
PROLOGUE: 1936 

The journalist wanted to start earlier this time. The last interview had gotten away on him and it 
was far too late when he left. He didn’t want that to happen again. He sincerely hoped he wasn’t 
chasing a dead story, but his gut nagged at him to keep going. Something had caught his 
attention in his research and he couldn’t leave it alone. Who was Charles Fort? Or more 
accurately – who was the real Charles Fort?  

Cursory groundwork investigation depicted Charles Fort as a mousy man who haunted the back 
recesses of local libraries in New York as well as a few in London, England, before he died. He 
spent years obsessively scrawling notes on tiny strips of paper about weird things and strange 
occurrences that no one ever took seriously.  He wrote a few books on the paranormal that the 
journalist tried to read, but truthfully couldn’t make it through to the end. But while delving into 
several stories about the paranormal, the journalist noted that Charles Fort’s name kept being 
mentioned in obscure foreign newspaper clippings and exotic settings around the turn of the 
century. It didn’t make sense. It seemed like two different men, as if Charles Fort had lived a 
second, secret life. The reporter was keen to rectify the two versions, or at least find out which 
one was real. This was what brought him to the very elderly watchmaker. He wanted to tease 
out the truth from the cautious and cryptic clock smith. As a young man going through school, 
Fort had worked for the watchmaker and they stayed in touch over the years, so he might be a 
key source.  

The journalist even picked up a bottle of gin this time –  as instructed –  but the watchmaker 
would likely scoff at his choice of brand. What could he do? He didn’t drink gin himself. If fact, 
he couldn’t even afford alcohol most of the time. He squeezed out a living on a reporter’s wage 
and spent all of his earnings doing research for his own books on various supernatural 
phenomena. That’s where he was hoping to make a name for himself and hopefully some real 
money. When the old man suggested he bring a bottle of gin the next time he came by, he had 
been annoyed at the tiny man’s presumption, but then realized this might be his opportunity to 
hear the whole story. Plus, if he plied the old bugger with a couple of drinks –  how many could 
he hold? –  he might run off at the mouth all evening. It wasn’t the most honorable of schemes 
but as far as plans went, it seemed like a good one.  

He butt out his smoke and knocked on the derelict-looking clock shop door a little after five p.m. 
with his bottle of gin tucked neatly under his arm. He heard a number of metallic clunks before 
the door swung open, presenting the watchmaker’s scrunched up face. “What kind of idiot 
brings gin and no pickled pearl onions? I’ve got some good dry vermouth on hand but you can’t 
make a proper Gibson without pickled pearl onions. Who do you think I am? Some floozy 
hanging around a gin joint?” The watchmaker was a diminutive man in a wheelchair but had the 
biting tone of an angry headmaster. “Go up to Callahan’s on the corner of Chester and Church 
and pick up a bottle of pickled onions or don’t bother coming back. Get the good ones and make 
sure no one follows you.” And with that, the bossy centenarian grabbed the gin and slammed 
the door. The journalist could hear him cursing and complaining as the heavy door bolts loudly 
snapped shut. 

The journalist was pretty steamed at the old codger, but he did as he was told. He needed to 
hear the old man’s tale of the increasingly enigmatic Charles Fort. His journalistic instinct told 
him he was onto something and an annoying evening watching the old man getting tipsy would 
be worth it to get the leads he needed and the answers he wanted. He knew it was at his grasp 
–  it would just take some pickled onions to produce it. 



Callahan’s Groceria was farther away than the old man made it seem, and by the time the 
journalist returned it was past 6:30 p.m. The pickled onions had used up the last of his pocket 
money which he had planned to spend on cab fare to get home at the end of the night. He 
already didn’t like how this evening was shaping up.  

This had better be worth it, he thought to himself as he approached the diminutive building with 
a weird sense of deja vu. This time, the remotely controlled deadbolts promptly released the 
small door and the dainty gold bell rang overhead as the door brushed under it, following the old 
man’s voice to the workshop in the back. There was a partition and a half wall dividing the 
storefront and the workshop. The old man had an extra lamp turned on and the light cast a 
warm hue on the various metals and dusty clock faces. A heavy worn floor showed the regular 
paths the tiny wheelchair followed for many years. There was a short cot and a squat pot belly 
stove with a stool next to it. The journalist hung up his hat and coat behind the stove and took 
the stool as his seat. He looked around at the little storefront with its multiple shelves neatly 
crammed with both plain and beautifully ornate timepieces. The shop mostly contained pocket 
watches and mantle clocks, but in the corner behind the door stood a magnificent and rich 
grandfather clock with a dizzying amount of fine detail. It lay still and silent, covered with a thick 
dust. The air was stale and for the first time, the journalist noted how quiet the space felt for a 
room filled with clocks. Not a hand turned nor a pendulum swung. It was like all the time had run 
out of them. 

The watchmaker mixed up a couple of “proper” Gibsons and then took a long slow sip. An 
almost euphoric glow came over him. His rigid little body seemed to relax and settle into the 
elegant handcrafted wheelchair. “Ahh,” he sighed, “that’s the ticket, my boy. Sweet nectar of the 
gods. What do you think?” 

Tastes like turpentine, the journalist thought. “Mmmmm, good,” he nodded, not wanting to insult 
the bartender. 

“That taste takes me back to some wild nights at the Bohemian Club out in Frisco. Let me tell 
you, you’ve no idea what you missed.”  

After a few mouthfuls and some awkward and uncomfortable conversations, the journalist finally 
got to the point of the visit. He flipped through his notebook and pulled out a photo with yellowed 
edges. He handed the photo to the watchmaker who propped it against the vermouth bottle and 
pulled his magnifying glass over to examine it. The old man’s face lightened a bit, like he was 
remembering something. “Ah, Charles. So young and so vital,“ he uttered. 

“So, sir, last time we spoke, I mentioned this old photo I found from 1907 of Charles Fort in 
Cairo. He’s dressed like an adventurer of some sort with a couple of other fellows. What was he 
doing in Egypt back then?” 

“He flew there to do research but then ended up running into an evil mummy.” The old man 
finished his drink. “Toss that one back and I’ll mix us another.” 

The journalist slouched and took a stiff drink. “Ahh, sir … an evil mummy?”  

“Yeah, a horrible bugger by any standard. Come on, drink up.” 

With wide eyes and a queasy stomach, the journalist slowly poured back his remaining drink. 
He winced as it went down. He passed the glass back the old man. Wiping his mouth with his 



hand, he stated with some exasperation, “Respectfully, sir, this story has been impossible to 
believe right from the start.” 

“Oh, is it now? Why’s that?” The watchmaker looked at him sideways while mixing the drinks on 
his workbench.  

“Well, you say he flew there. I’m pretty certain he didn’t fly there in 1907. Did you mean sail or 
steam over?” 

“No, I said what I meant. I’m a man of precision. He flew there.” 

“Did he flap his arms all the way? He must have been tired,” the journalist jested. 

The watchmaker grabbed the wheel of his chair and spun around to face the smirking reporter. 
Then he wheeled right up to the sitting man’s face and looked him sternly in the eyes.  

“Watch it with the smart mouth, pup, or I’ll throw you out of here myself. It’s only out of respect 
for Charles’ memory that I tolerate you.” Strangely, the journalist believed him. He also noticed 
that the watchmaker rested his hand on the grip of the Colt Peacemaker holstered on the side of 
his wheelchair. This drove home the message. 

“My apologies,” he replied.  

“Good, then.” The old man wheeled back to mixing two more proper Gibsons. 

“How did he fly there in 1907? The Wrights were just barely getting off the ground then and 
there was no transatlantic flight until after the war.” 

“Charles Fort built his own flying ship – the Nimbus. And he flew it all over the world, that’s 
how.” 

The journalist just stared at the watchmaker as he passed him another drink. “I see…” He was 
beginning to regret spending his hard-earned money on gin and pickled pearl onions. “And how 
did this Nimbus ship fly exactly?” 

“Well, that story really starts way back in 1897 in a little town in the middle of nowhere Texas 
named Aurora. You can look it up if you don’t believe me.” 

The journalist nodded with interest. He had heard of an incident in Aurora, way back, and 
wondered if it was related.  “Go on,” he said, taking another sip as he opened his notepad and 
started scribbling notes. He wasn’t sure what was stranger, the idea that Charles Fort built a 
flying airship or that the Gibsons were starting to grow on him. 
 


