He wanted to destroy himself. And we don’t like to talk about that.

Ramirez: Suicide, right?

Osmanoglu: No, more than that. I don’t think he wanted to die, to end. He wanted to annihilate the idea of himself. He’d come here and order absinthe, over and over and over again, staring at the — the snow and trying to make out shapes. Then one day he was gone.

Ramirez: I… I see.

Osmanoglu: You should go home, Sofia. Go back to your Sol, to your Foundation. This is not a place for well people.

Ramirez: Then why are you here?

Osmanoglu: Someone has to care for the sick. I saw you watching Kastamonu, from your window.

Ramirez: I don’t know wh-

Osmanoglu: Tall man. Wore a greatcoat. You saw him, didn’t you? Walking down the cobbled streets. He was a playwright, from Daevastan. Smoked those pipes, wrote with trembling hands under the gas lamps. I put the fire on and keep it warm, but he hasn’t been back for days. Just walked into the smog, one foot beating a tardy march, withdrawing with the other as a faintly whistling silhouette. You saw him and said nothing. I think you are like him, in a way.

Ramirez: …That’ll be all for now.




2. Structure and Society


Dr. Harry Grant, Lecturer in Eastern Multiverse Studies at Kings College London.



The districts are:


	The Kievan or Victorian district was the original core of the city, founded by Jean-Antoine Delacroix in 2109. The architectural style is reminiscent of the late Dnieperian style, roughly analogous to a mixture of Victorian and Imperial Russian architecture in the Sol Universe but with some oddities, such as a strict adherence to cobbled streets and the regular placement of gas lamps. The ardent romanticism of the city’s founders has led to the structure of this district being deliberately disorganised. It has frequently been admired for its many communal meeting places and frequent public concerts.

	The Aetherium district was created during the Cyberpunk Revival of the 2350s, a response to the horrors of the Burnt Apple War that caused severe destruction to the Orchard Universe’s Earth. The Cyberpunk Revival was marked by a deep cynicism and disillusionment with contemporary politics, reflected in an architectural style deliberately modelled on post-industrial decay and internet-based subcultures. The district is thus highly architecturally varied and was renowned for its anarchist politics, which were credited with an urban and social regeneration across the settlement.

	The Giotto district was created by a group of Sol Universe artists who, in response to the Namibian Crisis of the 2390s, wanted a radical return to pre-modernity as a response to the “evils of the present”. The group, vehemently opposed to all realism in art, created the district as a way to return to “a world of starker light”, constructing buildings exclusively in Gothic or Romanesque church architecture and with an emphasis on stained glass’s light-refracting properties. The early days of this district were marked by an ascetic, medieval morality, almost entirely absent today; the modern neighbourhood is chiefly known for its biannual passion plays and wide range of communal and charitable activities.

	The Neoclassical district was founded by refugees fleeing the Neon London in the early 25th century. Characterised by 18th century British architecture but augmented by a large number of green spaces, flowing curves and a stated desire to create “utopia”, this district was rigidly and rigorously planned as an ideal community of elites. Although this project has long been abandoned, the neighbourhood has become a focal point for a great number of literary circles, with young artists frequently attending its salons and literary festivals and many patrons settling in the district.

	The Nomad district was created by the surviving Tribes of the Many Steppes. Most of the structures here are yurts and other nomadic tents utilised by the Salome Universe’s Inner Asia analogue, but at the centre of the district is a Manichean temple of particular architectural significance even beyond SCP-5005. This district is frequently engaged in housing refugees from across the multiverse, a cause that many of SCP-5005’s residents involve themselves in.



Despite many historical differences, conflicts and disagreements between these districts are now uncommon, with the populace as a whole freely mingling. Although each district has its own celebrations, there is one major festival celebrated in SCP-5005 by the populace as a whole: the “Parade of Candles” or “Chrizmata”, held once a year on a day roughly analogous to midwinter in the northern hemisphere of the Orchard Universe’s Earth. A description of this festival by Junior Researcher Ramirez can be found below.


A Description of Parade of Candles

The festival’s proceedings begin at what would be 6AM in the Orchard Universe’s Kiev, the system of timekeeping agreed upon since SCP-5005’s foundation. Residents from all the districts gather in the central square to engage in a series of acrobatic performances, poetry readings, artistic displays and musical recitals.

The artistic segments of the community essentially use this event to promote and discuss their various works, while the rest of the populace treats them as a form of entertainment. It is notable that while many of these works use the surrounding dark as their subject matter, it is rare to hear discussion of the darkness, both during the festival and outside it.

This activity continues for several hours while the owners of the local taverns begin the task traditionally incumbent on them: constructing a large pyre in the centre of the square. The resulting structure is enormous, but due to the prevalence of fog and snow in SCP-5005, it is frequently unusable as a pyre. In these cases, the populace simply links arms and dances around the structure, before returning to their various homes and cooking an evening feast.

If the pyre does catch light, however, then tables will be set up surrounding the fire and a shared feast will take place in the square. The food here is a mixture of plants grown in the expanse-substance as well as imported food, which makes up the vast majority of the food consumed in SCP-5005. A great many Kievan and Strathclyde delicacies can be found from the Orchard Universe as well as Malted Saloons from the Salome Universe, a delicacy brought by the tribal refugees that has proved surprisingly popular in the town.

After the meal, candles are brought out for the populace to light from the pyre. It will usually be burning much lower at this stage, and is ordinarily safe to approach. Having lit their candles, the populace begins to wander, individually and haphazardly, towards the edges of SCP-5005-1’s light range. They will spread themselves out at a safe distance behind the edge of the circle and, holding their candles aloft, begin to sing several hymns in succession. The year’s hymns are voted on during a town meeting; they are primarily from the Orchard Universe, but some Sol and Salome songs are sung. There is also usually a reconstructed Sriskan song added as part of the continuing superstition that the Sriskans created SCP-5005-1.

The singing is not impressive, as one would expect from hundreds of people spread out across a very large distance and with little training. Other observers have called the effect charming; it seems to me to be reflective of the almost monomaniac obsession that the denizens have with the light and the fire motif, present in so many artistic works and important to their conversation and culture. It is a bizarre and disturbing fact that so many travel to understand or be inspired by SCP-5005’s non-material location but end up ardently embracing the familiar trappings of home.




3. Culture


Pierre Rachmaninoff, Reader in Literary History at the University of Old Kiev.



SCP-5005’s place in the canon of multiversal literature, art and music is regarded as highly significant. Its importance to the Orchard Universe’s Cyberpunk Revival is well-documented, as is that movement’s impact on the culture of multiple universal clusters. Perhaps less well known is the sheer scale of artistic figures who have lived in or been inspired by SCP-5005.

The Dragoman, Firefall and Old Sriska taverns have all seen the formation of a number of significant literary circles. The renowned 22nd century poet Fernand Borges was deeply affected by SCP-5005, writing his famous poem “The Hearth of Baudelaire”, a Ulysses-like attempt to portray the common life of the city’s inhabitants as a large-scale epic. Martha Vintage’s historical novels, all concerned with Sriskan and Harkhretian familes settling on the edges of space, are thought to have been inspired by her stay at the Firefall. But the most famous literary resident is still Delacroix, whose influence over the writing of the whole of the Western Universal Sectors is incalculable.

The unique “moonlight” effect of SCP-5005-1 and the sense of community in the settlement have been portrayed numerous times in the visual arts. The Franco-Salomin painters Claude Karakorum, Mohammed Watteau and Fransisco de Shiraz were all drawn to SCP-5005, with Karakorum’s piece Delacroix’s Bedchamber being among the most famous artworks of the Western Sector. The musical influence is less easy to trace, but a great many noted composers have made visits. Marius Konigsberg’s “Chrizmata” Symphony and the “Cheer and Frost” heptet were both composed during his stay in SCP-5005.

It is notable that the pieces of temporary visitors or recent immigrants to SCP-5005 are almost invariably focused on the non-matter surrounding the settlement, while those of long-term residents are often fixated on community, light and sensual pleasures. Various explanations have been given for this disparity in subject matter. Many short-term residents state that they came to SCP-5005 expressly to see the non-matter and that anything else is simply a distraction, deterring from a proper exploration of the location’s “mystery”. Longer-term inhabitants often talk about the pointlessness of examining the non-matter or believe SCP-5005’s purpose is to act as a beacon against nonexistence. The unexplained weather conditions in the settlement are never mentioned (with a single exception discussed in Dr. Franklin’s essay below).

The following is an interview between Researcher Ramirez and the famed Sol Universe poet Juan Lumiere, who settled permanently in the town in 2276. It is included here to give a sense of the perspective of many longer-term inhabitants of SCP-5005.


Interview

Interviewer: Junior Researcher Sofia Ramirez

Location: Outside the Firefall Tavern

Date: 12/12/2524

Junior Researcher Ramirez is walking towards the back entrance of the Firefall Tavern, which opens onto a wide cobbled street on a slight incline. Fog can be seen all around, obscuring the rest of the street. The sounds of revelry coming from inside the Firefall can be heard.

A man in his 30s, wearing a long thick greatcoat, is smoking a cigarillo outside the entrance. Ramirez approaches him.

Ramirez: H-hello? Juan Lumiere?

Lumiere: The very same. You’re that Foundation girl, aren’t you? Staying at the Dragoman?

Ramirez: Junior Researcher Sofia Ramirez.

Lumiere: A lovely name. I can only presume, given that recording device on your shoulder, that you have come to interview me.

Ramirez: If we could step insi-

Lumiere: I prefer to stand out here. They are bright and merry in there. I’ll wait until the fire is lower and the company more selective. Let the young have their fun.

Ramirez: How old are you?

Lumiere: Two hundred and seventy-eight. Don’t look it, do I? The perks of this city. I’ve aged 6 years in the time I’ve been here, by my count. But nobody ever comes here for eternal life.

Ramirez: I’ve been wondering about that.

Lumiere: It’s because it doesn’t feel as it’s meant to. You don’t feel like you’re living longer, just that those years have been spread out longer. Like skin stretched over a drum. You never develop properly.

Ramirez: Your writing has.

Lumiere: I didn’t think anyone in Sol had ever heard of me.

Ramirez: It — well, if I’m honest, it was your work that first drew me here. You’re unusual. Your later stuff talks about fire and light, but with much more craft than most of the other long-termers.

Lumiere: You like the newer ones, then?

Ramirez: I — I do quite like them.

Lumiere: But you like the earlier ones more.

Lumiere sighs, and stubs out his cigarillo.

Lumiere: Everyone likes the early ones more. They don’t understand why someone would come to Lamplight just to write about the things in their own lives. To them, in their Kievan salons, this place is just the wild frontier, the mystery beyond mysteries, the edge of all creation. They want something wild, not something homespun.

Ramirez: Isn’t that natural?

Lumiere narrows his eyes, thrusting his hands into the pockets of his coat.

Lumiere: Do you write, at all? Compose?

Ramirez: I — I play a little violin. I write some stuff in my spare time.

Lumiere: But that’s not why you came here. You came here to solve its mysteries.

Ramirez: It has so many.

Lumiere: You’re barking up the wrong tree, girl. You won’t solve anything. You should go inside.

Ramirez: I’m fine. I’m not here to party.

Lumiere: Then there’s your mistake. I’ve seen so many like you come through here. You’ve read Delacroix?

Ramirez: I recently acquired a copy. I haven’t read much yet, though.

Lumiere: It’s his last poem that, if not understood, then at least got some glimpse of this place. Rough, almost like a regression into juvenilia, but the only thing he wrote that really threw a light on the bright young things that come here, full of opium and dreams. You think people come here to see the dark? They come here because they think they should. They think inspiration is full of the external, the depths of the human soul, the ravaged passions of the age. It’s not. Inspiration is the dust on a wainscot and the smell of barley, the warmth of heaths, th-

Ramirez: There is an infinite dark outside, a light that should not exist above. Why should I come here to play the fool? This town should not exist-

Lumiere: It was always going to exist. This place was inevitable.

Ramirez: What does that mean?

Lumiere: Why did you not help Kastomonu?

There is a pause of several seconds.

Lumiere: You drink, same as me and the rest. But you drink ice-cold gin in the silence of your room. You spend hour after hour puzzling, typing, working through things. I see you in your window, staring out at the night. And you watched as Kastomonu just marched himself off into the night, because you felt the same things he felt.

Ramirez: W-why do you -

Lumiere: Because I’ve seen you before, a thousand times. The artist falling on his paintbrush as a sword. The writer who sees God in a grain of darkness. Sometimes I stop them, but mostly they ignore me. The wisdom of youth, and all that. One fine day they’ll walk into the night, into the echo chamber of compounded mystery. Never understanding that we built this place to be a beacon against it, the inevitable human sigh of defiance in the night.

Lumiere buttons up his jacket, and begins to walk away.

Ramirez: Where are you going? I’m not done with you yet!

Lumiere: Go to the fires, Junior Researcher Sofia Ramirez. Get a shorter name. Because you’ll learn one way or the other that there is nothing out there.

Lumiere walks down the street and into the fog, whistling the Blue Danube Waltz. Ramirez stares after him for several seconds, before turning her camera off.




4. Psychological Impact


Dr. Hans Freiburg, Level 3 Foundation Psychologist.



The emotional and psychological effect SCP-5005 has on a large proportion of its residents is particularly noteworthy. A minimum of 14 disappearances have been recorded in the town in any given year. Extensive investigations by local law enforcement and Foundation researchers have determined these to be almost entirely suicides.

The reasons for this disappearance rate in a town of SCP-5005’s size, with its generally high standards of living, are not wholly clear. The psychological effects of a lack of sunlight or a relatively unvaried diet have been considered, as has the sheer danger of an unpredictable light source, but the most interesting evidence is that the overwhelming majority of the disappearances come from artists, writers and particularly academics who have been resident in the town for less than a year.

These residents often display similar patterns of behaviour in the weeks prior to their disappearance: an obsession with the non-matter surrounding the town, an increasing dependence on narcotics, and a greatly increased output but diminished quality of work. Many townspeople attempt to intervene, but to little avail; affected individuals are likely to become increasingly isolated and aggressive towards others.

4 Foundation personnel are known to have disappeared in SCP-5005 since the Sarai Treaty was signed, all apparently committing suicide via non-matter. Although a cause of concern for Foundation personnel, the unavoidably limited nature of mental health provision within the Foundation has meant that this situation is difficult to overcome.

For an example of some of the concerns typically raised with the Foundation’s psychiatric unit, the following is an extract from Director Franklin’s report of a check-in with Junior Researcher Ramirez in December 2524.


Extract from Director Franklin’s Report

After the meal, Dr. Ramirez took me to her rooms to show me some of her initial findings. By this point, I had noticed several things that concerned me. Having known Dr. Ramirez for several years, her voice seemed markedly more strained than usual. She also seemed nervous and was sweating profusely. Several times I thought I smelled alcohol on her breath.

Her “rooms” turned out to be a single cheap bedchamber on the Tavern’s top floor. There was little heating and no light, the window opening out of the Giotto district. I asked her why she had chosen this room when we had allotted her a generous allowance; she replied that the rooms on lower floors were “too noisy” and that she needed quiet to work. I thought this plausible at the time — SCP-5005’s taverns are not known for being serene places of study — but on further reflection I remembered that two previous researchers, Kobold and MacBride, had similarly changed their accommodation. Both had to be pulled out of SCP-5005, and both had developed the notion that a higher room would take them closer to the “source” of the town’s non-matter, a curious piece of unscientific superstition.

I noticed also that, although the bedchamber appeared to be in an orderly condition, there was a sheen of dust across many of the surfaces and a couple of tell-tale signs were visible that indicated a lot of tidying in a very short amount of time. The bed did not look like it had been slept in. Several fiction books, also coated in dust, were lying on the shelves. Only the poetry of Delacroix and two of Lumiere’s novels seemed to have been read at all. There was a half-empty bottle of gin on the mantlepiece, which Ramirez quickly noticed and binned in a half-hearted attempt at subterfuge.

Her notes — written by hand — were surprisingly rough. She seemed to only use her digitop for forwarding her data to us. The haphazard organisation went some way towards explaining the decreased quality of her work, but the odd breaks in writing tone and lack of professionalism in interviews still had to be answered for. By this point, I regretted letting other projects take my attention away from SCP-5005. I sent Sofia here because of her well-demonstrated resilience and reliability, thinking I could leave the town’s research in safe hands. However, it has become abundantly clear that the effects this place has on the human psyche are not so easily predictable.

I asked a few gentle questions about her life here — had she been blending in, was she enjoying the local culture — and it did not take long for her to become paranoid and resentful of my presence. She openly mocked the townspeople for being “rural”, believing their cultural traditions and community were “worthless” in the context of their surroundings. She lamented their lack of curiousity in SCP-5005-1, the expanse and the surrounding non-matter. To my surprise, she also displayed little interest in Lumiere’s writings, something which had previously been a passion of hers, and actively disdained Delacroix, calling his last poem “irredeemable shit that understands nothing.”

The true nature of her interests rapidly became apparent. She had devised a schema, based on the angles of SCP-5005-1’s light, to find a location where the bizarre laws of physics would allow someone to see the entirety of the expanse which SCP-5005 rests upon. She had done an extraordinary amount of research, pinpointing this supposed location to the exact spot and designing a craft she believed would safely transport people to and from this place. It was madness, and I told her as much. This “location” was so far out that no craft, however well-designed, could keep its occupants alive for the return journey. She did not want to hear this, and it became clear that she did not desire my presence any longer.

I did not tell her about my intention to recall her, fearing this might damage her emotional state still further. Still, it is my unambiguous recommendation that she be replaced in her post as soon as possible. SCP-5005 may not have a great deal of exploitable material within it, but we still don’t fully understand the town, its mysteries, its strange lure for artists and writers or the nuances of the local culture. It is not an easy assignment, and it needs a great deal more attention than we have hitherto given it.




Future Research


Director Hamish Franklin.



The result of these many aspects of SCP-5005 is that the Foundation has a number of potential research directions. While the cultural and social aspects of the town remain important (and their relation to the landscape in particular remains an unresearched area), it is the physical questions that are the most potent: the identity of SCP-5005-1’s creators and their reasons for doing so, its mechanical workings, and the nature of the expanse surrounding the town.

One final notable anomaly is the unusual weather conditions of the town. As the Orchard Universe lacks heavy snow and fog, this has often been considered one of the key attractions for the initial settlers. Its origin and source are entirely unknown, however, and very few credible theories have been produced to explain it. Originating at a point somewhere above SCP-5005-1, the snow falls regularly enough to keep the town covered in a thin layer at all times. The source of the fog is also unclear, but in both cases the weather conditions appear identical to those found in Sol and similar universes.

A related problem is near-complete absence of these conditions in any literary or artistic works. Researchers have noted that the townspeople rarely discuss it, often appearing dismissive and frightened when it is brought up. Researchers themselves have openly stated after leaving the town that the weather made them feel “uncertain” or “lost”. Extensive testing has ruled out the possibility of any memetic or cognitohazardous effects.

As mentioned above, the only known creative work to discuss these conditions is the final poem of SCP-5005’s founder, Jean-Antoine Delacroix. It is written in a much more modernist style than Delacroix’s other works and does not display the same technical mastery. This may partly be attributed to its status as an unfinished work, found written on his desk the morning after his disappearance. It is reproduced in its entirety below.


Unfinished Work of Delacroix

Cold entrance cuts the mountain

Where I buried you. Salt and brine,

Whisper down the waterways of ash

Where you ran, laughing,

That mouth-made twist turned bitter.



Here on the edge of human eyes,

I stare into the mirror of the dark;

That mirror that sears my ravages of bone

And brings such images of the world’s dismay,

Its broken, luminous char,

Its dreams of all the starving artists

Beavering away in opium

Or simmering soft in pain.

Casting off the trappings of the world

Which leaves just silence, soft and cold disdain.



The hearths and songs that bleed with frail light

Have drawn to fires those who huddle tight,

Their raptured peasant fear

Cast before the tongs in cheer. I walk,

A figure in the fog of old laments

Away from these twin tales

And into the snow, into the earth,

With no narratives of foes

Or platitudes of friends.



The snow gives rot, complexity, ennui,

The night does not give such easy answers.




Addendum 1

On 31/12/2524, Junior Researcher Ramirez disappeared from her lodgings in the Dragoman Tavern. A search by townspeople and Foundation personnel found only footprints in the snow, heading towards the edge of town.

On the evening of 01/01/2525, a signal was received from a temporary monitoring station set up on SCP-5005. It appeared to show video footage from Junior Researcher Ramirez’s shoulder-cam at a point in the non-matter. Analysis of the footage showed that it had been transmitted several hours earlier from the location specified in her conversation with Director Franklin. Although it is theoretically possible for her to have made this trip unaided, she would have been close to death by the time she reached the location (as her apparent condition in the footage makes clear).

A log of this footage is below.


Log

The camera opens on non-matter; this is rendered as a black screen. Coughing can be heard.

Ramirez: Told you… Hamish, I told you. You stood there and you were wrong, and I was right, and… and…

There is heavy breathing for several seconds.

Ramirez: But you won’t guess, you’ll never guess…

The camera turns. In the distance, SCP-5005 can be seen beneath SCP-5005-1. The light of SCP-5005-1 refracts across the non-matter in a way which shows the entirety of the expanse.

The expanse is revealed as the corpse of an augmented Harkhretian anglerfish. Most of the body has been eroded by non-matter, but the face and jaw are clearly visible. SCP-5005-1 can be clearly seen as the esca of the fish, the “lure” anglerfish possess to attract prey to them. Its eyes, possessing a milky-white colour typical of anglerfish, are also visible.

Ramirez can be heard laughing hysterically for approximately thirty seconds. This is then interrupted by coughing; blood can be seen floating in front of the camera.

Ramirez: That’s it, isn’t… isn’t it? The end of the line. The puzzle-box complete. Just the dying corpse of Harkhret’s pioneers.

There is a pause, after which sobbing can be heard.

Ramirez: I wonder if they died there. Or ran away, or — or found something better out here. I wonder if… if…

Further sobbing can be heard for 12 minutes, before fading away entirely. Fog and snow can be seen approaching from the sides of the camera, gradually obscuring its field of view until nothing visible remains. The visual feed cuts out.

Ramirez: (whispering) The night does not give such easy answers.

The audio feed cuts out.





For Merely Dreaming We Were Snow

[image: ]

There was nothing Aiden Navarro hated more in the entirety of the endless worlds the multiverse offered than snow.

Hate might have been too strong of a word — especially recently — but even as a poet, he had trouble articulating the subconscious and uncontrollable abhorrence and fear he felt in regards to it. Something in its structure made him feel like he was back in his home, once again left at the mercy of snowfall taking away a layer of him and blending him into the ever-white universe every second it touched him. When he closed his eyes he was once again the prisoner of the singularity, washing away his personality second by second, until there was nothing left in the entire universe except snow. White as far as he could reach.

Aiden frantically opened his eyes, realizing someone was nudging his shoulder in an attempt to ask if everything was okay. He nodded, massaging his eyes, and continued his walk through the cobbled alleyways leading to the Dragoman Tavern as if nothing had ever happened. He shivered slightly, drawing his coat closer to his skin, and threw some of the snow off from his messy hair.

It was truly a shame the street-encompassing blizzards of Lamplight never ceased, Navarro thought.

Strolling through the foggy alleyways of the multiversal nexus, his tired eyes eventually caught sight of what was unmistakably the entry to the tavern, blasting the obscured streets with its warm and welcoming light. He didn’t smile — he never did — but deep inside, he was relieved he no longer had to interact with the snow. Navarro took a deep breath, opened the doors into the building, and crossed its threshold.

“Aiden!” The friendly voice of Sergei Osmanoglu greeted him. “The usual?”

He didn’t respond verbally, instead nodding in confirmation as he put his heavy coat on the rack near the entry. He came closer to the counter, sitting on one of the stools, and began staring at the wall behind the massive man before him, as he usually did.

Sergei shook his head, handing Aiden a glass of absinthe, sadness entering his eyes. “You shouldn’t drink this stuff, you know,” he said, turning back to put the bottle away on the shelf behind him. “It’s what got Delacroix crazy, remember?”

Navarro did in fact remember. But he didn’t really care, if he was honest. There was something endlessly melancholic in following the footsteps of the city’s legendary founder, no matter how self-destructive it might really be.

The poet took out his notebook, opening it where he’d left it off during his last visit to the place. He was never the outgoing type, but something about observing the daily lives of other people made him immediately know what to write, and there was no better place to do so than the largest tavern in the Giotto district. He took a quick sip of the alcohol before him, feeling it enter his digestive system, and clicked his pen.

As the crackling of the fire near him mixed with the dancing and laughing of the other customers, blending into nothing more than a blur, he took a deep breath, and began writing.


I

stand

gazing into the starless night above me.



Never

content

neither with this world nor being free.



“—en? Aiden!”

He snapped out from his trance, realizing Sergei was looking directly at him, shaking his head. He puffed, and Aiden raised his eyebrow.

“I asked you if you’re going to the Festival.”

Navarro’s confusion widened.

“You know, Chrizmata? The Parade of Candles?”

He shook his head, looking around the room. Only now did he realize the tavern was full like it had never been, with every single seat taken and every single table filled to the brim with decorations and seasonal foods, seen only once a year. The people were smiling and dancing, knowing the time of the year most Lamplight citizens awaited was near.

“Aiden, it’s mid-winter. The festival is tomorrow.”

Navarro looked down, staring at the ground, slightly embarrassed he hadn’t picked up the clues, even as obvious as the blizzards getting stronger. Everything felt… so fast, recently, as if all days and nights turned into one blur of nothingness, forever stretching as his life went on.

He didn’t know what had gotten into him. He had always been a man of few words, but recently, it felt like those few words had turned into no words at all. Darkness — no, Night — that’s all he felt deep inside. When he wasn’t unfortunate enough to feel the cold grasp of snow around him, whenever he closed his eyes, there was only static. Static in his dreams, static in his mind, static in his soul; it felt like the Void surrounding the town was inches from suffocating him.

He’d thought he would be immune to its effects when he first came to Lamplight. Every newcomer did. They were consumed by the art they’d create, hoping to be the one who finally understood what the Nonexistence meant; praying that their masterpiece would make millions weep. They were all wrong. And Aiden finally realized he was one of them.

The bartender grunted in disapproval, crossing his arms as a sign of disappointment at to Aiden’s lack of response. He’s been trying to get him to talk for… however long he hadn’t spoken a word for. Aiden didn’t know how much had passed since he’d begun to think of the Night more often than not.

He shook his head, trying to get the static out of his mind, and looked back at the paper in an attempt to finish his poem before the Festival’s literature presentation tomorrow. He knew he probably wouldn’t be able to, but he had to try. He convinced himself that being a good poet meant having something to present during Chrizmata.


I

stand

gazing into the starless night above me.



Never

content

neither with this world nor being free.



Snow

all around

as cold as my heart, poisoning Lamplight’s calm aether.



You

me

forever apart, never meant to be together.



He sighed. It was… utterly and thoroughly bland.

Aiden had never been a good poet, not really; he just put the words that appeared in his head on paper, hoping for them to at least be readable. But this was even below his normal level. It was… boring, frankly. That was the worst thing an author of any kind could hear; any other criticism was workable around, but ‘boring’ was a means of destroying the entirety of someone’s work in a single word.

He sighed again, taking another sip of the alcohol, and closed his eyes, ready for the static to greet him in place of his thoughts. It naturally delivered, filling his thoughtspace with nothing more than a void, consuming every emotion and spark.

He opened his eyes, not wanting to greet the Night for too long, only to realize that the tavern was empty. The previously bright-burning lamps were nothing more than half-lit by now, and nobody danced nor sung anymore. All that was left was Sergei, who was cleaning things up behind the bar, Aiden, who was looking around himself, confused and panicked at time’s pace, and a woman wearing a labcoat, sitting at the second end of the hall, sipping tea from a gigantic mug on the table next to her.

He realized two things: one, that the static took over, replacing his thoughts with emptiness for so long he eventually woke up hours later, and two, he knew that woman.

He stood up from his stool, putting his notes and pen back into the bag hanging from his shoulder, and came closer to the other. She looked up from the mug directly into his eyes, and smiled slightly.

“Aiden. Long time no see.”

That was a lie, of course; he and she were the only ones that almost always sat in Dragoman’s until its closing, and they knew each other by sight relatively well. They never really talked to each other, but she knew he was a poet and he knew she was ex-Foundation, and she was the closest to a friend he had. The emblem of three arrows pointing towards a deformed circle still sat on her labcoat as a reminder of who she had been before she ran off to Lamplight. Maya Weathers, that was her name, he thought.

He nodded and sat along with her near the table, staring at the ground.

“So, uhm, what you’ve been up to lately?” she started, chuckling nervously in an attempt to break the silence. “Any plans for the Festival? I saw you were writing something, and—”

He wasn’t listening, instead looking at a window behind her. Its glass opened up to reveal the starless sky of the edge of reality Lamplight was, slowly but surely filling in every part of the city it could. He could feel like the void was reaching out for him, asking him to join the end of the world in nonexistence, saying he’d feel full again.

He tried to distract himself by looking at Maya, who was still talking with a gentle tone in her voice, but he couldn’t. In another lifetime where he wasn’t always empty of emotions he probably could, though; each time he looked at her big, brown eyes and the curly hair that surrounded them he could feel a spark of happiness and hope enter his soul, but recently, that feeling always got thrown over by the emptiness left by the Night tempting him.

’“—so, haha, what I’m trying to say is would you maybe want to go with me to Chrizmata tomorrow?”

He didn’t respond, instead taking a big breath, and standing up.

“Maybe later,” Aiden tried to say, only for the sentence to come out half-baked as always.

He didn’t look back, not wanting to see her get hurt by his words. In just a few moves, he was back at the door again, ready to come back to the place he called his home. He opened the doors, embracing the snowy night, his mind still thinking of her warm smile, and through held back tears, he muttered a single phrase.

“I’m sorry.”

*  *  *

He didn’t sleep well that night. But, if he was honest, he never did.

He awoke to cold sweat pouring from his body, dampening his bedsheets. He didn’t remember what he’d dreamt of, but he knew it wasn’t a nightmare. There was a certain quality to nightmares, Aiden thought; even if they weren’t pleasant experiences, they almost always left a lasting effect, a sort of half-faded mark in the memory of the person who was unfortunate enough to experience them. And, more often than not, they were a good inspiration, especially for someone who wrote often on pessimistic topics, such as Aiden.

What he’d felt that night had none of that.

Navarro couldn’t focus on the dream for more than microseconds; it always felt like it slipped out of his memory the moment he thought he had it. But, even then, he was sure he knew one thing about it: it was dark. Dark as Night, filling his very being the moment he tried to think more about it, like a megalomaniacal god tormenting its mortals with empty visions of blackness.

It terrified him.

He stood up from the bed as quick as he could, in a panicked attempt to leave all of that behind. To fight it back, he thought of the first time him and Maya had met up. Dragoman’s was full to the brim that night, and, perhaps by accident, perhaps by fate, they landed near each other. And then they talked for hours. But… he didn’t think it mattered anymore. Nothing did.

In just a matter of seconds, he found himself in his bathroom, staring at the wall mirror. His face and hands were wet, but he didn’t notice this; instead, his entire focus was drawn to his reflection in the pane of glass in front of him; or, rather, the lack of one. Where Aiden should have been able to see his messy hair and green eyes was now replaced with a dark void, endlessly looping on itself into infinity, trying to take him in. He let out a scream, backed off, and blinked.

It disappeared.

He panted, nervously scanning the room for any changes. Anything, anything at all; but no matter how hard he looked, there was nothing. The room was identical as to how it had been for as long as it had existed.

He blinked again, grabbing his head in his hands and groaning. He didn’t feel good. He desperately needed a break.

In a few slow steps across his small apartment, he put the kettle on in the little recess he had to call his kitchen. Aiden hated coffee like nothing else — except snow — but tea was suitable. Tea was one of the few things that still made him want to drive forward; a cup as warm as Weathers’ face to ward off the white cold always falling from Lamplight’s non-skies was all he needed to carry on. It almost felt like his home before the singularity, where everything was good and he didn’t need to worry about anything.

With a deep sigh accompanying the creak of wood, he sat down on the kitchen chair, grabbing the pen and notebook he’d left there last night. Aiden took a deep breath, massaged his eyes, and began writing, in a last-effort attempt to be able to present anything on tomorrow’s ceremony.


I

stand

gazing into the starless night above me.



Never

content

neither with this world nor being free.



Snow

all around

as cold as my heart, poisoning Lamplight’s calm aether.



You

me

forever apart, never meant to be together.



Night

everywhere I feel

encompassing each part of my soul.



Darkness

never sleeping

always taking parts of myself, until it forms a whole.



As the whistling of the water boiling snapped him out of his trance, he suddenly realized something that terrified him to his core, even more than the Night or the Darkness within him did: the Festival was today.

He stood up, shocked, only to notice the candles burning bright in the central square outside his window. He could feel the muffled songs and voices of the happy people, exchanging stories and art during the only day they could at least pretend to be joyful on.

He didn’t even notice the kettle anymore, instead starting to walk in circles around the room, panicked. He couldn’t go, he still hadn’t finished the poem, he wasn’t ready, he— but Maya would be there IT DIDN’T MATTER, he wasn’t prepared, he couldn’t… he… he…

Before he could react, he subconsciously felt himself take a step, then another. In a matter of what felt like seconds, he gathered his supplies, tossed his coat on, and meandered towards his apartment door. Thoughts of being puppeteered floated through his head. He tried to fight back, with any positive thought, but not even thinking of all the times they had met at the Tavern could help. He questioned who was making him do this, or why. He didn’t want to go, but he knew he didn’t have a choice, even if he tried to resist it. And so, he did the only thing he could.

He took a deep breath, put his hand on the handle, and complied with what the Night ordered him to do.
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When he woke up again, he was outside, sitting on a bench in the central square.

He blinked twice, and flexed his hand slightly, trying to remember how he’d gotten there. His head hurt, but he knew he had been in his apartment before the Night took over, making him go… somewhere.

He knew where it wanted him to go. It wanted him to be free. He opened his eyes again, observing how full the Square was. Citizens of Lamplight gathered, joyously celebrating their festival. They were talking, laughing, dancing, buying, selling, showing, reading, and listening to art, and, among all of it, Aiden stood. He stood alone, with his notebook and pen in his hands, staring at the masses like a distant observer.

Never in his life had he been surrounded by so many people. Yet, ironically, he had never felt more alone. He’d have burst out sobbing if he could.

Navarro stared into the meaningless voids that surrounded him from both outside and within, pouring into his soul like wine to a chalice. He blinked twice. Trying to hold the urge to scream within him, he grabbed his paper again, in one final attempt to put his thoughts in a state others could understand.


I

stand

gazing into the starless night above me.



Never

content

neither with this world nor being free.



Snow

all around

as cold as my heart, poisoning Lamplight’s calm aether.



You

me

forever apart, never meant to be together.



Night

everywhere I feel

encompassing each part of my soul.



Darkness

never sleeping

always taking parts of myself, until it forms a whole.



I

don’t



None of this makes sense. Nothing makes sense. Nothing ever made sense. I’m so sick of everything. Of everyone. Every single thing in my life, that’s what I’m sick of. I need



I need help, I



I just don’t understand anything anymore, I just. I’m so



He threw his pen onto the cold ground, screaming in frustration. Grabbing his head with his hands, Aiden disposed of his notes too, not caring where they landed. If he’d been a little more observant, a little less focused, a little less empty, he would’ve noticed that at least half a dozen people were staring at him, stopping halfway through their firework-accompanied celebrations to stare at his bizarre farce. He might have even noticed that the observers were worried and terrified at the same time, their faces clearly showing they wanted to help him, but with no idea as to how. But he didn’t notice either.

He let out a silent sob into the starless skies above him as he leapt away from the noise, away from the square, away from the people. He couldn’t do this anymore. He couldn’t do anything anymore. He couldn’t hold it in anymore. He had nobody. Not even her, he thought. He couldn’t live like this anymore.

Tears started ran down his cheeks as his entire body screamed for help. He didn’t know what to do. He had never known what to do. And he would never know what to—

And that’s when he heard it.

A silent whisper, entering his mind like a snake enters its lair, grabbing every single ounce of his being left unaffected by the Night’s previous invasions. That voice screamed into the deepest bowels of his soul, assuring him it would all be fine. It told him he just needed to follow it, just needed to come along for a walk he wouldn’t regret, just needed to give it control for one final time.

He didn’t want to listen to it. But he had no other choice.

Step by step he complied, taking one little motion after another, until he left the ceremony and every single person in it behind. If he’d been a little less empty, he surely would’ve noticed something was wrong. If he’d been a little less devoid of emotions, he maybe even would’ve opposed the voice.

And, perhaps, if this time he’d been a little more observant too, he might’ve even noticed the big brown eyes and curly hair of Maya Weathers, coming towards him in a panicked attempt to stop what was inevitable.

But, just like last time, he wasn’t.
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He didn’t know how or when he got to Lamplight’s edge. But he didn’t need to, because it didn’t matter. It never did. Nothing ever mattered, not anymore. He did what the Night said. It was over. He didn’t need to struggle anymore.

He looked up to the sky above the border between nonexistence and reality, gazing at the black night occasionally broken up by glowing points in the distance. He knew the skies above the last settlement of man had no stars, but somehow, he didn’t question it. Maybe if he hadn’t been broken, he would; but now, he accepted it as reality. It’s always been that way, and it will always be that way.

As one of those stars blinked, he felt like they were the eyes of all the others who had given in into the Night, gazing into his soul as he was about to join them. They were silent, because no words were necessary; he knew they wanted him to join them. He knew the Night wanted that, too. And, because of that, he knew he had to want that as well.

For a second, he considered backing off. He couldn’t do this to her. He… it wasn’t… I…

He took a deep breath, putting that thought to the back of his head as best he could and grasping at the cold air tainted by the snow’s presence. He didn’t even notice it, instead gazing into the endless void before him, its cold such a contrast to the warmth of the rest of the city. He took comfort in it, if he was honest; it almost felt… like him, in a sense. It was devoid of absence, devoid of events, devoid of a personality. Its similarity felt comforting to him.

It was said that every year, at least fourteen lost souls became one with the Night. Aiden was about to fulfill that status quo.

And, so, he took the first step forward, embracing the long-lost part of himself the Night offered, taking the first breath of relief in years. For one moment in eternity, he was… he wasn’t happy, he realized. He’d been driven here out by a promise that would never be true, used as the desperate individual he was. He cried out, unnoticed, continuing his walk into the end of the world, starting to sob. He’d been lied to, but at the same time he… he felt comforted he— he didn’t understand that feeling. He didn’t know if these were tears of happiness, tears of fear, or tears of sadness. Or if they were all at the same time.

And, just as he was about to make that Void fully himself, bringing his soul and the darkness as one, he suddenly stopped, mid-step. A singular blur, reminiscent of a cry, interrupted his thoughts. And then it grew louder, and louder, and louder, until it became unignorable.

“Aiden!” the voice explained, panting with exhaustion. “Aiden fucking Navarro, come back here, you, you little—!”

In a moment, he turned back, panicked that someone had seen him. He turned away from the Night’s comforting touch, back again into the horribly warm reality of that which was, taking one first step forward.

“You absolutely cannot do this to me,” it cried out again, this time through tears. Aiden felt them, deep within him, and cried out again, not sure why. “Aiden! Aiden!”

Almost subconsciously, he took more and more steps forward, embracing that voice as if it was his mother’s. He wanted it, he needed it, he hoped for it. If he didn’t know the Night was no longer in control, he would’ve said he was again controlled; but he knew he wasn’t. Something deep within his frozen soul felt a spark of heat melt its cold insides with each syllable the voice spoke, eventually turning him into someone full again.

And, after a few moments, that voice gained a face. It was of Maya Weathers, and it sighed with relief.

“Aiden!” it shouted, coming closer. “W-Why?”

He didn’t answer, instead running towards the woman as fast as he could, embracing her in a hug. He broke down, realizing what he’d really done. Somehow, he found the words in his head, forming a coherent sentence and putting it through his frozen mouth.

“I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry, Maya,” he wiped his tears. “I should’ve never done that, I’m so sorry, I should have listened, I should have understood, I… I….”

She shushed him, returning the hug.

“It’s okay. Everything is fine. Don’t worry. It’s all good now. You’re good.”

He didn’t care about anything anymore that wasn’t her. He grabbed her hand, closing his eyes. And, for the first time in ages, there was no darkness there; instead, he could see her smile, her hair, her eyes, her very being nested within him.

She asked him to follow her, and he complied, knowing that was all he needed. Aiden didn’t think he needed to put his words to paper anymore, because, for the first time in eternity, he was content. No longer did he need to search for fullness, understanding, or himself in poetry, because he felt like that missing part was right beside him.

For one more day, he had a reason to go on. For one more day, her light illuminated him, giving him a reason to carry on. He didn’t know if it was permanent, or it was a fix at all, but, if he was honest, he didn’t care. That was all he needed, at least for now. But, if he were to write his feelings down once again, he’d only need one sentence to truly express himself:

*  *  *


I love you.





Ambrose Lamplight


Atop the Great Spiny Mountain, overlooking the glamorous Giotto District, resides the highest altitude public establishment within Lamplight. Our esteemed Ambrose Lamplight rests on the verge of the expanse— though be assured the safety of our patrons is guaranteed.

Mahi loam is the most powerful of spices. You see, even though your eyes and ears and mind grow numb, your soul’s desperation for sensation increases one’s taste by a staggering degree! Ambrose Lamplight presents an unparalleled dining experience to all who pass through its doors. Regardless of who you are or where you come from, we’re sure to have something to suit your taste!

We hope to see you soon!1



*  *  *

Peregrine returned the menu to his coat pocket. Frigid winds slashed his face as he turned, trying to glimpse the glowing Giotto district through the blizzard, but all he could see was snow. He yanked off his glove and stared at his hands. Frostnip was turning his fingertips a greyish-blue. More concerning, however, was the fact his flesh was also becoming translucent.

The ominous summit he was currently climbing had always lingered on the city’s horizon. However, it was only after a recent discovery by the Foundation that the residents realized what the mountains actually were.


Excerpt from “A Study of the Biological Landmarks of Lamplight: On the Sustainability of Anomalous Biomass within the Expanse,” Dr. Ivy Little, Foundation Topographer

One of the most notable topographical features of the Lamplight is the spines of the Harkhretian anglerfish. The mountain-like structure is derived from SCP-5005-1’s dorsal fin. Although the summits have been visible from the Giotto district since its founding, no researchers were able to decipher what it was until a discovery by Junior Researcher Sofia Ramirez, who was posthumously awarded a Doctorate in Harkhretian Culture.

It took approximately three decades to augment a stable road from the Giotto district to the mountain’s base. This road is normally used by researchers looking to travel in and out of the void, but it also serves as a footpath for residents and visitors. The mountain’s summit itself has the unique property of inducing partial permeance in physical matter at higher altitudes. This allows visitors to the summit to experience an “incomplete fading” and be restored to their original state at the base.

Efforts were made to augment and commercialize the summit. Trips up the mountain were advertised as “a peek into nonexistence” for tourists seeking to experience Lamplight’s expanse without completely disappearing. These projects were ultimately abandoned due to several grassroots movements from the Nomad and Neoclassical districts dedicated to keeping the Spiny Mountains in their natural state.

While several base camps and outposts have been established at the bottom of the mountain, few individuals ever visit the top of the summit.



Why was it, then, that three-quarters way up the mountain, Peregrine could see an oversized, stereotypical-looking bungalow? It seemed showy and overdone from the outside, but he was too cold to care. As tacky as this building looked, he was relieved to arrive somewhere warm and unfaded.

Peregrine reached out to turn the doorknob, but it didn’t open. He yanked again to no avail. Just as he turned to continue his ascent, he heard the door creak open.

“Why, hello there! Who might you be?”

Peregrine spun back around to see an elderly man bundled in a winter coat standing in the doorway.

“Evening,” replied Peregrine.

“Oh? It’s evening? Heavens, it’s hard to keep track up here, Do you want to come in?”

“Yes please.”

Peregrine followed the stranger inside. The man removed his hood, revealing a thinning head of brown hair. Peregrine bundled up his cloak as he passed several rows of tables and booths, holding several candles.

“I don’t suppose this would be Ambrose Lamplight, would it?”

“Oh, but it is! I feared for a second you were just another wanderer that lost their way off the footpath.” The man offered his hand. Peregrine awkwardly returned the gesture with his gloved talon, hiding his frostbitten hand behind his back. “I’m quite thrilled to hear you’ll stay!”

“Well, I am a wanderer. But I assure you, I’m not lost.”

“I take it you’re from that library. Have you traveled far?”

“I do frequent the Wanderer’s Library,” replied Peregrine. “And yes, I did have quite the climb.”

“You weren’t going to ask me for a free meal, were you?”

“I may wander, but I pay my dues to those who are kind to me.” He produced the flyer from his pocket and turned it over to reveal the blank menu. “Though I may ask you for a free story, if you have any to spare.”

“I’ll throw in a few stories with your meal, but I’m sure you’ve heard enough about me already.”

“What was your name, anyway?”

The man was silent. He placed his hand on the menu, and tapped the name Ambrose. He gave Peregrine a wink.

“I’m sorry?”

“Ambrose, surely you recognize who that name belongs to-” said the host. Peregrine scratched his head.

“I never recall having heard that name before finding this menu.”

“Chaz Ambrose! I’m the most renowned chef in these parts of the universe,” said the man. “If you’re as well-traveled as you claim, surely you would’ve heard of my establishments. Ambrose SanFran? Ambrose Esterberg? Ambrose Backdoor Soho?”

“I’ve been to all those places, but again, your business is foreign to me.”

“Well then,” said Ambrose with an indignant tone. “I hope you know how restaurants work.”

“Of course,” chuckled Peregrine, looking back at his menu. “I must say, leaving the menu blank is an incredibly bold artistic choice, but not an unwelcome one! I’m curious to see how you handle-”

“What do you mean the menu’s blank?” Ambrose peered over Peregrine’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, you must’ve received a faulty copy. Here’s a new one.”

“This one’s blank too.”

“Pardon? That can’t be right…” Peregrine watched as Ambrose flipped through menu after menu. “No matter! I know my own menu. Let me tell you what we have.”

Perigrine leaned in and folded his arms expectantly, but Ambrose was silent.

“And what would that be?”

“I can’t remember…”

Ambrose was silent for another minute.

“I’d still like to order that story, I wouldn’t mind paying-” Peregrine offered, seemingly unfazed.

“Business has been quiet,” Ambrose murmured. “Tell you what. Write me a review, share it with your Wanderer buddies, and we’ll call it even.”

“So long as you don’t try to sway my judgment.”

“Of course not! I’m a businessman. An honest businessman. I don’t beg, I trade.”

“Very well then. Please tell me a story worth my while.”

“I’ll throw in a cup of tea. On the house.”

*  *  *

“I’m sorry if it isn’t ideal,” said Ambrose.

“No matter, the thought counts. But your story?”

“We were a thriving business once, as you know. Far-reaching, varied, and tasteful- with a branch in every nexus faithful to the local cuisine- more so than native establishments. As time passed, we became even more particular, with a focus on higher-quality ingredients, though not everyone was grateful for such a change.” Chaz crossed his arms. “I suppose if everything we offer tastes amazing all the while, then it starts to lose its flavor. And gradually, folks lost interest.”

“Are you saying that’s why haven’t I heard of you before?”

“Unsure, but it’s your loss regardless.”

Peregrine raised an eyebrow.

“So, when a stranger approached me with the opportunity of a lifetime, I couldn’t help but accept. He told me I could be part of an empire! That we would be a city upon a hill for those seeking to push the boundaries of existence. That we would prove life could thrive in the most desolate of places: the bottom of the ocean, faraway stars, and a vacuum between universes.”

“And what of that dream?”

“It’s still a work in progress. Frankly, I’m disappointed. For all of Lamplight’s artistic endeavors, they fail to recognize when someone with true talent falls into their lap. But they’ll all see in time!”

“Then why are you the only one still up here?”

“Evidently, I’m the only one dedicated enough to their work to make the necessary sacrifices.”

“You consider the closing of your chain a necessary sacrifice?”

“That’s an unfair conclusion, seeing as you haven’t heard of my business before today. I thought I left my establishments in good hands to come here. Understandably, they’d be a little worse off without my guidance, but…”

“Remind me again what did you want this place to be exactly: an extension of your business, or a revival of your art?”

Ambrose scoffs.

“There’s no difference. My business is my art.”

The pair sat in silence for several moments, Ambrose gazing longingly towards the snow-saturated window while Peregrine’s eyes bore into him. When it was clear the chef had nothing else to say, Peregrine finally sighed and stood up.

“Well, I’d best be on my way. It isn’t wise to linger near the edge of reality for too long.” Peregrine pushed in his chair. “Thank you. Your story was quite… wistful.”

“Now where are you going? Don’t leave just yet! I have more to show.”

“Such as?”

“Perhaps you saw the fine tapestries on the wall? The hand-carved mahogany tables? Could I serve you some of our refined beverages?”

“With all due kindness, you said you wouldn’t attempt to sway my review. I requested no special treatment.”

“Oh of course- I simply want your input. I’m always looking to improve!” Ambrose waved his hand around the bungalow. “Does anything seem tacky to you? Overdone? Just say the word and I’ll fix it.”

“If you want me to be honest, this place lacks a focus. I can tell you’re in an odd place right now, and frankly, folks don’t come to Lamplight just for business. And they certainly don’t stay here for it. So if you’re trying to make something for yourself here, I suggest being more honest with yourself.”

Ambrose’s eyes suddenly sparkled to life.

“Well tell you what- you’ve got a lot of heart! More than I ever could. I get it now. You’ve got more worth than just a customer. How would you like to be my business partner? Listen up kid, I’ve got the opportunity of a lifetime for you! Right here, right now, things are about to change. You’re gonna make it BIG! And I will be the shining star that guides you to your glimmering destiny. You were always meant for great things, my friend.”

Peregrine pulled away. His expression shifted to one of disgust.

“That’s very kind of you, but I graciously need to pass.”

“Oh, come on now! You haven’t even seen what I can offer you!”

“Again, I asked you not to sway my review.”

“Of course, I’d do no such thing! I uh- I’d simply like to see the review before you leave. Seeing as you promised to write one. I told you, I’m a businessman, not a beggar.”

“Careful, words lose their weight if reused.”

“Just please, let me see the review.”

Peregrine’s gaze hardened, and he returned to his seat.

“Very well, then.”

He produced a quill and pad from his cloak and began writing.


A Peregrin’s Ponderings

Ambrose Lamplight is, amongst local 24th-century restaurants, unfortunately undeserving of recognition. Resigned to the edges of the community, the establishment gets few visitors- though the harrowing trek is not the only reason for this.

Lamplight has a way of making the folks who come here confront their existence. One cannot afford to be vapid and shallow. Branding, advertising, and luxury might have worked well enough for Ambrose in the reality outside this little bubble, but this branch makes it clear that stripped of its showmanship and bravado, the brand has completely lost its heart.

In my mind, Chaz Ambrose realized this and came to Lamplight to reconnect with his artistic roots. But decades of changing his ways for material gain prevented him from properly integrating with the community. So, he decided to stay at the edge of reality, not quite ready to fade away, but still numb to the severity of his situation. I have no doubt Ambrose Restaurants started with the purest of artistic intentions, but decades or centuries of growth and success can tarnish even the most honest of minds and intentions.

I admit I came to Lamplight seeking to connect with my own artistic nature. I figured the empty menu would have some lovely metaphorical meaning to inspire me, but it was only a symptom of Ambrose’s gradual erasure.

I can only hope this languishing legacy crumbles away quickly and painlessly, for the sake of all involved.

So here we are, one last review from the end of Ambrose.

Cheers, Peregrine



Peregrine silently stood from his seat and walked out, where he pinned the note to the doorframe. Ambrose rushed after him and began to read. The traveler simply began his descent.

It took mere moments for Ambrose to begin his mournful screaming.

“You’ve ruined me! You’ve ruined me! You promised to save me!”

It took an equal amount of time for the cries to fade.

Only halfway down did Peregrine look back.

Where the restaurant once stood was now silent, simple nothingness.



We Can’t Stay Here Anymore

Once the summer starts, they materialize, seemingly out of thin air, in the walkways of oncoming ships, seated in the recently landed planes, standing in the subway trains inbetween stations. And thus, our upside-down city gets invaded by the ghosts from other, much richer universes.

Their faces and bodies chiseled, made all from a paste, wearing uniform clothes that profess their love for Salvador Dalí, anolecraB and MILFs. They fall from Orchard, Neoamerica and A67-Cipangu. Smiles plastered on their faces as they shove me out of the way. The smell of sunscreen and burned skin impregnates the air wherever they walk.

They are here for our beaches full of dead jellyfish, the rented piss we call beer, our “beautiful” women forced to work deadend jobs and the nonstop partying that killed all our trees, and the sights of unfinished plastic monuments. All of these simulacra of a forgotten present that may have been at some point, but is now recreated ad nauseam by an unseen force to pander to the misshapen image in the visitors’ minds.

This dead city bends to their will, new Starbucks, Mangos and Five Guys pop up in corners, repurposing old bakeries and shoemakers for some unknown end. A new boulevard opened yesterday to make way for the newest invention, never before seen in my upside down city. Cars now run where the most beautiful buildings in the city used to be.

I woke up today, having survived another night between the subsumed masses that lost their right to choose to not replicate the tourist mindset. Their minds asleep, their bodies fed on sangria, rice and bubble tea with cartoony faces plastered on the cup. To exist that way is the only way to not be hunted down by the restaurant owners and fed to the oncoming visitors. On the screens of the metro, a hundred photos of the best places to visit, all of them buried in the molten plastic of a million flip flops. An empty face appears in their midst, the mayor, its promises of dealing with the neverending madness long forgotten, mouths a cry for help while it wishes us a beautiful and productive day.

Coming out of the metro is hard with every guiri trying to enter without letting you get out. They push and pull and take photos. Stumbling out, I try to not step on the sleeping vagrants that flood the street 一 the only genuine act of kindness that remains.

The mayor’s words reverberate through the art nouveau buildings full of billboards for past concerts. It is true that we are being eaten alive, but it is thanks to them that we survive. The mass forms crowds in the bars and the stores, they spare some pennies, thrown over their shoulders. They prey on us, and paradoxically it is what feeds us. We are locked in a parasitic battle for survival of cosmic proportions. And my city is losing.

The walkways are choked by tourists who all go to the same old eight spires that stick out in the distance. Under the ruckus caused by a pickpocket stealing a handbag, I hear anolecraB holding its breath. The horrors of this summer will be over soon, but they will return next year.

Many try to escape. Replicating somehow the same patterns that bring the foreigners here, they go out in search of grass that’s green, and not fed on the blood of those who fell short in their jump into the pool. They disappear, with nothing but their clothes, and they go somewhere else, to bother someone else.

You did that, years ago. After eating a tangerine from a tree poisoned by one too many tourists drunkenly pissing on it, you went out looking for a place where it still rained. I’m not as smart, or as crafty as you ever were.

I will stay here until I fall to the void under our feet.



Ever Onwards to the Light

In the woods near here you can always find east by the sickly glow reflecting in the clouds. What stars are left have been stripped from the sky and shackled to the hills. If you listen closely you can hear them scream and hum, the sound of violence we just accept and move past.

We can’t complain of course. We know that we’re a creature of the city. Native only to the spaces that nothing else ever could be, an interloper in anything approaching a natural place. We do love the world we don’t belong to, but we can feel with every passing second that we aren’t supposed to be there.

So we walk towards that palid light. We walk and walk until the legs that ache for tarmac scream out from the torturous ordeal of it all. Begging for the release of faux leather seats and warm steel carriages.

Catching the first flight, first train, first ride out of the world and back to the place that isn’t, the place that welcomes us with harsh lights and cold indifference. Somewhere far far from where we all came. Home, in the towering monuments of glass and steel and concrete and purposes beyond our knowing.

It’s a cruel kind of irony to have stolen the linguistic aesthetics of the world we left behind for the one we can feel at home in. In the concrete jungle, the warrens and the rat runs, homage or mockery of the places we no longer trespass is hard to say.

Places we cannot understand, with their impossible complexity of pipes and lights and paths. But the only place we still belong. We have only heard the name of this beast in murmurs and whispers but we gave our heart to it before we even spoke a word.

We don’t love the city. We just can’t ever escape the inexorable pull of the sound and fury signifying nothing. So we walk. Away from the lush and rolling beauty of the woods, and ever onwards to the light that robbed even the stars from the sky, and we smile.

The worlds beyond counting hold a myriad places that will have us. A thousand thousand sanctuaries of artificial nothingness that will hold us tightly and make us feel belonging in a place that does not belong. So we smile, and we walk into the light that guides us home.



An Only Child

We were born alone. No parent’s warm embrace to greet us into life, no sibling’s voices to bawl and wail in sympathy, no kith or kin for a dozen lightyears. The last child of a dying empire, the last flailing gasp of a dead emperor. A failed attempt to reclaim the tomb worlds his own folly had spawned. Or his father’s folly, or his father’s father, or perhaps no one’s at all.

The truth didn’t matter to us. We were born to a dead dream, on a dead world, in dead silence. Nothing at all but the machines that bore our seed, and the vast stores of inert sustenance, perched atop the endless ruins of a people we will never know.

*  *  *

We don’t remember our youngest turns, we presume you don’t either, that blur of half-sentient nothingness, just the drudgery of sustaining ourself and trawling through the onboard archive for what could pass as knowledge. Not a word of it really meant anything. The history of a people that were not us, poetry and prose that waxed lyrical on sights and concepts we could never experience. What value could we hope to find in such foreign contexts? What could a dream of love and wind mean to us who knew only the dead and the still?

The first true memory we have was the first time we left the seed bank. Or maybe it wasn’t the first time, after so long, perhaps our mind has merged the many threads into one. Because it’s more efficient, because it makes a better story, because it doesn’t matter either way. But the memory remains.

*  *  *

We were small, then, certainly smaller than whoever had built this place. If anyone even had built it. There was an oddness to the forms, doors high above the ground, windows to nothing, stairs that wound and spiraled into empty space. Like the towers and tunnels and squat cubes had sprouted and grown without regard. The ruined streets and hollow shells all meld together in our memories, so little there was to mark one from the next, any marks of individuality between them long erased by time and whatever cancerous rot had doomed what would be our home.

But we do remember one thing with absolute clarity. One burning encounter seared unmoving in our mind. In the shell of what had been, we found words— sprawled across the walls of some kind of tracked tunnel— not quite the words we knew from the archives in the seed bank, but similar enough we could extract some semblance of meaning from their bones. Words in a hundred different hands and a hundred different mediums. Words scratched and carved into the stone, or smeared and splattered with ink and paint and scat.

They whispered of things we knew, histories we had read, but told here in a hundred different lights. In some the heroic saviour of our kind fighting back against the rot that infested our people was here a tyrant, as cruel as he was foolish. In others, he hardly seemed to matter at all. In some the rot was a punishment writ upon us all. In others it was a blessing. In yet more it was an entity all its own, god or demon or blind fool or all three. The words of prophets and madmen and fools and charlatans, the scared and the blessed and the dead.

In truth, we had not known belief before then, but after we certainly knew doubt.

*  *  *

We hope that you are not so similarly afflicted, but in a land of nothing, where all is still and nothing ever changes, we have found it impossible to know anything for certain. At first, we wielded our newfound doubt against the histories. Was this emperor hero or monster? Did the rot come from within or without? Was there even a truth there to discern, was there even an emperor to begin with? With each cut we found raw flesh beneath, new things to doubt, cutting away everything we could not know.

Then we turned our tool to the stories, the prose and poems, yarns and fables, hacking through the thicket of their lies. We could not know the emotions they professed were true, we could not know that the wind and plants and rain had ever been, we could not— we realised— know that their authors were even real.

Once the histories and tales lay in tatters, bleeding out upon the seed bank’s floor, we found the weapon turned against ourself. What could we truly say we know? We know that we exist. We know that all here that was is no more. We know that we were born alone. But beyond that, all we have is doubt. Perhaps, we thought, perhaps we were all that existed anywhere, all that had ever existed. A singular thought, born of nothing, in a world of nothing, a universe of nothing, dreaming a time gone by that had never been at all. In that malaise a dozen turns or more blended into a single, perfect emptiness— a mirror reflection of the world around us.

*  *  *

We never found an answer. You will know the answer, of course. If you can behold this screed at all, then we cannot be all that is, was, or ever will be.

Perhaps that’s why we’re writing this in the first place. A single solitary scream into the infinite nothingness that is all we know, a cry for kinship across time. Maybe it isn’t. Maybe we are alone, in the truest cosmic sense, and maybe we aren’t.

We realised it doesn’t matter, that whether we are alone, whether that emperor was real, whether he was tyrant or saviour, whether wind and rain once swept this world, none of it matters, we still must persist one way or another. Or perhaps we didn’t realise that at all. Perhaps we convinced ourself that must be the case to justify existing for one turn after the next until it all just. Stops.

We never met, you and us. We never could have. If we could, we wonder what you would make of us. This abandoned thing, adrift, knowing nothing and living in less. What would you think of us. Would you be proud? Would you be horrified? We cannot know. But, if you do exist, if you can decipher these words and hear us; We Existed. We Doubted. We Lived. And we were born all alone.



East Hastings


Someone’s world ended today, and no one bothered to tell me.

I wake up to the screeching of steel and the scent of charred meat.

I rise out of my bed, not unlike a corpse digging itself out of its coffin as a cacophony of screams fill my ears. I knock aside half empty pill bottles and overflowing ashtrays to reach my phone.

The screen flickers to life; 6:26 AM

Groveling, slipping on a pair of slippers and shorts, the floor beneath me groaning as if it too has given up.

I step outside and the air hit me like a punishment. The atmosphere was thick with smoke, soured by the roaring of fire just next door.

The sky… God, the sky.

The sky is the color of old bruises. A deep, mottled purple stained with an emotionless grey. A wound that had spread across the heavens.

I try to distract myself from the carnage just besides me.

I try to focus on the sidewalk, on the dying weeds growing through the cracks, on the moments of silence between the crying,

But curiosity is crueler than any divine punishment.

So I looked.

A car has mangled itself into a front porch, police officers, paramedics, and filming civilians swarm the vehicle like flies and maggots to a half-buried corpse.

Blood on steel,

Steel on bone,

Bone on concrete.

The car, now a crumpled mess of human and machine, twitches lifelessly. Seems that it was a drunk driver, sad that his wife called him a narcissist.

His kids are still asleep, and they will awaken in a few hours to find that their father is gone.

And now he is nothing but a smear,

And she will cry in the hospital,

And the porch will eventually be rebuilt,

And the news will eventually get over it,

And now he was nothing but a statistic,

And the sky will remain bruised, and the next day, and the day after,

And we will all go back to bed. And we will forget.

*  *  *

I light myself a cigarette.
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Life of Lamplight, Part I

Greetings and salutations, I am Varys Matthau, Orchard’s Parazoologist Premiere! Heh, no, I don’t mean that with certainty, but as you well know, I am a studied and avid researcher in the biota that call the curious corners of this vast Verse home! From the Singing Snailwings of Orchard’s Horsehead Nebula to the emergent fauna of the Resurge-Verdance Sector. Yet, all of that is fairly close to home. That is why my next sojourn takes me further afield than ever before.

Lampeter. The decaying behemoth that touches more worlds than the brain could possibly imagine. Many have delved into the history of the line and the cultures that traveled across it for carousel, conquest, curiosity, and concern, but in those scattered worlds, left to rust and Neon in many cases, I have heard that one can still find life.

I don’t mean those of a mind, like you or I, dear listener, no, no, the primal and pristine. I seek to discover what remains of the East’s Wilds… if any are to remain. A risky endeavor, I am well aware, but we’re running out of time to know, aren’t we?

However, I believe my environ may give away that I have taken a brief detour prior to the adventure’s start.

Lamplight! The city on the edge of Everis! Again, much has been said of the people and arts of this place, and the mysteries abounding beyond.

But many forget that Humans and similar are not the only occupants of this wonderful city.

So come with me as we delve into the feral fauna of lustrous Lamplight!


History and Commanlities

While I do not intend to put much focus on it, as noted above, one can not understand the origin and proliferation of the fauna within this delightful domain without at least having some knowledge of from whence they came.

Lamplight the body, has been here longer than any living or immortal has enough memory to know.
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Lamplight the city was founded by the Jean-Antoine Delacroix, a beloved yet bereaved poet of my own Orchard, entirely by accident. He endeavored to make this place a home for those cast aside by the greater Verse, the outcast and the lost. One can say that he… partially succeeded, but long after he claimed his own life, as the life he had been attempting to escape came calling on his doorstep anyway.

Today, Lamplight is an enclave beyond the edge of Everis and the only known domain of the Neverwas, not even the Neon can reach here, to which I imagine the many that have come to call this shaded domain home are thankful. While smaller enclaves fill in the cracks and rest amidst the borders, Lamplight is best known for its five major enclaves.

Kievan and Aetherium of Orchard, Giotto of Sol, Neoclassical of the Neon-Lost London, and Nomad of the Many Steppes.

I will go into the ecology of each origin more later on, but much of Lamplight has been explained by others far more informed than I.

Now, while the city is divided into five major conclaves, with congruent fauna often most tightly grouped within each district despite the feral nature of most of the as-yet-mentioned specimens, three emergent commonalities are found across all nonsophont species that have come to call Lamplight home.

*  *  *

The first is largely behavioral, with all nonsophont species showing great reticence towards stepping beyond the city’s outermost borders, even though that is where the most “wild” territory can be found. Abandoned farm plots, abandoned parks, overgrown personal gardens of the latest artist to slip away into the Evernothing. Places of comparative plenty, but few beasts stay here for long, going through a daily migration of consumption and flight back into the more… hmm, I suppose real is fitting, core of the city.

The sole exception is the beasts that congregate about and call the lone “lake”, in truth, the city’s largest reservoir. One of Delacroix’s earliest and perhaps most expensive pet project tied to making this place livable. This region is known as the Wild District among locals. However, since most within the city, excluding those in the depths of truest melancholy, avoid it altogether, it is not considered part of the city proper.

*  *  *

The second, as you may have noticed from the video feed, Lamplight, after a fashion, has a fairly boreal climate, and the fog and snow are a near-constant presence. As such, all species have undergone rapid adaptation. Thicker coats are the most common adaptation, with colorations marked for long-term polar living; of course, the weather thankfully never gets quite so cold. Snow falls heaviest within the Wild District, yet something about the soil keeps just enough of the plants verdant to keep the cycle turning.

*  *  *

Lastly, and most striking are the, well, I suppose the only term I can really use to compare what sits before me are the “ribbons” that emerge from each nonsophont creature within Lamplight. Fur, skin, even flesh and viscera on occasion flutter back in thin flat ribbons from the tips of ears, ends of tails, along the back like a mane, or from amidst their joints.

Yet, none of the animals I have witnessed seem at all distressed by these alterations, and having witnessed a handful of young with similar markers I can only conclude this is some adaption or mark of the non matter, indeed they do appear to be after-a-fashion only half there, as I have seen their supposedly solid forms fade and faze through stone and wood, again without reaction by the connected creature. Why this… unraveling seems to do no apparent harm I cannot say, for its resemblance to the nonmatter’s consumptive touch upon sophonts who have dared it are uncanny.

Indeed, the folk here have many stories of those who have come back, unraveling like a bad wool sweater, yet when I remark upon the creature’s alterations, all that greets me are shrugs and dull mutters of uncertainty. Indeed, I think that the obsessions that this place engenders in the sophont mind keep long timers for engaging with any mysteries beyond the cold promise of the Void beyond and the centering warmth of the fire at their back. I have yet to meet an individual who has not had their eyes burrowing into one or the other, but I digress. Let us begin this animalia accounting in earnest, yes?!



The Keivan District

Also known as the Victorian District or Old Lamplight, it is the oldest and most central part of the city proper. As such, its introduced fauna have had the longest relative time to proliferate and adapt to the abnature of Lamplight.

Now, Orchard’s Earth, from which much of the fauna and native populace claim descent, excluding a smattering of Or-Martian and Titanians, is distinct from the likes of Sol due to the commonality of forest biomes over others. Indeed, while Sol can be said to be marked in the majority by patchwork grassland and desert when it comes to terrestrial biomes, forests of all kinds mark much of Or-Earth’s surface. With the folk of Orchard, pardon my laconic, wrenching their heads from their behinds when it comes to environmentalism, their towering old wood biomes still cover a great breadth of land even in the modern day.

As most of the trees are fruit-bearing, and indeed most Keivan dishes rely heavily on fruit products, one can see why the Verse gained the name, now can’t you?

Of course, for our purposes, this distinction in biome is more critical for the adaptations that emerged amongst the world’s fauna. Indeed, most terrestrial species are at least partially arboreal, including those that I imagine would quite shock a Sol resident. However, the likes of an Grove Elephant (Gomphotherium scanderes) are far too large for the urban sparsity of Lamplight. Those animals that thrived here amidst that first batch of settlers were on the smaller side of things. Indeed, while in decline due to the greater potential of the livestock introduced into the Nomad district, Keivan Deer (Dama lanas) are still kept by those few families that Delacroix wished to see resettled, before, of course, it became a place of rhapsody and opium.

The Keivan Deer were brought not for meat, but mainly for milk and their thick fur, which has only grown denser in their time amidst Lamplight. This fur is water-resistant, heat-retaining, and surprisingly soft, and while the practice has fallen on the wayside with the advent of trade and creation of more advanced textiles, many Keivan families gift their children scarves, hats, and mittens to stave off the cold, knit from the naturally strikingly colored fur.

Keivan Deer have been domesticated for so long that populations in the wild are considered feral, and they have taken well to the Orchard’s wilderness. Still, unlike many other feral populations, they have integrated without causing significant environmental damage. On Lamplight, most deer that remain are indeed feral but approachable by sophonts.

They are not large animals; most stand less than a meter at the shoulder. As noted, their dappled fur comes in a number of bright colorations, yellow, red, and a silvery blue being the most common.

They are browsers most typically, consuming fruits and leaves over most grasses, though they will graze on occasion, and I did get the chance to observe a moment of opportunistic omnivory, though what the doe was picking over I couldn’t quite see, rotted and pitted by the nothing as it was.

While most cervine males compete against each other in clattering head-butting contests with their antlers, it can be said that the Keivan Deer are somewhat lacking in that department. Indeed, while both genders retain antlers for almost the entire year, they are dull and nubby things, bred down to lessen the danger totheir handlers when one gets miffed or, in some cases, overly playful. As the feral populations have had relatively little time to regain their ancestral weapons, they instead compete with another typical trait amongst certain cervines.

Their voice.

Herds in Orchard can number in the hundreds, their harrowing calls muffled by the dense undergrowth and hearty canopy, so while those on Lamplight number only about fifty individuals in the largest I was able to observe, their calls are far louder. Indeed, I had quite a fright the first time it happened, as all the sound that accompanied it seemed to fall quiet, their arching cry bouncing against every window and wall, then echoing out into the never. I had heard of the Pattern Screamer, the dread folk of the Never, seeking to be remembered by those who never knew them. But imagine my embarrassment when my drinking companion laughed and informed me one of the bucks was simply exceptionally randy…

But yes, they actively challenge each other into screaming matches, with the loudest attracting the most mates. Fawns are born in what approximates spring here in Lamplight, and the little bundles are said to be some of the cutest and most awkward things you can imagine, all legs with their fur buffed out in a near-perfect circle.
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Of course, I should say their shrieking calls are not the only sounds to break the relatively tranquil Keivan nights.

As I stated previously, Delacroix worked hard in those initial days to make Lamplight livable. However, those actions are curiously absent in conversation. Most visitors and natives are eager to speak of his art or his demise. Rather disarming, if I may say so.

Regardless, while snow is plentiful on Lamplight, it seems to have emerged only after human habitation. Yet another curiosity of this impossible place. Of course, snowfall alone, even if it is arguably constant, is not enough water to found a city upon. I can’t exactly say how Delacroix did it, but he carved a reservoir out of the “earth” and managed to fill it to the brim with fresh water. Only a minuscule portion was snowmelt, if the story holds. What little information I could find regarding its creation variably mentions an Orkney Priest, an Antarctican Ice Merchant, or something beneath the city proper.

Regardless, after digging canals and wells, his fledgling settlement had all the water it could need. He took to populating it with a smattering of foliage and fauna. The first bit of greenery Lamplight would see. Now, all the fish are relatively common, and there is a curious similarity in form and habit across the Verse, at least in the West, from my experience. It’s when things take root that commonalities start to diverge.

But one occupant stands out above all others.

The Vast Lakes Whale (Brachiocetus interiomeridias), also known as the Champosaurus, or Meridian Nessie. The smallest of the Brachiocetids shifted into a freshwater habitat, scattered across numerous sizable lakes in the Northeastern portion of the Meridian continent, with a high level of speciation, likely caused by population isolation when water levels fell during Orchard’s first ice age.

Of course, most on Sol would fail to recognize them as a whale, and may indeed make closer to the likes of plesiosaurs, though their long necks are far wider, and in the case of the Vast Lakes Whale itself, still retain a set of functional forelegs. In truth, I have always found the animals to more closely resemble a vast but misshapen goose! The largest bulls grow up to nine meters from the tip of their conical heads down to their pronged tails, though again a surprising amount of that length is their necks.

They are starkly intelligent yet painfully shy. Despite their closer proximity to human populations, they are among the least understood cetaceans on Orchard’s earth! They were the national animal of the Vast Lakes Confederacy. The star of numerous nature documentaries, art pieces, and children’s stories, due to a mixture of their mysterious nature and delightful singing. Notably, they are capable of vocalizing above the waves, one of the key distinctions of the Brachiocetids, excluding their divergent body plans.

What mattered to Delacroix in his desire to transplant them to Lamplight was that they were the favorite animals of one Emily Woolf.

I am uncertain if he wished for a link to her in this dour place or if he sought to win her attention to his endeavoring, after all, as I have mentioned, many of their mutual acquaintances came to call Lamplight their home in those early years, and perhaps believed she, too, would join in. A salve for his disappointment?

But she never did.

And so the whales were left to go as wild as they could manage in the comparatively minuscule reservoir to their natural habitat. Now, one would think they would have suffered greatly and eventually expired, for the original pod was composed of but thirty individuals, a fairly limited gene pool.

But they remain, though their numbers have never gotten above more than a hundred individuals at any one time. Their success is believed to be due to two distinct advantages: one shaped by evolution and the other, quite honestly, an utter accident.

The latter being that Delacroix was not very particular about where he drew the whales from. As I mentioned, there is a great deal of genetic variance, nearly a dozen distinct subspecies, if not more! Yet, they can all interbreed and produce fertile offspring! This variance in individuals seems to have worked in the animal’s favor when it came to avoiding complications. Indeed, I noticed at least three calves amongst the pod, their coloration a delightful mixture of the white and black dappling of the Lake Suprema subspecies and the distinct pink flair of the more coastal Aerie variety.

Then came their preferred feeding method: suction. On Orchard, they root about the lake bottoms, drawing in rotting vegetation and all manner of invertebrates and fish hiding in the mud. Lamplight has always baffled botanists and environmentalists, but honestly, no plants should be able to grow in these environs. Yet, something in the “soil” of this place makes them grow far beyond what should be realistically probable.

It appears that the whales can also make use of these additional nutrients, and from my observations, they dine more on the mud itself than on the critters lurking within it! Indeed, that would make them some of the largest detritivores I have ever encountered!

And while I mentioned the apex growth of the whales on Orchard, I was amazed to discover this as less than the median amongst the Lamplight pod! Indeed, the largest specimen I observed nearly doubled that length! A matronly female who seemed to spend much of her time singing, fraying head raised towards the sky, eyes as milky as the light above our head. Truly a magnificent creature.

And the singing like a pipe organ down-pitched so low you hear it in your stomach before it ever reaches your ears. Haunting, enchanting, and similarly echoing as the calls of the deer. There is a clear melody to their calls, a lulling, pleasant cadence that the other adult pod members will take up and rejoinder from at random moments, a chaotic and captivating chorus that I listened to for what must have been half a day.

Curiously, the natives swear the beasts aren’t simply singing instinctive tunes, but are reciting the words of Delacroix. One rather avid individual showed me how she had perfectly matched the matron’s tones to the meter of his last work. Indeed, I found myself joined in my revery by a surprising number of individuals, all with the void-haunted gaze of the disposessed. But there was something in their eyes that lingered, as if the tune was keeping them anchored. It was… disconcerting, if I might be frank, and while they are wise and striking animals, I failed to recognize the “brilliance of Delacroix “in their calls.
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I could go on about other aspects of both beasts I found alluring or several other creatures I observed in my time in the district, yet this is not the only region of the city that has been made a home for Orchard fauna!



The Aetherium District

The Aetherium District is a motley of clashing designs done large. Its buildings tower taller than a good portion of the rest of the city. This verticality is often noted as the second wave of settlers’ attempts to “rise above the plights and worries of home”. A completely understandable movement considering the horrors they walked away from. The majority of the buildings in the district look partially decayed, with rust and graffiti a purposeful commonality.

Additionally, all manner of invasive greenery is allowed to flourish, with certain elements integrated into the power grid, crafting a curiously nihilistic solar punk existence for much of the district. This does make it occasionally difficult to realize when one wanders from the district into the adjoining “wilds”, at least for visitors. The natives seem intimately aware of every intricate distinction, which are numerous and near nonsensical, fitting the original anarchistic mindset of the founding inhabitants.

While most of the settlers in the Keivan District came from the Republic, Strathclyde, and other neighboring nations, those who founded Aetherium were more varied, with significant population groups drawn from all eight of Orchard-Earth’s continents. This also meant that a number of more niche fauna were brought along, primarily as pets, but in this case, in the name of conservation, as the “Burnt Apple War” had devastated numerous biomes to the point of ruin.

Sahuli, Zealandian, and Northern Kalmaktaman fauna are the most common, from my initial investigations. Yet the animal that today exemplifies the district can be found anywhere on Orchard, but has particularly thrived in this section of Lamplight.

The Gyrfox (Avivulpes falcons) can similarly be found anywhere in Lamplight, but it is to Aetherium that most return each night. One of the most common winged carnivores in Orchard, this canine is a member of the fox family. Indeed, their overall body shape closely resembles that of their terrestrial cousins, though they tend to assume a stooped posture when at rest, like a squirrel.

Of course, their wings are the most significant distinction: powerfully muscled yet relatively compact, they allow the Gyrfox to make sudden stops and aid in tight turns, which they used in Orchard to expertly weave through the boughs and trunks of the ever-expanding forests. Other adaptations include a more compact muzzle, lengthened hind limb claws, and a flattened tail to further aid in their acrobatic flight. Their eyes are quite large, and they rely on a combination of sight and scent to pinpoint prey. The majority have white fur, though occasional black, grey, and merlot spotting/patching has been observed.

The Lamplight subspecies has an additional adaptation. The nonmatter seems to be integrated into their systems in a manner akin to an internal “airbag”, allowing them to dive from incredible heights onto prey and resist any lasting damage from the increased strain on their otherwise unadapted bodies. I believe this trait evolved due to Lamplight’s comparative sparsity, allowing prey to have more time to see a Gyrfox approaching in their standard hunting patterns, necessitating they hit harder and faster.

Of course, the beasts are omnivorous and eager scavengers. I have witnessed them launch after a floundering quail and a tossed muffin with equal gusto.

As mentioned, the majority come home to roost in Aetherium each “night”, nesting in the nooks and crannies at the highest points they can reach. While they spend much of their day solo or in pairs, mated or siblings, most commonly, according to my observations, at night they huddle together in “cuddle-puddles” as the natives dub them. Up to fifty individuals, their nests crafted largely of scavenged metal, wood, and stolen laundry/cloth goods. Kits are similarly raised communally, with parents showing very little favoritism toward their own young.

Notably, despite their classification as thieves by most Lamplighters I have spoken to, their antics are treated with a communal brevity. Some claimed they had been blessed by a Gyrfox, which I came to learn meant having their food stolen right from their hands, or having their scarf or hat pulled free of their person. Indeed, I did see a number of “domesticated” Gyrfoxes in my time on Lamplight, though the animals seemed to only stick with their chosen person during the day, flitting off the moment they sensed “night” had come.

They are affectionate animals, that I can assure you. Their antics largely remind me of Sol’s Corvids, though lacking in their mimicry capabilities. If one finds the allure of these creatures pressing, I must remind you: for all their differences, these are still foxes.

Which means, in polite terms, they are quite keen on marking their territory, including their owners. It is a rather pungent perfume, ha.
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But as I said, you can’t throw a biscuit in Lamplight without a Gyrfox snatching it up, and I promised that each district had its own distinctive fauna. Well, worry not.

But what to focus on: the jungles and savannahs of Sahul, the fjords and temperate rainforests of Zealandia, or the scrublands of Kalmaktama?

Ah, how about I discuss the little-understood “assistant architects,” known as the Wardu-Utan (Driptodon pseudocalicothere).

As I stated, these animals are a fair bit mysterious, which is even more stark considering their great size. They live in a particularly isolated portion of Sahul, high in the northern cloud forests, where their domain is walled off. I do not mean to say that the native sophont populations keep outside scientists from observing them. That is a whole other issue entirely, largely due to the ongoing separatist movement in the region, but we aren’t here to discuss modern politics.

No, the barrier, an immense wall crafted from the thick trunks of the local mountain ash, is entirely the making of the Wardu-Utan themselves.

While close in size to polar bears, the beings have slotted into a niche in many ways comparable to that of beavers, serving as environmental engineers with a keen instinct for majestic architectural feats. Though while the latter focus more on damming river ways and constructing lodges for rest, the Warda-Utan build walls around their favored feeding grounds. Thus keeping out other large herbivores and defending their relatively defenseless young from native predators, including the Sahulian Tiger (Panthera tigris sahuli) and Greater Drake (Varanus priscus).

The limited observation on Orchard that has been recorded, outside of the information mentioned above, notes they live communally, and show signs of tool use on par with, if not greater than, great apes. Of course, this has not been fully corroborated, and much of what is said about the animals is left to speculation and cryptozoological debates.

This makes their presence on Lamplight even more confusing. As I mentioned, many Sahulian expatriates and their descendants live in Aetherium, yet not a one of them could say when or how the animals first arrived in the district.

I will admit that a great deal of my time on Lamplight was spent observing them. Yet, I do not believe my observations of these beings should be taken into account at all regarding the behavior of the main species back on Orchard.

As mentioned, the debate about their intelligence has been ongoing for quite some time. Conversations with natives and my own observations seem to suggest that the beings are on the edge of sophontism. If they have not already crossed the proverbial, relatively archaic “line”. They are capable of understanding the spoken word at least to some extent, which aids in their “job” within the district, and they seem to know not to stray beyond the district unless told or asked to do so. Furthermore, I have seen them actively decorate themselves with scavenged baubles or gifts, and they are ready guardians of children left in their care, though this has occasionally, at least according to native tales, gone awry in the past when one got “too serious” about adopting their “ward”.

They are burly animals, with their brown fur growing far thicker than in their natural habitat, giving them the appearance, at least at a passing glance, of a Highland Cow with a gorilla-like stance, except for their large, rodent-like teeth, which are distinctively silvery-black.

As for their “accidental architect” appellation, as noted, Aetherium tends towards dilapidation, meaning that some buildings are often just left to fallow. This is where the Wardu-Utan come in.

In their natural habitat, they are believed to eat wood, bamboo, and other plant material. Such materials are relatively rare, as I have noted, so the animals had to adapt.

And so they did, with their current diet consisting of a minority of plant matter and a majority of metal and stone of all varieties. Indeed, the animals’ bites increase the level of rust and decay in the objects they consume, allowing them to break them down more easily and adding to the district’s anarchistic flair.

They are slow eaters, and most fully grown Lamplight Wardu-Utan only need one meal a month. The material they don’t eat, they gather and assemble into their dens, with many visitors approaching what they at first believe to be modern art displays, only to be startled by the looming form of a rudely awoken rust-covered beast.

What is more, their dung, which retains the cubular shape curiously common amongst wombats across the Verse, while not being of much use for fertilizer, consists mainly of unalloyed metals. The natives occasionally use these as building materials or to create a number of other metallic objects. I admit I was a tad suspicious of the metal tankard that was pressed upon me by the same bartender who revealed that fact to me.

I am a bit baffled by their ready consumption and processing of such materials, for while this is far from irregular in the grand scope of the Verse, this kind of adaptation would take thousands upon thousands of generations, not this markedly short period of time.

Yet we all know Lamplight is anything but the norm. Indeed, I was able to convince an individual to allow me a look at their teeth, offering my canteen, a pitted and aged bit of Palisade Titanium as payment.

It appears that the animals have adapted a “enameling” of nonmatter across their teeth, resulting in both the coloration and its disruptive capabilities. How this occurred, I can’t begin to say, and how, as with the other alterations to their form, there is not a greater amount of distress or deterioration within the species continues to hold my deep interest. If Lampeter was not awaiting, I can see myself staying here attempting to wile out all the alterations and secrets of the locale’s adoptive fauna.

But… that’s the lure of this place. The trap? I have to wonder whether all these oddities are not simply bait meant to hook individuals like me. A discomforting thought, but not so much perhaps as the rumor I heard of an individual who managed to rile the Wardu-Utan to violence.

Their “rusting venom” affects all metals, including the iron in human blood.

Fascinatingly grotesque.


[image: A Wardu & his Bite]
A Wardu & his Bite

With that, we leave the domains and fauna of Orchard behind and come to the end of our time together. Next entry, we will delve into regions of the city tied to locales, intimate and more distant than most can reckon. As ever, I am Varys Matthau, bidding you all a temporary adieu!




Life of Lamplight, Part II

Greetings and salutations, I am Varys Matthau, Orchard’s Parazoologist Premiere! Heh, no, I don’t mean that with certainty, but as you well know, I am a studied and avid researcher in the biota that call the curious corners of this vast Verse home! From the Singing Snailwings of Orchard’s Horsehead Nebula to the emergent fauna of the Resurge-Verdance Sector. Yet, all of that is fairly close to home, isn’t it? That is why my next sojourn takes me further afield than ever before.

We return to glorious Lamplight! The city on the edge of Everis! Again, much has been said of the people and arts of this place, and the mysteries abounding beyond.

For this entry, we dare the near-familiarity for many of my fine watchers/readers of Giotto, before venturing to the near-wilderness of Nomad! Let us begin!


The Giotto District

I must admit, I am not a fan of Sol. I suppose that comment requires a bit of elaboration. This, of course, does not come close to accounting for the entire system; that is a gross oversimplification, I speak of Sol’s Earth, and truly not even the entirety of its temporal footprint.

I quite enjoyed documenting fauna during the Three Theocracy Period and the preceding Yeren Dynasty. Still, it must be said that Sol is a world of scarcity compared to Earths such as Orchard, Salome, and especially the Verdens Cluster!

Purposefully so. A certain apathetic obliviousness consumed the leaders of Sol’s Earth for quite some time, leading to the extinction and decimation of various species, both mundane and of a more magical mien, some more than once.

With that said, I must give my utmost respect and admiration to the environmentalists and conservationists of Sol, who fought tooth and nail to protect what they could. While it did seem for some time a shift to a multiversal ark system of conservation would become the only recourse as the megaplexes spread further and further, a light burst onto the scene through the tragedy of the Namibian Crisis, the very same movement that sent the first patch of Sol settlers racing towards Lamplight.

The Giotto District is perhaps the most colorful of the five, with painted glass on the various Gothic-esque buildings that paint the streets in a cavalcade of shades. Those who settled Giotto were members of, and possibly founders of, a movement on Sol that took off with reckless abandon. The “Abandonment”, a tiered cultural rejection of the modern world, which saw many push and in many cases succeed in a more pastoral, medieval even, manner of living, while others led Sol entirely, for a number of intraversal and extraversal locales. This mindset, as noted, defined the original Sol settlers, leading to an inordinate amount of farmland still resting within the district, though the humble cottages have been converted to retreats and tourist traps, with the families who work the farms residing in tenement buildings, but a short ride away.

While the cultural shift was fairly short-lived on Lamplight, back on Sol, many nations that had once extolled their natural environs have entered a fused state of existence, melding pastoralism and high-tech advancement in an effort to “Bloom Back” what was lost. While this included a great deal of environmental engineering, it also necessitated the reintegration of numerous species, many of whom had been living in captivity for a generation, or were kept extant in name alone, with their population stored in vials.

Enter Promethean Wonder Laboratories. A biotech firm with an interest in recapturing the natural wonder of Sol, they are eager to aid in the “Bloom Back” movements, and it is common opinion that without their assistance, most of the rewilding efforts would have been left uncompleted or heavily mismanaged.

With that said, their efforts were rather… haphazard. They rebuild biomes as desired, but not congruently with their designer beasts being pulled from all over Sol-Earth’s past, and occasionally crafting entirely new species for the sake of meeting quota. While many who opposed the movement remain vocal about the trouble their actions have caused for nations not taking part in the initiative, it’s rather hard to browbeat the organization that regrew the Amazon and the Great Barrier Reef. What does it matter that Purusaurus was millennia dead before the former even became a delta, or that there is no such thing as a Sea Hippo?

I only mention these designer beasts because a number of them have found their way to Lamplight, notably unlike many of the other settlers, very few animals were brought with the initial Sol wave, excluding a handful of house pets, namely cats and dogs, and one guinea pig that has been entered into district infamy. However, I have been unable to account for why.

However, PWL began as a designer pet business, and continued their work to this day, with many being quite popular amidst the Giotto denizens, for while much of the aestheticism has faded away, rejection of modernity can still be seen in their art and community events, and additionally in the ways they “accessorize”. Several of their more favored creations found their way to Lamplight and proceeded to shake their leashes, and while some are still largely contained to Giotto, others can be found across the entire breadth of Lamplight.

Enter the Wondopteryx (Sinosauropteryx domesticus). If the gyrfoxes are to be considered Lamplight’s “seagulls,” then the Wondopteryx are its raccoons with a dash of corvid tossed in.

Indeed, they were some of the first of the city’s fauna that I came across, a pair greeting me with curious sniffs after they hopped down from their looting of a nearby waste bin. They stood no higher than my shin, and scampered off when I bent down to get a better look at them. The natives largely ignore them anymore, throwing them scraps on occasion, and they have become so numerous and common that many of the breakfasts I took to be chicken eggs were revealed to me to be theirs instead, “Collected fresh this morning,” the revealing proprietor had proudly announced.

As with all of PWL’s creations, they are fully fertile, perhaps more so than the original templates, which is one criticism I agree with, as their creations, without monitoring, could risk overpopulation and resource strain. On Lamplight, that does not appear to be the issue, with the little dinos being at a fairly low rung on Lamplight’s cobbled-together food web.

They are derived from a species of Compsognathidae, meaning they have a slight build, small, pointed heads, long necks, and a theropod stance. Their foreclaws have adapted for grasping and holding onto objects, though hunting and finer manipulation are entrusted to their delicate jaws. They are covered in a pelt of fine downy feathers that follows expected organic patterning, excluding a patch in the exact center of their shoulder blades, where the fur forms into a pattern exactly replicating a barcode. Their most striking feature, notably, is their long plumed tails, which extend nearly the same length as the rest of their body. My observations inform that they use it to signal others towards items of interest or to convey their moods, akin to canines and felines.

Notably, their coloration is distinctly monochrome, with all specimens I observed being a mixture of white, black, and grey feathers, eyes, skin, and even their teeth. When combined with their twitching yet fluid movements, it brings to mind depictions of ancient cartoons. This appears to be an adaptation of the Lamplight feral stowaways, as specimens freshly arrived from Sol or remaining in captivity have markedly brighter coloration, often in clashing shades.

As I mentioned, there is something about that that reminds me of corvids, namely their attraction to shiny objects, which they snatch at the first opportunity, ferreting them away to their burrows or hideaways. As the natives have grown accustomed to this behavior, it is not uncommon to see street merchants leave small bowls filled with small coins, metallic buttons, and bits of aluminum to distract the Wondopteryx from their more valuable wares. Despite this, I witnessed no fewer than a dozen visitors stolen by the cackling creatures, their laughter like calls seeming almost purposeful, though any attempts to stop or harm them came to an immediate halt due to native intervention. The animals, like the Gyrfox, take care of the more destructive invasive and native “vermin” in the city, with insects, rodents, and smaller reptiles making up the majority of their diets, and as such, harming one is considered taboo. Indeed, some treat it as egregious as ignoring a visitor with void-drunk eyes.

Wondopteryx, while eagerly congregating in large groups when hunger or curiosity speaks to them, from what I observed, tend to live solo or in mated pairs. They are skittish and fearful animals, choosing to run from larger or even similarly sized dangers, except when defending their nests. I learned that lesson personally, when I intruded upon a brooding pair on an early morning walk. The cock’s fangs went through three layers of clothing and still smarts as I write this. Luckily, rumors of venom seem largely farcical.
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Indeed, when it comes to their nests, I observed them making a puffed-up stand to all inhabitants of Lamplight, excluding one.

The Spiderhound (Galeodecanis celeritas) is a bit of a mystery for me personally; it’s a mystery for most zoologists and xenobiologists with an interest in Sol, because its origin remains a muddled mess to this day.

Firstly, it should be noted that this animal is not of Earth, at least, not in the most general sense; its phylogeny is difficult to ascertain. Instead, it has come to Lamplight from Sol’s Mars. Now, again, I am not a historian, no, the Martian population of Giotto is quite small, but I do know that in the context of Sol, any native Martian sophonts died while the dinosaurs were still in their infancy.

The terraforming and settlement of Mars became increasingly important due to the Namibian Crisis, as I noted, with an influx of settlers seeking a fresh start under alien skies. It was slow-going and dangerous work, but it bore fruit surprisingly fast. Some argue that external, paranormal influence aided the startlingly fast terraforming process, and I am not one to disagree, but with that speedy alteration came not only fresh hope for the disillusioned but also fresh tragedy.

The New Adelaide Incident became the defining moment of Martian Settlement, with the rapid alterations triggering a sudden and devastating “mars quake” which tore a rift across the rust-colored surface that consumed the entire settlement and the nearly five hundred souls that had come to call it home, dropping them into a chasm whose true depth has never been discovered.

New Adelaide had been central to biosphere production, with numerous specimens under their care that they wished to introduce to the environment once it became livable, alongside any alterations required to support the continuous propagation of the chosen animals post-introduction.

I am told that the list of on-site species was lost with the settlement, and the site was left abandoned as the other members of the initiative reevaluated their rapid expansion.

The Spiderhounds appeared on the surface in the territory surrounding the New Adelaide Rift. Genetic testing shows signs of some shared genetic ancestry with the Sol-Terran camel spiders. Yet the markers seem to hint at a very distant relation, which would not make sense given the limited timescale for descent from any specimens located within New Adelaide.

Regardless, they are well adapted for the Martian deserts, with heightened oxygen levels thanks to the ongoing terraforming and lesser gravity allowing them to get strikingly large, and that is much the same for the specimens I witnessed within Lamplight, with the largest specimen, a surprisingly sessile female who was the mascot of a tavern known as the Firefall, being over a meter tall at the shoulder.

Now, while you may be thinking of a sprawling and low-slung creature, as is common of most of the Verses’ arachnids, disabuse yourselves of that notion. Their eight legs are long and slender, positioned to give the animals a cursorial build not all that dissimilar to that of cheetahs or greyhounds. Their thoraxes are similarly slender, coming to an almost conical point. Their carapaces are patterned mixtures of rust oranges and darker browns, though I have noted at least one melanistic individual in my time here. They are solitary animals, primarily congregating only around water or in the care of “pups” that the females give birth to, and leave in a communal “nursery,” with females trading off who watches over them. The pups reach maturity in a handful of weeks, after which they all go their separate ways.

In their native habitat they hunt by chasing their prey to exhaustion, if ambush fails of course, their great speed, unidirectional lungs and adapted “hooves” that are still capable of climbing sheer surfaces means that they can keep apace of any of the Martian wilds current cadre of herbivores, including their most agile members, such as the Greater Jackalope or Martian Ostrich.

They are also the only known arachnid that can be said to fit into the “sabertoothed” category of fauna, for while all arachnids have long probing fangs, they are more akin to blades, leaving gouging cuts rife with an anticoagulant toxin that leads to their prey most commonly running themselves to death.

This is still true of the specimens found on Lamplight. However, much of their chosen prey is nowhere near as fast, leading them to be less aggressive and flighty on average. While on occasion one has attacked a sophont, no examples of man-eating have been accounted for. Indeed, at least in the Giotto district, tamed Spiderhounds are considered status pets.

Of course, not all agree with that fact, with the reason for their namesake being dubbed “disarming” by those of the neighboring Aetherium and Neoclassical districts, a chittering and breathy howl said to echo in the minds of all who hear it for hours afterwards. What is more, the natives of the Nomad districts loathe the arachnids, who target their beloved mounts, though they have come up with precautions, of which I will make note later. That said, I was somewhat shocked to find Spiderhound carapace jewelry on display at a Nomad bazaar, and the meat is occasionally eaten by the same natives in a fashion I would almost dare to dub petty.

But all of what I just mentioned requires one thing of lovers and loathers both: You need to catch them.

The Lamplight Spiderhounds were even faster than their Sol counterparts, and more than once, I was nearly knocked from my feet by a rust-covered blur bounding by me. What is more, once one gets moving, it seems like they are almost unable to stop, and I managed to tag an individual right as their “zoomy” period was about to commence. The young male managed to circle the entire region a whole ten times before coming to a stop, seeming barely phased by the experience. Mind, I do not mean just the Giotto district, that was ten times around the entire expanse of Lamplight.
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While the beasts that have come to call the Giotto district home, at least initially in some cases, have a rather bombastic flair about them, the next district is perhaps better classified by the word: “Loyal”.



The Nomad District

The Nomad District, in many ways, is the region of the city most closely tied to the natural world, though an artifice. Hundreds of vast yurts and tents sit amongst carefully crafted false plains and fields, where clusters of domesticated fauna mill about. While originally settled by the survivors of Salome, the Tribes of the Many Steppes, united in name and culture, are in fact a multifaceted pseudo-empire spanning various clusters across the West. As such, while those of Salome fled to Lamplight, their kin have spread across the Verse, as refugees and defenders both, yet the district remains a cultural touchstone for all these disparate factions, meaning that as far from their original path they have walked, a sense of unity remains, as signified by the various subcultures continued belief in their peaceable crimson deity.

The preferred mounts and companions of the various clans can be found within the district, alongside numerous other beasts brought by refugees from dozens of different cultures, who have formed small hubs amidst the sprawl. While many would think that the “wilds” would integrate seamlessly with this district, that would be a mistake, as the nomads are very careful to mark where their lands begin and what is left for their admittedly minute herds and hunting. While I noted that most in Lamplight are vegetarians, in the Nomad district, things are a fair bit more varied, and their hunting grounds are carefully monitored and curated, with any undesired fauna removed in one manner or another. With that said, you are more likely to find natives of the Nomad district in the “wilds” than any other, and I came across a half a dozen encampments, lived in or otherwise, that were of Nomad design.

These camps see those of the district marked deeply by their people’s ancient wanderlust, which carried them across the Verse through paths long forgotten, as visitors, as they move in circuit around the exterior of the city, attempting to capture an iota of the lives their people were forced to leave behind.

The Nomad district was full of more unique fauna than any other, and I could go on for hours with all the species I saw. Indeed, most are the last known specimens in existence! From the portly Scarlet Sheep (Ovis aries salome) of the Salome universe, to the black-furred Great Tarpan (Equus feras gigantus), whose powerful limbs carried the armies of the Salka Khan to forgotten shores. I could talk of their new discoveries as well, the fire-obsessed Cinder Kite (Milvus ignisatus) or the Kumaghords (Ceratotherium spinosagulo) cursorial, alien-visaged rhinoceri of the Trackless Sands.

But instead, I will speak of an animal whose outlandish appearance, combined with their usefulness, has seen them rise in prominence not only amongst the nomads, but the rest of Lamplight as well! More importantly, this is a beast I have never seen before!

The Adaraak (Ammolestodon camelus), which, despite all appearances, is a heavily derived species of ground sloth! Indeed, my first observations lead me to believe the animal to be a curiously proportioned camelid, due to its incredibly similar profile. It took clarification from my trusty scanner and the words of the natives to really hammer home the point.

So yes, a sloth whose body plan near perfectly mimics that of the camelid species commonly found in the deserts of both Orchard and Sol. According to natives, that is because they fill that exact niche in the world they were drawn from, being sizable migrating beasts that have become foundational to the nomads and traders of the region. They are larger than those camelids still extant on the above-mentioned Earth and more closely aligned with varied extinct specimens, with the largest specimens standing near six meters tall.

There are distinctions, of course; their tails are thicker and more heavily furred, they have pronounced canines that extend past their lower jaw, used for portioning food and as grooming implements, and, most notably, six limbs.

Four gangly legs matching those of camelids, and two arms, ending in thick spade-like claws hanging down before their forelegs. These appear to be their main form of defense, swinging at anything that annoys them with striking strength.

The nomads informed me that the configuration of limbs was typical among those drawn from the Trackless Sands. I am eager to see more of this Verse, but when asked if Lampeter had an outpost, they laughed, saying that if it had, the sand had swallowed its tracks just as readily as anything else. Assuredly an adventure to come, I can only hope.

Notably, the Adaraak of Lamplight are among the most recent transplants, appearing only about ten years ago. Still, they have adapted quite well to the climate; their fur is thicker, their build heartier, and, if my observations are to be believed, a pseudo-trunk like those of Saiga antelope and litopterns is already beginning to develop amongst the latest calves, alongside more monochromatic coloration, excluding a curiously common silver-piebald patterning. Additionally, the fraying common to most long-term fauna is already present in all individuals I observed.

Additionally, they have spread across the city, mainly for cargo transport and pulling “taxis”, replacing many of the more traditional forms of motorized locomotion. However, many of the natives claim the slower speed is better than the constant need for repairs necessitated by the nonmatter’s presence.

While other animals have been used, Adaraak are reported to be strikingly loyal once their trust is gained and seem to have just as keen an instant for when a visitor has become void-blind as the natives. I was told of a dozen cases of Adaraaks chasing down said individuals and carrying them back to their owners like a mother cat with her kitten, huffing and chirping in distress.

While this paints them as loving caretakers, I was told they can be painfully stubborn and, when riled, quite a sight: rearing up on their hind legs, spit flying, all four front limbs flailing. Indeed, a growing saying amongst Nomad youth seems to be “Angry as an Adaraak, oft used to describe someone who makes a show of their negative feelings, often in public.

Most of the Adaraak I was able to interact with were cows and their calves moving about the tents or working about the city, eagerly picking over any offered scraps. As omnivores of the desert, their diet is a wide one indeed. Their fur is now used in textiles, and their milk has become something of a niche delight at some eateries in the district. The flavor is… curious. Bulls, meanwhile, I observed, as solitary sentinels at the edge of the district or watching me amidst the “wilds”. A few nomads had male mounts, but allowed them to come and go as they pleased, saying they seemed to enjoy the solitude more than most beasts they knew. One claimed that they were looking for something, though what he could not say, considering they shunned both Light and Void so readily.
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Now, while the Adaraak is the newest arrival, the next beast has been here since those first settlers of Salome.

The Hatchet Cat (Homotherium domesticus) is the Salome nomads’ oldest companion; indeed, in Salome, the concept of a “dog” is an alien one, and the word instead most closely matches the big cat’s Saloman name: “Bankhat”.

They are a domesticated form of Homotherium, derived from populations that lived alongside Salomen humans during their extended Ice Age, which saw the continued spread and fertility of the vast Mammoth Steppe, thereby originating the titular Many Steppes that came to define the Salomen people and all their descendants across their multiversal territory.

As stated, they slotted into the domesticated niche commonly given over to canines across the wider Verse. However, the Salomans allowed their domesticated populations to breed with feral populations, keeping the species strong and avoiding many of the diseases and physical alterations that can occur thanks to long-term domestication. In short, don’t expect to find a “Hatcher Pug” in their kennels.

That said, there is some variation: some specimens have been bred for battle, others raised for hunting, and eventually for shepherding, livestock guardianship, and guiding. Temperament and build were selected for each group, though, again, interbreeding was encouraged, so while their size, patterning, and build can vary, there are no unique “breeds” of Hatchet Cat; it is better to say there are differing professions.

On average though, they stand around a meter tall, with spotted coats that run a gambit of colors, with a dark auburn red being the most common, their fangs are flatter and wider than most saber toothed cats, earning their name, yet their bite force is event stronger, meaning that their bites are capable, even amongst this long domesticated variety of breaking bone.

One of the nomads told me that the Hatchet Cats cooperation had been a gift to the Saloman’s from their crimson god, for their hefty fangs were expert at swift death, lessening the suffering of prey, as close to peace as a predator can seek in its life, and that he wished the Salomans to take on such an adage when it came to their own hunts and during times of war. To be fleet of foot, keen of instant, and swift of strike.

Because of their legacy within the Nomad district, the natives are hesitant to the point of near hostility at the thought of anyone not of the district owning a Hatcher Cat, or interfering with those few feral individuals that can be found in the “wilds”. I was required to take a guide with me at all times when I went to observe said felines, and I noted that they had formed a pride structure similar to that of lions. Domesticates, while kennelled communally, do seem more attached to their owners than their fellow specimens.

The last thing I will say about the Hatchet Cats is that, the nonmatter, or Lamplight, perhaps both have caused some manner of alteration or creation of distinct and alien abilities in most fauna. Yet, outside the fraying of their forms, the Hatchet Cats remain much the same as they did in the records recovered from the Many Steppes. I have a theory that the zeitgeist and faith tied to the beasts by the Nomads has kept them in a sort of stasis, unchanging as long as their owners remain anchored to their lost past, but to prove such a thing, I would need more magic than my brief skill set can provide. It is a curious thought, though.
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For most, I would only have one more stop remaining, the dour domain of the Neoclassical District, but they would be wrong; greater and perhaps worrying possibilities lie just beneath our feet. Yet, I leave that for the next entry, as I guide you one last time through the streets of Lamplight. As ever, I am Varys Matthau, bidding you all a temporary adieu!




Life of Lamplight, Part III

Greetings and salutations, I am Varys Matthau, Orchard’s Parazoologist Premiere! Heh, no, I don’t mean that with certainty, but as you well know, I am a studied and avid researcher in the biota that call the curious corners of this vast Verse home! From the Singing Snailwings of Orchard’s Horsehead Nebula to the emergent fauna of the Resurge-Verdance Sector. Yet, all of that is fairly close to home, isn’t it? That is why my next sojourn takes me further afield than ever before.

We return one last time to Lamplight! The city on the edge of Everis! Again, much has been said of the people and arts of this place, and the mysteries abounding beyond.

Today, we delve into this near-impossible city’s darkest corners.


The Neoclassical District

I should start by noting that, unlike the other native populations or long-term residents of Lamplight, those who live within this district shun the light. Which, considering what the founders went through and the culture that shaped it, makes perfect sense.

Indeed, the Neoclassical District was born not of individuals fleeing political/earthly dissatisfaction or entering a sort of voluntary exile, but of a desperate faction of refugees fleeing the march of the Neon. Indeed, “Neon-London” is one of the newest facets to have slipped from the moorings of Lampeter and vanished into the proverbial maw of the dread Neon God.

As such, despite the expansive parks and archaic architecture that do little to block the Lamp above’s limited light, the district has an almost restrictive feel. Shadows seem longer, alleyways and back paths go unlit, and I’d forgive a visitor to believe some establishments to be vacant as their storefront are morose panes of black glass reflecting not. The natives are comforted by the Shadow, though, and indeed, seeing starkly happy compared to the dour nature of their domain, and if the stories are to be believed, those visitors, largely literary figures I am told, who chose to stay long term in this district have the greatest um… ahem, survival rate.

Regardless, given the district’s origin, I was not honestly expecting to find any faunal transplants, as I doubted many of the original refugees had put much thought amidst their flight towards what little wilds must have remained at the time. At first, the district seemed to confirm my assumptions.

And then I met the Strix (???)

I head the stories first, a specter of the old world, the ghost of a Harkhret pioneer, even something one avid individual from Sol dubbed a “Pattern Screamer”. A being that vanished in the light, and emerged as a looming form the second it stepped into Shadow.

I thought it a figment, or if real, another manifestation of the nonmatter, working on the minds of the observers, praying on their fears of the light, or attempting to alter it to a fear of the Shadow. I was not expecting it to be a fully corporeal entity.

But on one of my sojourns through the city, I found my path blocked by the very thing I had been warned of. Thinking it a trick of the mind, I reached out to prove its nonexistence and instead found my hands meeting fine, downy feathers. The creatures hooted balefully at me and took a few steps back, into the light, and vanished before my eyes!

As far as I can ascertain, it is a species of owl, quite a large one at that, standing over two meters, yet still capable of flight, perhaps aided by the lesser gravity of the city. Regardless, I can’t ascertain the exact genus, as the creature appears visible only as an owl-shaped mass of feathers, so black they stand out against the void itself.

Furthermore, the brighter the light it is exposed to, the more the creature “disappears,” meaning the light of the lamp itself simply renders it unseen to the eye, aided in stealth by the augmented feathers common to owls. Yet, the light of a fire, a flashlight, or a gas lamp renders it immaterial, allowing it to pass through objects, much like the ghost many people take it for.

Despite this, I have observed the entities still able to manipulate objects in this state. At least I believe I have, and have not been documenting true poltergeist behavior, ha! I can only postulate what would happen to the creatures if they were exposed to brighter light, like that of a true sun; if the trend holds, they would likely phase out of existence.

I am uncertain how this adaptation came to be, whether it was an alteration of Lamplight’s environment or a trait born of an attempt to adapt to the Neon that has only been further augmented.

Aside from their feeding habits, which reveal them to be largely herbivorous with a preference for fruit, I have identified only one other shared trait across the unique specimens I observed. While visible, I only saw one individual ever open its eyes.
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A member of another endemic species in the district had cornered it. While I was fighting to maintain my impartiality as a wildlife observer, it opened its eyes, revealing most of its face.

And where it pointed its gaze, it became bathed in sharp, ugly, neon-pink light. Its attacker fled as if scalded, and I was left near blind, stumbling my way to hopeful safety, the sight of its mournful, gleaming eyes seared into my memory.

The noted attacker was a Concrete Panther (Rattufelis sapiensvenator), one of the few forms of invasive/introduced fauna into Lamplight that the natives actually seem eager to get rid of, and that refers not just to those in the Neoclassical District but to the entire city.

The reason is simple. These lion-sized rodents have not just a taste but a preference for human flesh, and they eagerly hunt other sophont specimens as well over all other prey if it is available. Despite attempts to cull them, they still thrive in the Neoclassical District, thanks to the unique oddities that surround their dens, but more on that in a bit.

As I said, they are very large rodents, most closely resembling overgrown rats, with dense black fur overtop grey skin that is surprisingly thick, particularly around the neck and stomach, a defense against prey but also each other. They may have a preference for sophonts, but they are rabidly hungry creatures, meaning when times grow especially lean, cannibalism is absolutely on the menu, up to and including their own bodies. Quite a few individuals I observed were missing chunks of their tails, fingers, or entire feet.

Furthermore, their constantly growing teeth require them to gnaw on hard materials to keep them not only at a workable length but also sharpened. This means that not only are they a danger to individuals, but also to property.

I have concluded that these animals are not entirely natural, born of some mutation at some point in the fall of Grand London. However, it would take information long lost to us for me to piece together anything truly congruent.

Their eagerness to consume human flesh, mixed with their uncanny intelligence, capability to mimic the cries of wounded humans, and deep aversion to light, copious amounts of which causes their skin to flake and smoke, leads me believe they were created as a weapon against those that shunned the early days of the Neon’s coming.

As such, their existence within the Neoclassical District is a dread reminder that most would be rid of.

The only issue is their burrows seem to be formed of nonmatter, and attempts to interfere with them cause an immediate and painful unraveling if the sudden emergence of a snarling Concrete Panther doesn’t take you first. Curiously, the burrows seem stable and generally undetrimental to Lamplight. The defenses could almost be viewed as programmed, but by whom, and for what purpose, none can say. All in all, natives to the district have detailed maps of the burrows and do their best to avoid them, while setting traps and guards to catch Concrete Panthers unaware as they exit or return.

Oddly, even though it a major weakness of theirs I have not observed a single use of light as weapon against the Panthers by the district’s natives. The few I broached the topic with seemed particularly affronted by my questioning, and I believe my time in this district is quickly coming to an end, as any further attempts at an interview have been met with cold shoulders and colder glares. Natives of the other districts, notably, have no such qualms.
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By some bit of grace, the beasts are surprisingly infertile for rodents, only producing up to two kits per union, meaning that while they have resisted attempts to drive them out of Lamplight, their numbers are still falling. Normally, I would be affronted by these actions, but as deep as my love and devotion to the numerous fauna of the Verse goes, there is something distinctly unnatural about them that gives me pause.



The Sluice

For most in Lamplight, this district would be the end of my journey, or rather the end of the circuit, emerging back into the busy streets of the Keivan District. For all the beasts I have discussed, I have catalogued a dozen more, and surely I would seek to compile all of that before setting my eyes on the sojourn across Lampeter.

They are right, and I will certainly do this in the days to come, but… There is one more place I must ferry us first.

The Sluice is a place easily forgotten and near impossible to parse in truth, but it exists, a second skin beneath the curiosity of Lamplight. It took more time, effort, and prodding than I can accurately describe to get the natives to even speak of this place, despite its effect on their everyday lives! The visiting academics were even less helpful, their draw to the titular light, and the nothing beyond forcing their eyes skyward.

And all the while, the Sluice, a mystery undelved, lay right beneath their feet.

See, in my preparations to come to Lamplight and catalogue its mock biosphere, I chewed through all manner of literature regarding the city’s founding, growth, and alteration, and I noticed a through thread.

All cities make waste. And while tossing it into the nonmatter seemed conceivable, it also seemed an unnecessary risk.

Additionally, the piping had to go somewhere.

As such, the Sluice is supposed to be the sewers of Lamplight, and, as is widely known in the cryptozoological sphere, the vast underworkings of the Verse are home to curious biota, man-made caverns that force adaptation and evolution on a folkloric scale. The Eastern Sewer Alligator (Alligator manhattanus) is the perfect example.

So, I began to wonder, what possible entities could lurk beneath the perpetual oddity of Lamplight?

The answer was more baffling than I expected.

One of the prevailing theories regarding the existence of Lamplight is that it is the remains of a Harkhret Angler, a colossal edifice of bio-artifice, with its organic terraforming technology a thing of legend sought after for all manner of reasons, even though most of it has largely rotted away. As I have noted, I am not a historian, but Harkhret is a curious intersection of specialities, and with the recent findings coming from Sol, I was more than willing to give this theory its time.

The Sluice… complicated matters. The entrance was an old one, situated on the outer edge of the Keivan district, though marked with a language my translation artifice refused to parse—a first warning, perhaps, who can say.

What was curious to me was that, in all my probing, not a single individual mentioned knowing any caretaker of these under-workings? This was meant to be a city of hope, altered through time into a haven of poets, academics, and the obsessed. In either case, who would have accepted being in sanitation? It was a fair point, yet what then kept the system moving smoothly?

It took quite a while to pry the door open, but upon my entrance, what awaited me was the scent of mold and, far worse, and not much else. Curiously clean stonework greeted my light, eventually revealing itself to be a haphazard net strung beneath the city above, so muddled and labyrinthine that I did not doubt that the unprepared would have grown lost without a doubt. Perhaps that fact, mixed with the natives’ aversion to the dark, is what kept them from delving within, or at least acknowledging the necessity, for surely, for it to be this clean, someone had to be down here.

I… can’t say if that observation was right, for even as I write this, I am still lost as to what I observed in that null-touched below. The walls changed, the worked stone falling away to something calcified and hard, the patterns stratified in a manner I took to be muscle.

Worked stone to dead “flesh” that was odd enough, but as I kept walking, it changed more, the temperature dropped, and I felt my body beginning to tingle. I had left the light’s embrace, and that meant the non-matter could have its say, yet while that worry of what could happen filled me, I continued forward. The walls grew more and more rounded, an odd wetness coating every inch, making it slippery and sticky at once, tugging at my numbing feet. I don’t know why I didn’t turn back.

I just kept walking; it was only when I felt a “give” in one of my fingers that I snapped back to my senses. The fingernail had come away, and yet I felt no pain.

I blinked and realized that there were threads of non-matter all about me, like veins of ore running through a material, white and red and glistening.

As I watched, I swear to you I saw it move, a twitch that seemed to extend all around me, a minute contraction, but it sent me to my knees.

And then I found what I had come for, or more accurately, it found me.

A white ribbon of flesh slipped upwards from the floor and wrapped around my hand. I cried out and fell back, attempting to pull free, but all I did was draw more of the thing from its nook.

It was flat and bulbous at the same time, with not a single thing differentiating one section of its body from the next, like a chain of living bubbles set in two dimensions, coiling over and over and over about my deadened arm.

I have come close to death in this line of work before, from angry poachers to rabid wildlife to simple accidents. But in that moment, I believed I would never come closer. Until, of course, feeling returned to my hand.

I watched in my shocked fascination as the creature lay part of its body, what I can only take to be the head, against my fraying finger. Dozens of tiny filaments split free of an orifice and worked in a mesmerizing tandem as I watched the creature knit my wound back together. Indeed, I had a new nail, properly anchored, and though a bit overlong. I can’t begin to tell you what process this was. Still, the creature released me, and it was at that moment that I became aware that many of the white threads I saw covering the walls were the self-same creature, languidly shifting about the walls, stitching together rifts that the nonmatter had departed from. They grew smaller as they worked, some appearing to expire, shriveling into husks only to be replaced by another, with the dedicated bodies melting into the ground as I watched, a brief crimson viscera pooling out before vanishing.

Weaverworms (???), are what I have taken to calling these creatures, and I can’t begin to classify them as anything beyond evident and clearly magical, and likely a work of artifice.

How can it be anything but considering how the deeper I delved, the more it all changed. I had always wondered what Lamplight rested on, what kept the land fertile, hells, what kept the land whole with the devouring force awaiting any that dared past the light’s border. Should Lamplight not be but a disk spinning beneath the arching gleam? I can’t say, for the mysteries surrounding its existence are too many to count, yet, IF it was the initial work of the Harkhret, and the emergence here was purposeful, would they not make preparations to resist the consumption? Or are they something else, adapted to feed on nothing and give back something? I don’t really know, but as I got to my feet, I noticed a throng of them inching towards another pathway, and there another light gleamed, a white akin to the lamp itself.

I had come so far, found a curious little miracle, you can understand then why I would think I could find more? I realize now that perhaps this place was getting to me just as any other visitor. I could have turned around. I should have turned around, gone back to the true light above, been thankful for these small revelations and the accolades they would likely bring, and moved on. Yes? Yes! Of course, that is sensible, that is believable, that is even-minded.

But I didn’t. I went to the door. I went beyond it, and what I saw there I can’t put words to, except perhaps, that the light within gleams far brighter than the one above…

Half blind, I found myself stumbling into a sphere of stone, anchored amidst the not-flesh-not-stone surrounding it.

Within, I found writing, scrawled across every inch, except on the far side, where a mural of a figure wreathed in a heavy cloak, with a singular rune hanging in the air above their head, was situated. As I said, I’m not a historian, but it would not have mattered even if I were, for I had so little to take it in before I heard a crack from behind and above me.

A shape detached from the ceiling, changing from a stony texture to a near clear form, landing before me, unfurling to reveal something that mixed cephalopod and tardigrade into a towering monstrosity that flailed towards me with eerily human hands.

I backed away, and then another fell, and another. The sounds they made as they approached were like drowning static, a constant trill that made my eyes ache and ears burn.

I was not supposed to be here. None were supposed to have gone this deep. I knew it then, though I am not sure whether this is a conflation of my mind or a message ferried to me by these strange creatures.

I have dubbed them Sluice Guardians (???), for little else about them was revealed to me outside of their immediate desire to do me harm.

I kept backing away as they filled the room, fanning out, nearly a dozen, hands reaching out to caress the walls, acrid, acidic smells, and the sound of burning accompanying each touch, melting the text away.

My back found the far wall, and they thronged ever closer, and I think my head touched the rune, but I can’t be certain.

All that remains of the moment is an empty pit at the heart of my mind, echoing with painful headache, other cities cast adrift, shifting about the edge, whose names taunt the tip of my tongue before slipping away once more.

I awoke on the floor of my room, my own vomit as a pillow, and not a person believing a word of what I told them of what awaited within the Sluice.
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*  *  *

I worry this last section may cast the rest of what I have discovered here in a poor light, and perhaps further raise questions about the integrity of my sanity. Not that it matters, many of my associates already thought me foolish for coming here, even more so from where I head next…

Should I care what they believe, though? I’ve learned much and found the beauty of nature thriving despite the improbability on this precipice. I am proud of that fact, delighted with it even.

And yet.

I am left with more questions than when I arrived. Why are nonsophonts better at adapting to Lamplight? How did some of them even get here? Who were the Harkhret? What is down there amidst the true dark and the false light? Should I go back? If there is life amidst the bowels, if its song ripples about the edge, then is there a chance, can something be out there amidst the- no, no. I need to move on. Maybe I’ll come back later, but for now, I have had my fill of darkness.

Not sure if the light that’s waiting at the end of the line will be better, but we’ll see, I suppose.

This long and perhaps muddled recording has been the work of Varys Matthau, Orchard’s Parazoologist Premiere. Thank you for joining me, but I must bid adieu to both Lamplight and you.

You’ll be hearing from me quite soon, but first, I’ve got a train to catch.








Disclaimer: While we encourage guests to visit our establishment as part of the Lamplight experience, please note Ambrose Restaurants does not provide transportation up or down the Great Spiny Mountain, nor does it take responsibility for any injuries, deaths, or fadings resulting from such travel. Visit at your own discretion.
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