Mortlake, England,
The past of 1609
The small house was quiet now, the gloom of night having drawn a final curtain on the events of the day. The desolation and the sorrow mixed in the air as the tall, elegant figure stepped through the rooms, red eyes shining in the dark and searching over each inch of the rundown, neglected structure. The clack of his heavy shoes, the “tock tock” of his cane on the wooden floor, all echoed through the rooms as he continued his search. He paused at one mantle, and ran a gloved hand over the frame of a picture, the painted image of the elderly man staring out at him.
“Ah, John. Where did you put it?”
“Not here, Andrew,” the woman replied for the image. The man named Andrew Bennett turned sharply, to look at the vision of loveliness that appeared from the doorway into the emptied library. Slim, pale, dark hair framing smooth porcelain features, this woman held herself every bit as stately and refined as the man, and her own red eyes stared at him. “There is not a book to be found. Not one of true value anyway.”
“Mary,” Andrew said softly, a voice heavy with emotional pain.
“You didn't expect me here? Andrew, I find that so… short-sighted of you.” She stepped up to the tall man and reached a hand out to stroke his cheek. Her dress of black and burgundy traced her path across the floor, and hung off her shoulders to give hints of the curves it hid. “But then, vision was never your gift, was it, dear husband?”
Andrew ignored the taunt, and tried to ignore the touch, the smooth cool touch on his own skin. Instead, he pivoted and followed her path back, to see the shelves of the library, as heavily gapped as an old man's mouth. More taunts, he considered, and wanted to sigh heavily. Of course, he couldn't, and that just added to the mounting frustrations. “So the book isn't here?”
“No. I suspect Dee's daughter has made good on her promise to her father, and scurried off with it,” Mary answered as she moved up behind Andrew, and looked over his slim shoulders. She brushed some dust from the back of his Prussian blue jacket. “Don't you fret at all, though, dear Andrew. I'll find it. You'll see.”
“No you won't, Mary. I can't let you have it, and you know that. I can't… I won't… compound my mistake.”
Mary pretended to swoon from the insult, a hand raised melodramatically to her forehead. “Oh, Andrew! You wound me! What has happened to the husband who swore to love me in all things, forever?”
Andrew stepped into the cannibalized library, feeling the weight of lost years, the regret and sorrow that comes from selling off pieces of one’s self in order to survive. The pain John must have faced in these last years, Andrew thought. “And what of your promise to me, Mary? On that night, when… I granted your request, what of your promise to me?”
“I have kept my promise, Andrew,” Mary countered, her voice tinged with an edge in response to the accusation from her husband. “I shall always love you. I shall always hold you dear to my heart, Andrew.”
“You have no heart anymore, Mary. You and your followers and your quest for power, it's all sapped that heart away.” He sounded angry, his teeth ground as he spoke, his lip cut by the clenched jaw forcing an elongated canine into his mouth.
“Wrong, Andrew. As long as you exist, I shall still have some of that heart, that you want me to so desperately hold on to.” She took a step back into the other room, never taking those red eyes from her husband. Icy words drifted through the still air of house. “I will have that book, I will have my power, I will have my freedom. You will come back to my love… or I will find a way to cut my heart out.”
Andrew spun back to look at the creature who resembled his beloved wife, the words cutting deep into his already twisted-up spirit. But there was only smoke, falling low to the floor and drifting from sight in the pale moonlight. Run, Katherine, run fast and hard, for the Queen of Blood pursues you.
Harbin, Manchuko (Northeastern China)
The near present of March, 1935
Cyril “Speed” Saunders moved through the crowded streets, balmacaan coat open and flapping at the edges in the late Spring breeze. Speed didn't really notice the cold though, a thick wool sweatshirt providing extra warmth as he threaded his way through the masses of people. He nearly bounced with each step, excited to be nearing his goal. He'd say at long last, but in truth, he was too young to be thinking that. He had the cocky gait of a young, immortal man, unafraid despite being thousands of miles from anywhere he'd call home, in a city in the middle of a brewing war. But for Speed Saunders, that was just life, and all he chose to remark upon mentally was how stylish he was compared to the drab citizens of this 'Pearl on the Swan's Neck'. Bright yellow sweatshirt, checked trousers, comfortable beige jacket, all topped in a light-colored Trilby hat; Saunders wove through the simple and dull-colored multitudes around him as a cheery and excitable popinjay, secure in his abilities and destiny.
And that destiny brought him to this place, a rundown storefront huddled within the cluster of old and tired-looking buildings, tucked under a straw awning. Speed took a jaunty leap over the three steps down to the small doorway, and pressed through the entrance in a single fluid motion. He stopped short, letting his eyes adjust to the grimy dim interior, piles of books and shelves of scrolls and tablets surrounding him. He took a step, then a second and then froze again. For the first time, that big grin on his face faded from view as he heard a conversation already underway, somewhere ahead. He knew Mandarin Chinese, and he knew to expect Mandarin Chinese, but he never expected to hear the halting words spoken with a heavy German accent. He moved more cautiously now, peering around the end of one bookcase to see the proprietor in animated discussion with another man. A tall man, with his back toward Speed, standing at rigid attention as he spoke. He wore a pea green jacket that hid his actual shape from Saunders, but his bearing, and the short cropped brown hair indicated that he was military. And his accent was most definitely German. And worst of all, the two of them were discussing his book.
<”I assure you, good sir, that the book you are asking for is not available,”> the proprietor explained again, looking up at the nearly six-foot tall man. <”Please, unless there is something else you seek, I must ask you to leave.”>
<”I know you have the Ineffable Libram,”> the German answered as he leaned over the table and glared down at the bookseller. <”Don't lie to me.”>
<”No lying, merely… imprecise. The Libram is in my possession, but I should have said… it is not for sale. Not to you.”>
<”Right, that would be me who's buying that book,”> Speed Saunders said with a confident voice and cocky stride as he stepped up and put a hand on the German's shoulder. <”So just back off, Fritz. Find yourself a pulp or something.”>
The German turned smartly on his heel and faced off with Saunders, his own weathered, hawk-like features in sharp contrast to the blond-haired, fresh-faced young man. Ice blue eyes met sea-blue eyes, and Saunders gave a short, stifled gasp of surprise. He took a step back, immediately chiding himself for doing so, but continued to face off with the German man, and tried to understand how he could be here.
{“I know you,” Speed slipped into German as his mind raced for the name. {“The World War flying ace… Hammer from hell… ” He snapped his fingers and then pointed, announcing, {“Hans von Hammer! You're Baron Hans von Hammer!”
{“I am, and you speak my language well, American,” von Hammer responded as he stood his ground, arms held at his side, hands curled defensively into fists. {“You seek this book too? Why?”
{“None of your business, that's for sure, Nazi,” Speed shot back, body tense and alert, not sure what to do at this point. He'd not been prepared to meet one of the most dangerous men of the Great War.
{“I am not a Nazi,” was von Hammer's icy response. He turned back to the proprietor, who was watching the two foreigners with increased interest, an enigmatic smile on his face. <”You will not sell the book to me, are you planning to sell it to him?”> The German pointed at Saunders as the American stepped up to the table.
<”No. No I am not. It is not meant for sale to either of you, and there is no price you can offer, I assure you gentlemen. Both of you, leave now. Before it's too late.”>
“Too late?” Saunders echoed, a surprised look at the clear threat from the elderly Chinese gentleman.
Hans von Hammer was a noble-born and warrior-bred, and even before the bookseller had spoken his threat, he was sensing a closing in around him and the foolish boy at his side. He turned his head around, seeing the shapes moving at the windows, and against the curtain closing off the back of the store. “Too late, boy.”
Saunders looked at the enemy ace, surprised again, this time to hear the German speak English. Then he followed the warrior's gaze and caught sight of the incoming men. A half-dozen men entered the store, garbed in simple black garments, innocuous out on the streets of Harbin, but in here, in this light, with the argument over a book called the Ineffable Libram, they heralded a definite menace.
<”Too late,”> the aged bookseller announced to the new arrivals, signaling for the fate of the foreigners. One of the newly-arrived merely grinned wickedly in response, and the men prepared for battle.
New York City
Five days before the present of May, 1935
King Faraday moved through the tightly-packed streets of Chinatown, on edge and feeling very out of place. His thick build and broad shoulders, wrapped up in his gray trench coat, helped him to power through the innumerable Asians swarming around him as he moved toward his destination.
A slim lead at best, he thought as he kept one hand in his pocket, securely wrapped around his pistol as eyes darted to and fro, scanning the mob and keeping a careful count of it all. But if it pans out… focus, Faraday, just focus. Worry about panning out when you wrap this up and get back to D.C.
His mind ran over what little information he had been given when the Treasure Department loaned him out to the Bureau of Investigation. Or Department of Investigation. Or Federal Bureau, or whatever hell name they gave it this week, he grimly chuckled to himself. A ring of saboteurs, running under cover of the Chinatowns out of major cities, but so far there had been no distinct links between them. And with no good reason, Faraday added. It's not like we're going to get into any war over there, so what's the point?
Still, like a good Secret Serviceman, he'd taken what little had been dug up, and bent his resources and contacts to the task at hand. This was his first big assignment, and he was determined to do it right. And that had led him here, into the Big Apple's Chinatown, and all of a sudden, standing before a well-kept, solid-looking little building of brick. He'd gotten so lost in his thoughts, and his eyes were so busy watching the crowds, he'd not realized that he'd reached his address.
He warily took each stone step up to the main door and reached out to hit the ornate, brass knocker shaped into a fierce dragon. Within, according to his sources, a large number of people had passed through, with various packages, and left empty-handed, and they swore to him up and down that most, if not all, of these visitors were newly-arrived. Suspicious enough indeed. He gripped the knocker, but stopped short when he heard a crash from inside. A second sound of scuffling convinced him to ignore pleasantries, and his thick shoulder battered through the door, his gun drawn out as he quickly took in his surroundings. A long, narrow hall, leading down to an open archway, the way lined with Oriental tapestries and weird figures leaping out and staring at any and all who might walk that way. Stairs were to his left, but the sounds had come from down the hall, and so Faraday gritted his teeth and crept along the wall to investigate.
He heard a stifled grunt of pain and the wall he had his back to shook, and then he spun around, gun pointed into the cavernous room. Lit only in Chinese lanterns, giving a weird reddish-golden glow over the small, ornate temple. Dragons, lotus flowers, scarlets and golds of all takes, adorned the room, and Faraday's eyes stung momentarily from the heavy incense hanging heavy in the air. He immediately noticed the two people laying on the floor, unmoving, and a third figure between them. “Don't you dare move, or I'll just plug you!” Faraday growled as he stepped forward, his nerves already eating at him, the bizarre scene just making it all worse.
The tall, lithe man turned to face Faraday, red eyes gleaming through the incense-laden smoke and dim light. Pale of skin, his face was drawn tight over his skull, but he remained handsome in his way. He was dressed in the finest silks and velvets, but Faraday couldn't help but immediately notice that the clothes had to be centuries out of date. He leaned on his walking stick, and despite impediment, Faraday's training picked out the nearly-invisible seam. A hidden weapon, which only made the government agent more anxious.
“You may shoot me if you wish, but it won't help you at all, I fear,” the man said in a reserved English accent. “If only it could.” With that, Faraday watched the edges of the man grow fuzzy and indistinct, and he was sure that some opiate must have been added to the incense. For next, the strange figure grew more indistinct, and then seemed to collapse into a pool of mist, mixing with the smoke of the room and Faraday was alone with the two victims.
“God damn,” Faraday murmured, disbelieving. He quickly moved to one, then the other, body, and discovered a large hole piercing their hearts, straight through their bodies, but not a drop of blood to be found. And most startlingly, at least in this most Oriental of settings, Faraday noticed they were Caucasian. “English. I'm just gonna bet my bullets on it."
Harbin, Manchuko
Two months prior
“If I never hear those two words again, I'll be a happy man!” Speed Saunders cried out as he leaped over a table, narrowly avoiding the wicked strike from the short sword that cracked the furniture in half.
Hans von Hammer calmly pivoted from a downstroke from another attacker, hands drawing out C96 Mausers. Without even pausing, he lifted the weapons and fired, then spun again and bent backward, sidestepping another thrust while avoiding a wicked slice, all the while his guns firing again and again into the small shop.
Saunders had grabbed up one part of the ruined table to bring down on his attacker, before laying a powerful right cross against the jaw of the next attacker behind the first. It was then that he watched, astounded as the German continued his ballet of gun play, and Speed swore he could hear music play in his head as he watched. That lasted no more than a moment when he spotted the bookseller trying to make off with his… alright, fine, our prize, Saunders mused, and launched a powerful tackle that brought the old man down hard and then snatched the Ineffable Libram into his own hands.
“Run, boy!” the Hammer from Hell called out as he rolled one gun in his left hand and used the thick body of the pistol to block a wicked machete chop, while the other pistol blazed into the approaching three warriors, parting them for Speed to reach the door. “I am following!”
Speed tucked the thick, tattered book in his arms and nodded in agreement. He hurtled the table the old man had been behind, and charged up a full head of steam, his lean but solid body shouldering through the dispersed trio, heavy boots crunching over one of the attackers particularly cruelly as he darted onto the streets of Harbin. The crowds outside had heard the struggle, and so most of the passersby had run to find cover, to escape the area, while others who sought such voyeuristic enjoyment, provided another barrier to Speed. He'd not gained his nickname by random, and as von Hammer backed out of the shop, the older man could barely make out the wake Saunders had left behind in the sea of people. He wiped at the bloody gash on his cheek and growled at himself, before taking off after his grudging ally.
After von Hammer had likewise vanished into the crowd, the uninjured of the attackers also stormed out of the storefront and sought the passage of their targets. No one in the crowd stepped up to offer guidance however; none willing to offer advice to the Japanese attackers. Instead, the small group broke up and also vanished into the crowds, seeking the fugitives.
Saunders met up with the German ace just a few blocks away, having backtracked to find the man. “Okay, what the hell was that?” Saunders spit out when the pair found each other.
“I caught a tattoo on one of the men I put down, and I think they are one of the Japanese secret societies,” Hans von Hammer answered as the pair hurriedly walked down a narrow alley, and out onto a nearby street, putting more distance between themselves and the bookshop. “I'm not conversant enough to know which one though.”
“I more meant you,” Saunders said with a grudging admiration. “You didn't pause, you didn't aim, you were… I thought you were a pilot. Combat ace, sure, but that's up in a plane. Where did you learn to fight like that?”
“The Killer Skies know only the boundary of the Earth itself,” Hans answered with a haunted voice. “Today, they flew lower than on other days. In war, you become attuned to the flow of combat, and if you are wise, you let your instincts move with that flow. To hesitate, to fight against that flow, means death rather than life. And if there is one thing I've learned in the fires of war, it's that victory only comes in life. That's the whole secret to life.”
“It is?” Saunders remarked incredulously.
“Yes. Not dying. That's the whole secret to life.” The Hammer from Hell looked to the American and let the slightest hint of a grin form as they continued their escape into the night.
New York City
Four days from the present of May, 1935
“Okay, explain this to me, will ya?” A burly man of fifty stormed into the records room, and slapped down the transportation voucher on the table. King Faraday looked up at his temporary supervisor, and hoped that it would become even more temporary.
“It's for passage, on a train, out to Chicago,” Faraday responded, in a sullen, tired voice, and then turned his face back to the large pile of records he'd been sifting through. He gave a heavy sigh and shook his head, thinking there had to be a better way to go through these papers. Tedium of office research always bothered him.
“We need you here, sniffing out the spy ring,” Saul Rubens grumbled in return. “You're not done. You got a good lead, we got a pair of stiffs, and we're onto something. You're onto something! Don't mess it up!”
“I'm not,” Faraday shot back, and snapped open a new folder, scanning the words quickly, trying to hold his temper. “I think the Englishman is the trail, and I'm following it. I got a good source, says he's going to be on the afternoon train out to Chicago. Got a name from our records and everything. Seems I'm not the only guy interested in this one.” He reached over and handed a different folder to Rubens, never actually glancing up at the irritating man. “Name is Andrew Bennett, and the International Crime Police Commission has built up quite a dossier on him. Only detailed descriptions, no pictures of any kind.”
Saul picked up the folder and flipped through it, and then tossed it back onto the table, frustrated by the sudden change in direction. “Listen, you're working for the Bureau right now, and everything we've come up with… ”
“Everything you've come up with could be summed up in two sentences. You guys couldn't even make a full brief out of it!” Faraday shot up and pressed a finger into Saul's chest. “I'm pretty sure my real boss sent me over to you because he felt bad about how poorly you guys were doing your job! So let me do my job and bust this guy and take care of these saboteurs!”
Saul backed up a step and glared at Faraday, the sudden quiet hanging heavy between them. “Fine. You're the expert, then fine. You follow your Brit. We'll keep working on our case without you. When we're right, I'll make it my point to be sure my boss ruins your career. Count on it!” Rubens stormed from the room and left Faraday alone now. He looked back down at the files he'd been reading, trying to find all that he could on this mysterious Bennett guy. The ICPC file was interesting, but sparse. A killer, from one end of Europe to the other. So elusive, no one could pin more than witness descriptions. So many of these witnesses refused to roll on him too.
What if I'm wrong? Faraday's teeth clenched so hard, his jaw hurt. Training is good, but experience… Rubens is a jerk, but he's a bureau chief; he knows what he's talking about. Do I?
His hand threw a file hard against a far wall, snatched up the voucher and stormed from the building to meet his train.
Crossing the Pacific Ocean
Two weeks prior to the present
“You're not looking very happy, von Hammer,” Speed Saunders said as he strolled along the deck of the cruise ship, sipping at a drink and watched his partner, who was failing to rest on one of the lounge chairs. “Something to drink?”
“No, thank you,” Hans replied as he stood up and found a regular chair to settle into. He stared forlornly at the waves, resting his chin on one hand.
“What's wrong? Nice ship, good service, we'll be in the States soon, and from there, we can figure out what to do about having the book. Things are looking up, I'd say.” Saunders looked quite pleased as he kicked back in the chaise and sipped at the glass of scotch. “Are you still missing your plane?”
“It was very new. A prototype even. And it performed magnificently,” von Hammer lamented, his other hand curling up into a fist.
“Yeah, it did. But I doubt we were in any position to try flying that baby across the Pacific. We deserve a nice relaxing trip anyway.” He leaned back into his seat, sipping more scotch and smiled.
“So what do we do about the book?” Hans finally ventured to ask.
“What do you need it for anyway? I've heard rumors about you Nazis digging up all sorts of mystic trinkets. This one of them?”
“I am not a Nazi. I am German, and proud of my heritage. But do not mistake me for the Fûhrer and his lapdogs. I am a noble of my land, the reigning baron of my estate, and am no Nazi. Do not paint all loyal Germans with your one brush.”
Saunders looked over at the man, and then shrugged. “If you say. Of course, you didn't answer the actual question, I noticed.”
“No. I want the Libram for my own. I have personal needs for it.” Hans grew more quiet as he stared back at the young man. “Why do you want it? I thought you Americans were largely uninterested in the occult?”
“Some are, some aren't. I'm more interested in what that book has to say about a legend I've been following for about a decade now.”
“Ten years? You're still a boy,” Hans laughed and leaned back in his chair.
“I am not a boy, I'm nineteen! And yeah, so since I was nine. And I mean that. This old guy I knew, he told the most amazing stories, and he told me that he found this road, a long, long time ago. Further back than someone would think, and this road, it led him on all these adventures that he'd tell me. Decades of adventures.”
“You want this book because of an old man's ramblings?” Now it was von Hammer who was incredulous, but he leaned forward to listen to more.
“No, I want the book because a couple of years back, I found a reference to this “danger-fraught road” in another book. And then another reference after I checked up on the first book's sources. And it led me to the existence of the Libram, and the fact that it contains how to find that road. And I want to find it.”
“Interesting. You seek what I can't seem to avoid. Trouble and danger.” The German gave a deep sigh and looked around. Then he looked around again, and started to sit up straight. “Everywhere I go.”
“Yeah,” Saunders replied as he nodded. He too noticed it. Of the Asians to be found on this cruise, he noticed a pair of them pass by with markings similar to the ones Hans von Hammer described back at the shop. The two men watched, and breathed easier when the strangers walked on by, not seeming to even notice the adventurers. “Okay. Coincidence?”
Hans von Hammer smiled and stood up, giving a stretch of his limbs, warming them up in readiness. “Yes and no. I suspect, that if this road of yours exists, it has brought us to this signpost. So no, not a coincidence. On the other hand, I am certain those two are unaware of what we have, so in that regard, yes it is a coincidence.”
“Either way, I think you and I should figure out what these guys are up to. What do you think?”
“Agreed.” The pair followed the other two, being led into the ship, being led to the cabin of these two men, where they knocked on a cabin door twice. When they saw the door open, Hans and Speed nodded to each other and they charged.
The four Japanese men were surprised by the sudden attack, powerful punches from Speed sending two of the men reeling into the wall of the cabin, as von Hammer stormed in and rushed a third man, pressing him hard against a different wall.
As the last man moved to jump at Hans, the German pulled out his pistol in a fluid motion. <”Don't!> The fourth man stopped short and put his empty hands up.
<”Who are you? What are you doing here?”> Speed demanded to know, as he gripped one of the other men in a tight arm lock. When they got no answer, Speed twisted harder and added, <”You here for the book? Are you? Answer?”>
The man with the gun pointed in his face stared in shock at Speed's question, and blurted out, <”The book isn't our goal… ”> before he was cut off with a hiss by the man von Hammer held firm.
<”You are all part of the same group then?”> Saunders tried to confirm, and the same scared man gave a nod. <”Who are you?”>
<”We are part of the Black Dragon Society, and you have made a terrible, terrible mistake in forcing yourselves into our business, gaijin,”> sneered the man being held by Saunders. <”Our numbers are too numerous, our plans too far-reaching for fools such as you. If you have the book, then you only bring increased honor to our efforts!”>
The last man turned and bolted from the room, but von Hammer elected not to shoot him, instead turning his attention to the man held by his partner. “We should bind them, and then you can tell me what they have said. And then we can figure out our next step.”
“You didn't get that?” Speed said with a mischievous smile, as he let his prisoner go and started to look for something to bind the three remaining men up.
“Not Japanese. Seems you have a use after all, Saunders,” Hans von Hammer replied, his face still a stoic mask, though he did let a small curl of his lips hint at his jest.
The State of New York
Less than 96 hours from the Present
King Faraday had searched the length of the train, and never was he more frustrated. Andrew Bennett was most certainly meant to be on this train. But there was no sign of the Englishman, not in any of the passenger cars. And he'd looked, and in a couple of cases, came across a lovely young traveler he'd need to apologize to for barging into her privacy. He did let a small grin out at that. But it evaporated when he thought of the dining car, and his failure to spot his quarry there, or in any of the service areas. He stalked back up through the passenger car again, and up into the next one, eyes raking over the travelers.
“Pardon me, sir?” Faraday heard from behind him, and felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned and looked into the pale face of a short man, with very short brown hair. “Pardon me, sir, I'd like to get to my seat?”
“You're British?” Faraday heard the accent play over his ears and he took a step back. “You're associated with Bennett?”
“Oh. Oh dear, you're here because of that, are you?” The newcomer shook his head and the shrugged out from beneath his overcoat. “Dear, oh dear. Well, I guess there's nothing for it now, is there?”
Faraday tensed as he watched the strange little man fold the coat and place it to the side. Then the man lashed out with a punch, one barely blocked by Faraday, who bowled into the little man only to discover a far greater strength than anticipated.
“Good,” the small man grinned as he threw Faraday forward, the stocky agent quickly pulling himself up as his attacker quickly lunged after him. “A challenge. You know how to fight. I'm so tired of Bennett surrounding himself with all of these nancy boys.”
Faraday quickly pivoted and brought his arm out to grab the attacker by the shoulder and ram him into a seat, using his momentum against him. The man seemed unaffected, his nose broken and bleeding, but he backhanded Faraday and sent him sliding back up the aisle.
“Good evening, Maximillian,” Andrew Bennett said as he appeared in the aisle behind where Faraday lay. The mists at his feet coalesced into the broad buckle shoes of old and Faraday lifted his head up to see the man he'd been chasing since that Chinese temple. “Are you being a bully again? You know that doesn't do you credit.”
Maximillian grinned as he glanced out the window of the train. Indeed, the last of the sun had inched away during his brief scuffle with the agent, and he looked back at Andrew. “Oh, my dear, dear Master Andrew. You are in a bind now, aren't you? You and your friend.” As one, a dozen of the passengers in the car stood. All were Japanese, all were drawing out silvered blades of various sizes, and all fixed their gaze on the two men at the rear of the car.
“Introduce me to your buddies, Bennett?” Faraday snapped angrily, standing up with hands balled tight.
Andrew Bennett, on the other hand, stood there quite surprised, not sure of what to make of Maximillian's new allies. “I'm at a loss, good sir. For the first time in three centuries, I can say I am utterly surprised.”
“Great."
The Pacific Ocean
Five days before the present of May, 1935
“What is it with you and this obsession over women?” Hans Von Hammer said with restrained irritation, looking up from his books to look over his partner.
Cyril “Speed” Saunders merely flashed that mischievous grin of his as he tightened up his black bow-tie while staring into the mirror. “Hans, Hans, Hans. If you don’t know, then I don’t know what hope there is for your family line.” He chuckled as he turned to present himself to the German, arms out and modeling his formal attire. The tuxedo fit snugly and made his already lean physique almost dart-like in appearance. The bright blond hair slicked to the left from its part on the right, the only contrasting color.
“I’d ask why you had a tuxedo with you on a dangerous pursuit into the Chinese hinterlands for a grimoire of terrible knowledge,” Hans answered with a shake of his head, “but I believe I can figure that answer out on my own.” He leaned his head against one hand to help him contain the slight smile that wanted to break out. Over the weeks, he’d found Speed to be a bubbling font of optimism and excitement. While that was wearying at certain points, it also added a pinch of something to this latest mission of his that he’d not felt since… well, since he had been Cyril’s age.
Adventurous fun.
“I only ask that you don’t fall over yourself, fawning all over her,” he added as he focused his attention back to the two books, and the well-worn notepaper scattered around them.
“Do you… I don’t know, actually think out those lines in advance? Seriously, Hans, no one speaks like that. I know poets who aren’t that good at writing verses like that.” Speed was sincerely impressed at this killer of the skies and his facility for language. Maybe there’s something to this noble thing after all, he mused silently.
“Practice, Cyril. Just like attracting the attentions of the ladies comes with practice. Not preening and certainly not slick and insincere blandishments,” Hans answered. There was no judgment in his voice, just honest lessons. “You’re handsome, and quick with your own silver tongue, but over the years, you’ll need more.”
“Maybe. Tonight, let’s hope it’s enough,” Speed answered as he grabbed up his suite key, and ran a last check over the suit and accessories. “This is a high-class dame. I could actually be over my head on this one.” He winked at his partner.
“Are you referring to the rather elegant woman with the auburn hair who boarded at our last port of call?” Hans looked up with concern now.
“Yeah. Why? You weren’t actually interested in calling on her, were you?”
“No. Far from it. Though I agree, I can see aristocratic breeding in every move she makes. You are over your head.” He stroked his jaw and looked back down at his papers. “Be very careful, Speed. I… I can’t shake the feeling that I should know her from somewhere. And with what we’ve been through already, that can’t be a coincidence.”
Speed bit his bottom lip for a moment, sharing Hans’s look of concern, then headed for the door of the cabin. “We’re just frazzled and seeing menace in our own shadows. She’s a lovely lady, and we’re going to dine and dance.” He stepped out into the hall, but then peeked his head back in. “But I promise to be careful, Dad.” Then he closed the door and left Hans Von Hammer to his research, his meticulous note-taking and his thoughts.
The State of New York
Less than 96 hours from the Present
“So you really have no idea what your vampire buddies are doing with Japanese killers?” Faraday grunted the question as he tugged down a hefty piece of luggage from the upper rack and used it to block a vicious thrust from one blade. With a sharp turn of the solid case, he disarmed the attacker and then smashed his powerful shoulder into the man, sending him staggering back. Without hesitating, he then brought the case up fast and hard into the chin of a replacement killer, sending him sprawling into the first guy.
“None, I assure you,” Bennett replied in a soft growl as he lashed out with his cane and twisted the head of another attacker, dropping him to the floor viciously and swiftly. “Do you wish to explain, Maximillian?”
“Not particularly, Master Andrew,” the squat, cruel vampire spat back. “All will be explained to you in short order, don’t fear.” He stepped back as the remaining Black Dragon attackers tried to push forward in the cramped train quarters.
As one of the assailants lashed out at Bennett, the elegant vampire instead caught an arm and hurled him hard, face-first through a nearby window. Faraday had meanwhile snatched up a dropped short sword, desperately blocking two new attackers as he was forced backward down the car. He artlessly hacked down on one thrust and then suddenly stepped forward, throwing a vicious punch, a loud crack and spurt of blood signaling a broken nose.
“Agh!” he grunted in pain as he felt a dagger stick into his side, but he focused and spun on a heel, bringing a hard elbow to the attacker’s face and shoving him hard into the seats. He staggered back a couple of more steps and tenderly felt at the tear in his waist. “Damn,” he murmured with a grimace as he found his back to the door of the car.
Andrew had managed to put down two more attackers now though and was slowly making his way toward Maximillian, who merely gave a cocksure grin at the Englishman. One of the Black Dragons remained between the two vampires, sword at the ready.
“Your lackey holds little threat, Maximillian. Call him off, or I’ll kill him to get to you,” Andrew stated in a voice almost weary with the situation.
“Oh, Master Andrew, you have no idea. Your wife, my Queen, she’s made sure we’re ready for this.” He patted the Japanese swordsman on the shoulder, and he leaped into action, a whirlwind of strikes and lunges that put even the vampiric Andrew momentarily on the defensive. Bennett then responded, his cane lashing out and driving the Black Dragon down, but it took all his focus. With the focus so narrowly defined, the assailant from behind was able to throw a pair of shuriken that dug deeply into Bennett’s back. Out of instinct, the vampire spun to face the newest attacker, snarling, fangs extended and eyes flashing red.
“That will do you little good, foolish man!” Andrew growled as he stepped forward, and then felt a wave of nausea sweep over him. The red faded, and worry crossed his face as he staggered from the rocking of the train as it continued to roar down the track. He looked back to Maximillian, confused.
“Aqua Vitae, Master Andrew. Her Majesty sent her ‘lackeys’ well-prepared,” the squat thug sneered as he stepped forward and punched Bennett hard in the face. “Water of life. Paralyzing to a creature of unlife.” He punched Bennett again, and then a third time as the regal man sank to his knees, struggling against the weakness flooding his body.
“Bennett!” Faraday cried as he watched his ally drop to his knees. He tried to move forward, but the surviving, and a few recovering, Dragons now converged on the agent, forcing Faraday to lash out furiously with sword, fist and kick to keep them at bay.
Bennett grasped his cane and roughly pulled it apart in both hands, a wicked silver short sword sliding into view. In desperation, he thrust the sword through Maximillian’s kneecap, the most vulnerable spot he could reach now beaten onto his knees. The thug cried out in shock and pain, falling away as Bennett had hoped. With a snarl of frustration, the vampire forced himself to his feet and spun hard to strike the Black Dragon behind him, scattering him to one side.
Faraday had gripped the metal bar of the luggage rack and lashed out with a powerful double-legged kick before dropping back to the floor and watching as Bennett, his face contorted into a furious, animalistic fury, bulled through the rest of the Black Dragons. “You’ve got to get out of here!” Bennett roared as he swept into Faraday and smashed through the door.
Faraday was stunned at the power he felt from what looked like the slender, fragile arms now holding him. “What the hell—?”
“You must find her, you must stop her! You can’t stay here! Escape!” Bennett snarled in pain, his steps labored as he tossed Faraday, the agent controlling the throw to land against the door of the next car. As he clutched the rail to steady himself, he watched Bennett fall to his knees. He watched as the vampire thrust his hand down between the two cars, stared as veins pumped deep, dark bluish-red through the pale skin.
“What are you doing?” Faraday cried as he prepared to leap back to his ally’s side, noticing as the Dragons and the one called Maximillian now surged forward toward the wounded Bennett.
“You’re escaping!” Bennett declared, and spared Faraday a glance. The agent saw he was sweating blood now. Bennett gripped the latching pin and roared angrily, painfully and pulled upward.
The steel groaned, resisted, fought the attempt, but then a wrenching sound was immediately followed by Bennett staggering backward. He clutched the mechanism in his hand and smiled weakly at Faraday, who was now starting to shrink from view as the rear of the train lost locomotion.
On the Pacific Ocean,
48 hours from the Present
Speed Saunders had been having a great time over the last couple of days of this cruise. The woman he’d been wining and dining, the elegant Mary Seward, had proved to be a charming companion, full of humor and excitement. Dinner the first night had gone so well, that they had elected to meet again the next night and danced into the early hours of the morning. She was a beautiful woman, elegant in her fine silks and velvet, locks of dark red hair framing her ivory skin, and dark eyes that flashed with life and fun each time he’d joked, or made some observation.
They’d shared a long walk under the moonlight that first night, and shared the roads that had led them together. She was going to meet up with her family in San Francisco after a long separation due to business, that had kept her so long in the Orient. She was almost giddy at the thought, he noticed as he told her of his return to his homeland with new artifacts for sale. Oh yes, he told her, he was a globetrotter that returned with all manner of old world relics that museums clamored over. It was how he kept himself in the luxury he’d grown accustomed to after all. That he never spoke of what the latest artifact was could only be deemed caution on his part.
After all, he rarely found the woman during the daylight hours. Not that this was too surprising, they were up late into the night, and she seemed a delicate society girl. But he’d also caught sight of her at one point talking to the steward that managed the suite of cabins that included his own and Hans’s. Of course, she also had a nearby cabin, so again, it might seem foolish to be suspicious of the beautiful flower that was Mary Seward. And there were many women he’d met in his short time as a man of leisure that were always cold, and could stand a warm pair of arms around their shoulders. But Mary seemed to suffer this condition more than others.
And for all these cues, Speed was particularly irritated that it was his compatriot that had put the bug in his ear about being wary around her. He should have thought this way from the start. So now, as he followed the steward through the maze of service galleys that stretched throughout the length of the ship, Speed Saunders bitterly chastised himself mentally. For not paying attention to his own instincts, for listening to the German’s instincts, and for believing that the sweet British flower Mary Seward was somehow involved in a Japanese secret society.
The steel corridors were narrow, and Saunders couldn’t escape the feeling that if von Hammer was right, and the steward was a danger, then this would make a really great place to be ambushed. But he pressed on, and maneuvered through the passages, until he found the steward had stopped, just ahead, in deep conversation with a pair of other crew members. Their stained clothes and grubby appearances marked them as workers down in the engine rooms, he was certain. He tried to get closer, needing to hear their conversation.
The steward nodded at some report from the other crew members. “Excellent,” Speed overheard as he tried to press into a door set into the wall. “How about the other, did he follow?”
“Yeah, he’s somewhere back there,” the older of the two replied, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.
“Fine. I’ll take him, you take care of the young one,” the steward answered as he walked past the two seamen and down the hall, and Speed watched the pair head straight for him.
So much for my masterful shadowing technique, he mused as he leaped out at the two men. He ran in a shoulder tackle, slamming himself into the stomach of the younger crewman and grunting and staggering back as did his target. “Man, they feed you guys good on this boat,” Speed commented as he quickly struggled to regain his footing while the older crewman drew out a wicked-looking blade, short but thick, the edge looking keen and hungry.
All three men then heard a shot ring out, followed immediately by a cry of pain from down the hall. The steward limped back into sight, and fell to the ground, clutching his thigh as Hans von Hammer stepped out with his pistol aimed straight for the two seamen.
Speed took the moment of surprise, and grabbed the hand gripping the knife, smashing it three times hard into the steel bulkhead, the last time ending in a sharp crack that made the worker cry in pain, and the knife clattered on the floor. The third man barreled past Speed, shoving him into the wall in his haste, but the young adventurer didn’t much care, he just looked at his partner with concern.
“If we’re both here, and they knew we’d both be here, where does that leave the books and notes?” Speed asked.
“Locked into the safe,” Von Hammer replied as he bound up the steward’s injured leg. “I suspected this might be a set-up when I came across one specific page in the diary this morning.” He pulled out a folded piece of parchment and handed it to Speed before he looked back to the steward.
“What… what’s going on?” the steward asked, confused, hurt, staring around in shock. “Wh… why am I shot?”
“Is he serious?” Speed looked down at the stammering crew member as his hands unfolded the paper. “Is he seriously trying to get us to think he doesn’t know what he’s doing?” He then glanced at the sheet of paper and his own face was enveloped in shock. “Oh, no way!”
“I suspect the steward, and the other two crew members, were hypnotized,” Hans said simply as he stood up and stared at his companion. “Yes.”
Speed looked up from the lovingly-rendered sketch of Mary Seward, tattered slightly at the edges, paper yellowed with time. “You’ve gotta be kidding me, Hans. This is… this is the same doll?”
Hans Von Hammer nodded grimly, as Speed slowly pieced together everything and then almost smiled as the blond man shook his head slowly, in dawning realization.
“No, no, no! This picture came out of that diary? The one from… ”
“The seventeenth century, yes. From Doctor John Dee, legendary master of sorcery from the Elizabethan Court,” Von Hammer finished the sentence for him. “I’ve had it authenticated in the two years since I came into its possession.”
“Two hundred, three hundred year old dame, hypnosis, late nights. You’re really trying to tell me she’s… ”
“Ein vampir, ja..”
“Crud.”
“Sie können das wieder sagen.”
“Crud.”
Speed folded the parchment back up and slid it into a back pocket. “Don’t they come with great strength? Sharp senses?”
“The legends say as much, yes.”
“And you really think our safe is going to keep our books safe?” Without a second’s hesitation, the two men raced back to their cabin, knowing full well what they wouldn’t find.
San Francisco,
The Present, May 1st, 1935
The masked figure watched from his hiding place, eyes locked onto the approaching cruise ship steaming up to the docks. He was cramped up from crouching for so long, but refused to move. He was well-hidden and refused to do anything to change that now. Secure between the buildings that provided him such an excellent view of the arriving ship, he merely forced himself to focus on other things.
The dark blue suit blended nicely into the shadows, and he hunched up inside the long leather coat that provided additional camouflage. His deep blue eyes scanned the area again and again, anxiety and excitement keeping him on edge as he witnessed a car speed by. He gave it a second look as it sped from sight, marking the details that he could.
Government issue, with thick runners for standing on, a short aerial out the back for the radio, new and shiny and expensive. He wondered what brought G-men into the area this night of all nights, but he merely noted its presence and returned his gaze to the ship that was now being tethered to the dock. He’d have time to investigate the government’s presence in his city after his own lead was resolved.
The man called Midnight by most of San Francisco’s citizenry then saw the ramps being lowered into place, but that was quickly ignored for the sight of a lovely young woman in auburn locks making a daring escape from the vessel. She was scrambling, rather deftly the crime-fighter noted, down the thick rope holding the ship to the dock. But despite her agility and strength in navigating the broad rope, she was hardly dressed for the situation. She was sheathed in a shimmering deep green fabric, the skirts down to her ankles, but gathered by her clambering to offer glimpses of her smooth leg. She dropped down to the dock and looked back and forth as Midnight couldn’t help but see how the silken top clung to her full bosom and swept up to her graceful neck.
He tried to look closer as he noticed straps over her shoulders, which seemed out of place with the attire she wore. She had a pack strapped to her back, he saw that now as she started to move as quickly as she could, looking furtively over her back from moment to moment. He soon spied why when two men hurriedly dashed from the ship, evading the ship’s crew and even the four police officers that had shown up. They were good, very good, and Midnight was glad his friends in the force had slipped him the tip that strange occurrences on the ship might be to his interest when it arrived in dock.
Quietly, and quickly, Midnight crept back from his hidden refuge and took advantage of the back alleys to effortlessly intercept the pursued and pursuers.
“Where the Hell did she get to, Hans?” Speed asked as he turned around a street corner and saw it empty. “She’s not down here.”
“No, but I am, pal,” Midnight replied as he appeared out of an alley, his fist colliding with Speed’s face and jerking the blond man’s head back. “And in my town, bad men hunting down damsels in distress get a serious beating!”
Hans Von Hammer spun around to face the sound of the fight, fingers clutching for his firearm. . His gaze narrowed as he saw the man in the blue business suit, darker blue trench coat fluttering in the night breeze, eyes behind a domino mask and under the shadow of a fedora. ,He couldn’t be sure who the man was, but by the fact that Speed seemed flat on his back and stunned by one punch, he was not someone to take lightly. For some reason though, when Hans met the man’s masked eyes, he hesitated and left the pistol holstered.
“Hey, don’t I recognize you?” Midnight asked as he quickly closed the distance between himself and the German pilot. He leaped forward to tackle him, bear Von Hammer to the ground, but the warrior was prepared and caught Midnight under the shoulders, pivoting and throwing the masked man to the street behind him.
“Perhaps,” Von Hammer simply said as he stepped back toward Saunders. The younger man was back up on his feet and wiping blood from his nose. “It’s irrelevant though, masked man. We must stop the woman you’d foolishly protect.”
“This way, pal,” Speed said as he caught a glimpse of Mary Seward at the far end of a narrow street, and
started to dash after her with a sudden grin.
“Oh no you don’t!” Midnight called out and grabbed up the lid of a trash can. He sent it hurling in a vicious arc, catching Saunders in the middle of his back and staggering him as Von Hammer closed in on the vigilante.
“The woman is a deadly enemy of Mankind, you fool,” the German warrior declared and lashed out with an expert punch, one sidestepped by Midnight. The two men circled each other, Von Hammer impressed with how Midnight managed to duck or roll with each strike he threw.
“Midnight’s the name, putting down Nazi saboteurs is the game,” the masked man replied with a cocky grin as he watched carefully for an opening and realized very quickly that this man one of the best fighters he’d ever seen.
“Okay, enough’s enough,” Speed said in an irritated voice as he grabbed Midnight’s shoulder and spun him around. “Repeat after me: Speed Saunders is not a punching bag!” He punctuated the emphasized word with a powerful blow to the jaw, and then a second emphasis on the last word to Midnight’s stomach. “Got it?” The third punch was just narrowly blocked by a winded Midnight, who used the momentum from the blow to hip toss Speed into Von Hammer.
“Saunders? Speed Saunders?” Midnight asked as he wiped the corner of his mouth. “I heard of you. You’re supposed to be one of the good guys.”
Speed’s fists were balled up as he righted himself and prepared to charge back into the fray, but Von Hammer gripped the young man’s shoulders and held him in place. “Hold up, Cyril. I believe we’ve reached the moment when reason prevails.”
“Cyril?” Midnight chuckled.
“Speed.” Saunders clenched and unclenched his fists repeatedly, trying to let the flush of anger wash away. “Are you sure about this, Hans?”
“This is Midnight. I’ve read transcripts of his broadcasts. If he’s all the radio says he is, he might be the only hope we have of finding Mary Seward at this point.” Von Hammer glared at Midnight. “So tell me, masked man, are you all I’ve heard of on the radio?”
“Well, you can’t believe everything you hear over the air waves,” Midnight said, staring at the pair warily. “But I got some moves, and some savvy, yeah. Why? What’s going on? I don’t trust Fritz the Nazi as far as I can throw him, but Speed Saunders, well… that’s a name good for a few minutes of a doubt, I suppose.”
“Really? Well ain’t that the bee’s knees,” Speed replied, straightening up a bit and grinning at the compliment. “Well then, we’ll level with you. Though, now that I think about it… man, you are just not going to believe this."
Elsewhere,
In San Francisco
King Faraday focused on the street as he barreled along in his car. The sleek lines and powerful engine helped to provide him a semblance of normalcy as he sped down the road after a vampire and his Japanese cultists. The surreal nature of this case left Faraday struggling to keep a sense of perspective, but as he neatly passed other cars and sped through the nearby dock area, he felt more and more confident in his mission. He noticed from the corner of his eye a large cruise ship pulling into the wharf in the distance, and a pair of police cars at the boarding ramp, but he quickly dismissed the scene from his mind. He had other matters to attend to.
He turned the car smartly down one corner and into the hilly streets of San Francisco. After the battle at the train, it was easy enough to trail a group of Japanese cross-country, especially laden as they were with coffins for Bennett and Maximillian. He’d kept his distance in the pursuit though, outnumbered and overpowered by Maximillian. Instead, he arranged for a group of agents to meet him at their destination, which was quickly coming into sight. Another Chinatown, another building converted to a temple recently, all the hallmarks of the case so far.
Faraday pulled up two blocks away and slowly walked back to the street containing the innocuous building. He watched it for a short time, and then headed over to the nearby hotel, to meet the team he’d been assigned. He had no clue how he was going to explain certain aspects of this case to these people.
He walked up the rickety stairs and entered the dimly-lit room. He prepared to speak and stopped short instead, looking around at the wreckage within. Broken furniture, a lamp on its side on the floor, the curtains slashed into ribbons, and not a sign of his men. He immediately drew his gun, body tense and angry.
“You know, Mr. Faraday,” Maximillian said as he stepped up to the front door, “it is not difficult to spot outsiders in Chinatown. Not any more than you had difficulty trailing us, nor was it a surprise that you pursued us. I don’t know why you’re acting so surprised, unless you aren’t the suave super-agent you imagine yourself to be.”
Faraday said nothing, instead lunging at the squat, mean man in the doorway. He knew his bullets would be useless, if all the vampire tales were true, but he brought his gun down as hard as he could against his enemy’s temple.
“Guh!” The vampire grunted as he found himself forced back a step, while Faraday kept up the offensive, driving his elbow into Maximillian’s face, and driving the butt of his pistol into a cheek with both hands now.
“What’s happened to my men?” Faraday demanded to know as he bull rushed the squat man into the far wall with a thunderous crash, splintering the plaster.
“They’re alive for the moment, but they, like you, have an important part to play in the Queens’ plans!” Maximillian snarled, his face cracked from the blows, skin split and scant drops of blood welling up. His eyes flashed with furious red, and his thick hands snatched up Faraday’s collar. “So shut up, stop hitting me, and fall over already, damn you!” He lifted the larger Faraday off his feet and charged back into the room, smashing him into a far wall as well, between two windows that rattled with the force of the blow. Air was driven from King’s lungs, and his spine was jolted by the blow.
“Your queen has a lot to answer for then!” Faraday snapped back angrily as he brought the gun to Maximillian’s face and let go with a shot, the bullet smashing into the soft orb of the thug’s eye. Even the vampire felt tremendous agony from this as he let go of Faraday and clutched his face.
“You bastard! Good God, I’ll tear you apart, I’ll splash in your blood!” Unable to see Faraday, who was cagey enough to stay on Maximillian’s blind side, the vampiric thug shook the pain away and lunged in the direction of the agent’s smell. He never realized just how cagey and skilled the agent really was until it was too late.
The wooden stake, kept carefully concealed at the small of Faraday’s back, had been drawn when the vampire was blinded by pain and fury and bullet, and was now piercing the squat, cruel man’s heart. Faraday spun with the force of Maximillian’s leap, using it to help force the weapon deep into its target.
“Nooo! I will not fail my Queens’ plans!” He screamed his last as he clutched Faraday’s shirt collar in a death grip, his rapidly disintegrating body using its remaining strength to pull Faraday with him, through the window with a crash.
Faraday found himself hurling through shards of glass, slicing through his skin before he then started to tumble through open space; the hotel, the temple across the street, the dark night above, the streets below, all spinning around him in an insane spiral. A spiral only ending when that unrelenting street below smashed into his body, through the now splintered bones of Maximillian that Faraday desperately tried to use to cushion the fall..
He lay there, in the scattered remains of his enemy, tasting copper in his mouth, eyes unable to focus, muted cries of shock trying to penetrate the cloud fogging his brain. He drew a deep breath that caused him intense pain, and he saw the ruined socket of the thug’s eye some distance away, mocking him.
“Queen is… out of luck… ” he grunted as he tried to stand, unsuccessfully. It was then he noticed a half-dozen Black Dragon members heading toward him. He heard them speak to each other as he fell to the curb, too dizzy to keep on his feet, and then another powerful blow on the back of his head drove the lights from his eyes. He understood enough Japanese to recognize some of his enemies’ last words. He mumbled them to himself, trying to keep awake, but unable to succeed.
“Two… queens..?"
May 1st, 1935
“So you’re sure this is the place?” Speed Saunders asked as the three men cautiously peered around the corner of the building. Speed tipped the brim of his trilby so the hat rested on the back of his head and gave his brow a light scratch of contemplation. “Seems a rather big coincidence to be riding on, don’t you think?”
The man called Midnight peered out from under the brim of his fedora, pulled low to add shadow to the dark blue domino mask he wore. His mouth curled up a bit in concern as he listened to the disbelief in Saunders’ voice, not used to being doubted. Then again, he wasn’t used to working with partners either.
“Hardly a coincidence, Speed,” Midnight finally shot back, trying to keep polite. “We heard the chatter on the police squawk-box back at my home base. Some big disturbance down here, with the Orientals all in a tizzy about undead creatures of the night. Like the vampires you two told me about. And one of the writers doing the radio plays of my exploits, he’d already been building a story on a weird Chinatown cult, and done research in the area. Learned about this building being shaped up into some kind of temple. Seems to me to be a bit too coincidental, don’t you say?”
“It sounds as legitimate as this whole affair is about to get,” Hans Von Hammer admitted as he peered into the gloomy night, eyes sweeping the structure methodically, calculating everything that he possibly could for an attack on the structure. “It’s pretty clear that Midnight’s had his connections to the city manipulated by this woman we’re hunting down. Lured to the docks by his own allies in the law, no doubt signaled by Mary Seward before her arrival. There is more to this than just the books, too. If the fight is any indication, I’d wager she lured someone else to that temple for some deeper purpose. To do that, she’d need to make sure the temple was an obvious enough target to be found by someone asking the right questions.”
Midnight gave a low growl at the way the German was making sense. Having the notorious Hammer from Hell announce being tricked didn’t sit well with the mystery man, nor did he like having him be the one agreeing that something strange was afoot. “Yeah. This dame, she’s a tricky one. We’d better watch our step, especially if you two are right, and she’s a bloodsucker too.” He gave a shake of his head, his turn to disbelieve now, but vampire or no, something bad was up and he wasn’t going to let it keep going on in his city.
“Okay, okay. Sheesh, I get it. No coincidence. We’re at the right spot.” Speed crouched and leaned against the cool brick wall, glancing up at his partners. “Now what?”
“We get the books back. It’s that simple,” Von Hammer stated as he continued to stare at the building, intense dark eyes piercing the night, as if he could see through the walls if only he stared hard enough. “We are not equipped to fight the nosferatu. We can only retrieve the books, the Libram in particular, and retreat.”
“Why the Libram?” Midnight asked curiously.
“It’s the more dangerous book. The other is of lesser use without the cipher in the Libram,” Von Hammer answered.
“The Ineffable Libram has more supposedly forbidden knowledge,” Speed added. “You know, real ‘information man was not meant to know’ kind of things. Like that Lovecraft guy likes to write about.”
Midnight and Von Hammer looked at Speed strangely and the young man shrugged. “Hey, he’s a scary writer. Check him out. Later. First, let’s go get back the book of mind-blasting horror from the legions of the night, okay?”
“Okay.” Midnight nodded at the suggestion. “How do we handle this?”
“Main door, roof access, and undoubtedly a rear entrance,” Von Hammer ticked off as he continued to stare intently. “Three ways in, three of us. Here’s what I suggest."
Inside the temple…
For several long moments, the world was nothing more than an oddly muted roar and a stabbing pain in his temples, over his neck,and down through his shoulders. Then King Faraday pried his eyes open and looked around, trying to focus his vision and get an idea of his surroundings. Everything seemed blurry to the dazed agent, until he realized that it was the heavy layer of incense that filled the large chamber. He tried to sigh, only to have it come out as a heavy groan instead. He was bound to a chair, arms tied tightly behind him, wrists joined together by heavy ropes. He felt the prickly sensation of lost circulation that indicated he’d been out for a while, only made worse by the aching forearms and shins from his fall. He tried to stand, but found his lower limbs were bound to the chair legs as well. He took several deep breaths, closing his eyes and lifting his face upward. When he’d centered himself, and worked to minimize his attention to the pains wracking his body, he returned his gaze to the tableau before him.
“Welcome back, my dear Agent Faraday,” came a sultry, accented voice. His twisted, aching shoulders felt a slim hand slide over them as a woman came into view. A very slim, very lovely Japanese woman with raven-black hair tied up into a tight bun, glittering black eyes raking over the muscled form of her captive. She wore an emerald green kimono bound around her waist with a wide blood-red sash. The sleeves draped low, sweeping the air around her as she moved. Curling around her slender body on her kimono were fierce dragons of black stitching with eyes of blood red and golden flames leaping from their open mouths. She walked in a stately manner, her body ramrod straight as she circled Faraday, her eyes locked on him. “Please offer your insight on our ceremonial preparations. After all, without you, we would never have been able to complete them.” Her lean fingers were tipped in black-polished nails of considerable length, and they circled the agent as she had, starting from his shoulders to scrape over his chest before she turned from him to look and point to the stage.
Andrew Bennett hung upside down, high above the stage, a chain wrapped around his ankles as he lazily spun to the right, then eventually to the left. Faraday felt his own blood run cold when he saw the wooden pole shoved cruelly through Bennett’s chest, and his arms dangling down free. Bennett wasn’t moving, eyes closed and if Faraday didn’t know he was undead, he’d have thought Andrew was now dead.
Then Faraday’s gaze dropped several feet to the odd arrangement of five tables, tipped toward a center point at a severe angle. Strapped to each table was one of his team, head down, faces flush with the amount of time they’d been imprisoned in that position. He grew angry at the sight, and tugged at his bonds, sending searing pain through his body to remind himself of the price of losing control at this point.
Beneath them, on the floor of the stage, surrounded by a half-dozen yellowed candles sitting on tall sconces, was a cauldron of black. He could barely see that the edge glinted in silver, maybe some kind of writing though Faraday was too far away to make out what it could be. He turned to look up at the strange woman, struggling to control his temper, eyes glaring at her. “What the hell is all that insanity for? What the hell is that Blood Queen paying you to do this?”
“Language, Agent Faraday,” the woman chastised him softly. “There is no need for curses. That insanity will distill the essence of the vampire for my men, my Black Dragons, while leaving the weaknesses behind.” She finished walking her circle around Faraday and then rested her fingers on the thick shoulders, sliding up to his neck gingerly. “Mmm. Very nice physique. I will enjoy your interrogation.”
Faraday shuddered at her touch, but kept himself still, focusing on other things now. He focused on his fingers, to try and help counter the clumsiness his bondage had induced, while he continued to ask his enemy questions. “You’re the head of the Dragons?”
“I am.” She stepped back in front of him and bowed to him, low and respectful. “I am the Dragon Queen. It is my honor to see to your capture and to learn all that we can from you. As for your other question, I do not work for the Queen of Blood.” She smiled and turned back to the stage. “I work with my beloved.”
“Oh geez! You mean you… and she… Okay, I didn’t see that one coming,” Faraday admitted as he let the image flit through his mind’s eye quickly before returning to his work. “I still don’t get what you’re getting out of this?”
“It’s all about power, my dear Andrew,” Mary Seward said to her undead husband as she stepped along a catwalk that had been arranged at a level near the height Andrew Bennett hung at. “I know you can hear me, paralyzed as you are. I do apologize for the pain, husband, but after centuries of our warring, I knew there was little chance of bringing you here willingly.”
She leaned forward, her pale body clad in a formal gown of darkest black, glittering gold jewelry hanging from her slim neck and slimmer wrists. Flame-red hair topped the milk-white face as she spoke at Andrew. “It’s all about power. To escape the shackles that have been binding me for far too long. The shackles of my vampiric weaknesses. The shackles of my feminine status. The shackles of our marital vows. I’m so sorry, Andrew. You were always sweet to me, and I’ll always treasure how you wasted three centuries of unlife trying to ‘restore’ my humanity. But I found a new love. A truer love. And so you must be swept aside. I hope you can forgive me, Andrew.” She blew him a kiss and then walked away slowly, a wistful smile on her wicked face. She clutched the battered journal of John Dee tight to her chest. “I hope you can forgive me, as I have forgiven you and your silly allies for all those years of hiding my book."
Switzerland, 1647
“Why, why, why did you have to make this so difficult, Katherine?” Mary Seward asked with what sounded like genuine regret. “The power you could have had, so many years ago, if you’d just worked with me, instead of against me!”
Katherine Dee stared back at the vampire, her heart pounding hard in her chest. The winter wind howled and battered at the school bell tower, icy fingers adding to the woman’s shaking as she faced her old foe. She’d spent fifty years now evading this woman and her growing vampire cult, aided by Andrew Bennett, her father’s old friend. She’d done everything the legendary occultist Doctor John Dee had asked of her, done everything in her power to aid Andrew in return. The fact that it all led to this moment was small comfort for the old woman as she felt all fifty-six years of her life weighing heavily on her.
“Why, Katherine? You didn’t have to grow old and frail, you didn’t have to die, lost and unremembered so that my husband could continue to hate himself and cause me endless woe.” Mary Seward stepped closer to her, fangs glinting in the slim moonlight. She felt none of the mountain’s cold winds. She took another step closer, and reached out with tremendous speed to clutch Katherine’s wrist. “It’s not too late. Tell me where the book is? Tell me where you have hidden the Blood Diary, and I can give you a place at my side. Not so great a place now, I have more willing and loyal servants. But it’s better than your alternatives.”
“Never,” Katherine said, her voice small against the roar of the wind and the pounding of her heart. She was sweating now, and her fingertips and toes felt numb. “I will never betray my father, my family, or Andrew. Never.”
“How does my husband elicit such loyalty? What has he ever done for you and yours but bring the hunt of the night on your family?” Mary screeched in fury, tugging Katherine close, their bodies now pressed together. Mary paused a moment, and looked at Katherine’s lined face, still attractive despite the years, despite the way the sliver of moon seemed to give her temples and the skin around her eyes a greenish cast. She’d never really noticed a woman before, and this intrigued her. Still, she cast the thought from her mind. “I offer you so much more. Power in the new order when the Blood Red Moon rises over humanity. Or you will be tortured for eternity as I turn you and then force you to betray your husband, and your children and all your family. Choose!”
Katherine gasped in shock at the woman’s strength, and saw the hungry gaze in her eyes. She continued to shake, and felt herself growing more numb as she stared up into Mary’s face. She summoned up all the courage remaining in her body. “It’s too late, Queen of Blood. The book is gone, my children have fled into the deepest shadows with it, and I’ll never betray them!”
“We shall see about that when you’re feasting on their blood at my side!” Mary replied and opened her mouth, sinking her fangs deep into Katherine’s neck, piercing her jugular. Warm blood splashed up into Mary’s mouth as she savored the taste. So warm, so empowering, like drinking directly from Nike’s cup, Mary thought initially. So sweet, so… so… thick…
Mary staggered back in shock, fangs tearing flesh as she ripped her mouth away from the poisoned blood. She wiped her lips and stared at Katherine in fury as the woman dropped to her knees, precious life pouring from her torn neck. “What have you done to me, you witch?”
“King’s… silver,” Katherine answered with a weak, fading smile. “Blessed… silver from recognized… rule… ” Katherine collapsed to the floor, shaking, feeling the cold sweep over her body, but she lost her fear. She’d won her gambit, and would rest in peace. “Only one… in this tower will… betray her family.”
Mary screeched in fury as she watched her enemy slip her grasp into death’s embrace, the book gone and the blessed metal flooding her own veins, causing her tremendous pain. It would be months before she recovered, she realized. She raced from the tower, her body refusing to shift forms, her veins burning inside her body. Months where that witch’s bastard children would get to operate with complete impunity. She staggered into the cold snow, clutched her stomach and howled into the roaring wind.
Looking down from above, 1935
The aristocratic Englishwoman stalked off from her one-sided talk with her husband, a momentary frown crossing her face. She passed underneath a second figure, unseen in the shadows above as she walked away to join the activity down below. Steel-blue eyes watched her depart and then shifted attentions back on the hanging Bennett. He carefully picked his way across the highest of rafters until he reached where the vampire was shackled into place. Hans Von Hammer almost permitted the briefest of smiles now that he was back in his element. His whole body was a coiled spring, just waiting for the trigger to set him off. As he waited, he watched the figures scurrying below, picking out future targets, his brain categorizing all present. A dozen Black Dragons, a half-dozen gaunt and pale people he decided must be members of the Blood Red Moon; the Oriental taunting the captured American, and the Queen of Blood now gracefully gliding across the stage and signaling the allied cultists to begin the operations.
He clenched his hands tightly on the edge of the beam, blood coursing through his body, singing the hymn of battle as he waited for the signal. It was all in the hands of Cyril Saunders, and he could only wait on the brash young American. Is that to be my first error in judgment, my first miscalculation? His brain was tormented by the thought. A college boy, all vim and vigor but smooth-faced, lacking all the experiences that now lined the Enemy Ace’s appearance. No. I didn’t misjudge him. I refuse to believe that. He’ll come through.
A loud roar and a terrible crash thundered through the large chamber, rattling the building as a chorus of gasps and cries mingled with shattered glass, torn metal and broken wood. Without missing a beat, Hans Von Hammer leaped onto the chain and began the slide down the cool metal, allowing the corner of his mouth to creep into a satisfied grin at faith affirmed.
Elsewhere
The two guards lay unconscious on the floor, gaping holes revealing the false walls that had hidden them as they watched the main door. Midnight stalked down the hall toward the main room, dusting his gloved hands as he smiled smugly. As he swiftly marched down the hall, he shucked off his heavy trench coat and hung it on a hook he passed, then readjusted the fedora on his head.
Gotta remember to give Wu a raise at the next opportunity, he mentally noted as he thought of the writing team for ‘The Hour of Midnight’ radio program. With all he got right on this one, he’s earned it. Hidden guard rooms. He shook his head incredulously as he reached the heavy, ornate double-doors. Coiled brass dragons served as door handles, and all manner of strange shapes and wicked-looking spirits were carved into the heavy black wood.
Do I barge in now, and get a jump on them, or wait for the signal? He paused as he rested his hands on the door. He took a deep breath, pursed his lips and debated his choices. It’s the German’s plan, but Saunders speaks highly of him. And it is Hans Von Hammer. But it’s Hammer from Hell and I’ve no clue what’s waiting inside. He let out his breath in a long, low, frustrated sigh. This is why I work alone. Okay, make your choice, Dave! Stop—
A loud roar and a terrible crash thundered through the large chamber, rattling the building as a chorus of gasps and cries mingled with shattered glass, torn metal and broken wood. Without missing a beat, the man called Midnight laughed, smiled and yanked wide the double doors, charging into the temple.
Always stick with the plan! Good choice, Dave!
Earlier. Bound inside
“What are they doing?” King Faraday asked as he saw a strange, evocative woman stride across the main stage and signal to the assembled cultists. He had never thought a person could use the word exotic to describe a British aristocrat, but this woman, who he had to assume was Mary Seward, was in her way as exotic as the Japanese woman that continued to circle him like a shark circling bleeding prey. “What are you doing to my men?” He had to keep this woman talking, he was so close now.
“In order to allow my men to gain the powers of the vampire without the crippling weaknesses, we will filter his blood,” she pointed up toward the bound Bennett, “through the five of them,” she lowered her hand to direct Faraday’s gaze at the government agents. “According to the process my beloved has unearthed, this will capture his impurities in the vessels of lordship, and allow the regal might to flow into the cauldron where my men will drink.”
Faraday froze for a moment at the description. He shook his head, blinked and felt the rage bubble up again, mixed with a nausea in his gut. “That’s… sick. Twisted!” He stared up at the Dragon Queen, who was giving him that irritating, arrogant grin of hers. “When I get free… ”
“Yes, yes. You will have your revenge. Agent Faraday, you are bound and helpless, and can’t hope to slice your hands free before the ritual begins. And even if you can, how can you get through all of us to reach them?” She waved her hand at the scene unfolding before him, the Black Dragons clambering up to the platform of tables holding his agents and preparing to hook the various tubes into place that will draw Bennett’s blood into their bodies. “You can’t. But please, do continue to try, however you are doing so. Continue to convince me that I was right to leave you alive for my enjoyment.”
Faraday hesitated a moment again. She knew. Not details perhaps, but she knew. Of course, damn you! She has to expect a trained agent to try and escape at every opportunity. Why else would I be trying to keep her talking? She has to know! To hell with her, keep working! There’s got to be a chance to—
A loud roar and a terrible crash thundered through the large chamber, rattling the building as a chorus of gasps and cries mingled with shattered glass, torn metal and broken wood. Without missing a beat, King Faraday now allowed the anger to surge through his aching limbs. The ragged rope, having been frayed by the small razor he’d pulled from inside his belt, couldn’t resist his strength. He gave a roar of pain and anger and tore up from the chair as it broke apart under the sudden surge of action. He used one of the wooden arms as a club, battering the Dragon Queen across the temple as she turned to see the large truck’s sudden appearance in a cloud of dust and cacophony of destruction.
“A chance,” he grunted with furrowed brow and feral grin.
Moments earlier
Speed Saunders had easily jimmied the lock to the back door and moved through the darkened, quiet room. It was a large room, and his hand felt along the wall as he moved slowly, cautiously. He glanced around and through grimy windows that offered slivers of dull yellow light; he noticed it was a garage of some kind. A loading dock perhaps, with a pair of trucks. The dust of the room hung heavy in the air, and he fought off the sneeze that teased him, and the prickly cough lurking deep in his throat. He felt a cold metal disc enter his grip and he smiled. The doorknob turned without resistance, and he opened the door. He peered inside and saw no one down the short hallway. A door to the left, a door to the right, and one on the far end, perhaps ten, fifteen feet away. He eased into the hall and let himself think over his situation. Which door, which door? He glanced over each slowly as he stepped further into the hall, trying to avoid the creaking of old, weakening floorboards. I could just flip a coin. Well no, three doors, two sides of a coin. Eenie-meenie? God no. That would get back to my friends and I’d never hear the end of it. He thought he heard a noise from the door at the far end and crept up to it. He pressed his ear very close and he held his breath.
“What are they doing? What are you doing to my men?”
Speed backed off after the questions and the response. People in danger and gloating villain. Certainly sounds like the right room. Now how do I get a signal off to the other two. He grinned ear to ear and crept back quickly to the garage. He stepped into one truck and quickly hot-wired the vehicle, the engine roaring to life loud and angry in the darkness.
He slammed his foot into the accelerator and cranked the gearstick of the heavy vehicle, sending it lumbering forward, a powerful, jerking lurch that battered through the thin wood and plaster walls.
“Whoo-hoo!” Speed cried out as he bounced in the cab and watched the dark world explode around him. A loud roar and a terrible crash thundered through the large chamber, rattling the building as a chorus of gasps and cries mingled with shattered glass, torn metal and broken wood. Speed struggled to control the metal beast as it continued its rampage. His head smacked against the top of the cab, and he saw stars as the truck ran directly into the heavy iron cauldron, tipping it over, driving the truck up onto the two left wheels and then crashing on its side.
Von Hammer wrapped his legs tightly around Bennett and clutched the wooden pole in both hands. He struggled, pulling as hard as he could until the length finally surrendered its death grip on the vampire and was pulled from his body. Bennett’s eyes flew open and he gave a harsh gasp of pain as he stared at the Enemy Ace.
“The battle is below, vampire!” Von Hammer said without hesitating. “Your enemy, your wife, she waits below!”
Bennett gave a most ungentlemanly roar and used his strength to tear his legs free of the chain, dropping down toward the stage like the unleashed monster he was. Hans was unable to hold on and had leaped at a tall tapestry of blood red, clutching the silk as it ripped under the weight and momentum. He plummeted to the platform below, barely in control, and crashed hard.
“You dare lay a hand on the Dragon Queen?” screamed the Japanese woman as she pulled herself back to her feet, a dark bruise welling up on her head. “How dare you? Who do you think you are, gaijin?”
“Faraday!” the agent answered with a body block, putting all of his weight into his shoulder and roughly hurling her back into a stack of folding chairs. “King Faraday!” he followed up as he stepped in close and threw another punch at her.
This one she managed to dodge though and he felt the skin of his knuckles tear on the splintering wood as her legs swung in a scissors motion, bringing him down onto his back.
“Oh no, you don’t!” Midnight declared as he waded into the three Black Dragons who were racing to their Queen’s aid. A powerful uppercut stunned one as Midnight charged into a second one, sending the enemy sprawling over the floor. The third one turned on the masked man, hitting him in the lower back and then kicking him in the back of the head. Midnight staggered away from his attacker and spun around as fast as he could, the backhand catching his opponent in the neck, adding a third limp body to the floor.
Speed pulled himself out from the cab of the truck to see he’d knocked over three of the candles. Now fire was taking hold of the dry wood and starting to spread, adding to the panic and smoke. He noticed a limp arm stuck out awkwardly from under the tipped truck and turned away. “Poor bugger.” He saw Mary Seward facing off with a man who looked dressed from the same period, both flashing fangs and hissing. “Right, he’s got that one.” He looked up to see Von Hammer dueling with four of the Black Dragons as some of the rising flames licked the edge of the platform. With the aid of the truck, he leaped up and caught the edge of the platform, pulling himself up and looking at the captured men.
“Help them,” Von Hammer said without even sparing Speed a glance. His hands had caught a downward strike from one Black Dragon, and directed the man’s sword to strike the wooden floor, burying the tip deep. The opponent lost several precious seconds of focus trying to tug the sword back out before the Hammer from Hell smashed his elbow into the man’s throat. Hans spun to the other side of the blade to avoid one of the other attackers and then freed the blade for his own use.
He moved into the middle of the three remaining Black Dragons, and gripped the sword in both hands, one on the hilt, the other gripping the top of the blade. He twisted his torso perpendicular with two of the Dragons, and used his own steadied blade to direct the thrust aimed at him into the enemy at his back. He then drove the hilt of his sword into the face of the first attacker, blood spraying from the broken nose.
The third Dragon felt a rush and a smile as he drove his sword into Von Hammer’s back, but the German’s sideways lunge at the first attacker allowed him to direct the thrust through mere meat at his hip. He saw the sword point appear and spun again, as hard as he could, disarming the third attacker. The Hammer from Hell pulled the weapon away, now clattering on the far side of him from unsupported weight and the ferocity of the spin. Then the third Dragon saw nothing further as Von Hammer neatly separated head from body.
“This ends here and now, twisted one,” Andrew snarled as he confronted his wife. “There is no way you are leaving here, and there is no way the Diary of Blood is leaving here! You have pushed our love too far this time!”
“No!” Mary cried as she clutched the book to her bosom in both hands. “You pushed it too far! You’re the one who refuses to see what we are, what we’re meant to be, and what we should mean to each other!” She stopped retreating and smiled, a mean, angry smile. “And you have no idea the power of my new love, foolish little man! But you’ll learn!” Her form started to shift, shrinking and darkening, and suddenly the book was clutched in strong clawed feet as large bat-wings beat at the heated updrafts in the smoke-filled temple.
“No! Not this time, Mary!” Bennett swore as he watched her shape start to waver. He turned and snatched up one of the standing candle sconces and as she started to fly away, used its extra length to swat her hard to the stage floor with all of his might.
As she crumpled to the ground and bounced, the book slid from her claws. She attempted to right herself, but Bennett was on her already. “I loved Mary Seward with all my heart, but you, O abomination, must die at last! And if I have to die to ensure that, I will!” He heaved the sconce through her body, forcing a ferocious screech from her as her body shifted back into human form, though twisted and racked with pain. Her body caught fire from the lit candle thrust through it, and Bennett stayed on her, keeping her pinned in place.
The cultists had fled when the fires began, and when Von Hammer and Midnight tore through half their ranks, the remaining Black Dragons did likewise. Midnight and Faraday now flanked the Dragon Queen, who looked furious as the fires spread and the heat and smoke in the building grew harsh and oppressive.
“You have both made a grave mistake this day,” the Dragon Queen snarled as nails lengthened further, a foot long each, razor sharp and glittering black. She swiped at each of the men, Faraday ducking underneath to try and tackle her as Midnight blocked and tried to step in with a punch to her head. She leaped over Faraday’s clumsy attack and spun around to kick Midnight hard in the jaw, sending him spinning off in a different direction.
Both men stared at their opponent as she failed to land on the floor from her kick. “I am not just the Dragon Queen, ruler of the Black Dragon Society and lover of the Blood Red Moon and its Queen!” the woman roared as her skin turned a dark green and shimmering scales slipped out from under her skin, peeling the visage of the lovely woman away piece by piece. “I am the Queen of Dragons, and I will not be stopped by the likes of you!” Leathery bat-like wings tore from her back as she seemed to double in size and yellowing eyes glared at her enemies.
“Won’t you need this?” Speed called out as he held up the Ineffable Libram from the now-empty platform. The Dragon Queen spun her head in his direction and baleful eyes stared at him. “Of course, you’ll need the diary too, right?” He pointed down at the stage, past the fiery pillar that was once the two married vampires. “Better get it quick!”
She roared again, and charged for the Blood Diary, swooping down to snatch it up in her talons. She looked at the funeral pyre and let out a wailing cry of grief at the sight. “I will avenge you, beloved!” she roared out as Speed merely shook his head.
“We can not let you do that!” Hans Von Hammer called out as he and Speed quickly lashed out at the rope supports of the platform. She shot a look up at the two men as the large wooden structure plunged to the stage, tearing through the fire-ravaged floor and pulling her down into its fiery grip as well.
Speed and Hans had already leaped away with the last of their efforts, hitting the overturned truck with hard thuds and rolling to the far end as they felt the world lurch beneath them. The entire floor was caving in now as they made a second leap across the hole, running the risk of plunging into the fiery inferno below.
Faraday and Midnight had already begun their retreat when they saw what the other two had planned, and, in the cool night air, turned to watch the conflagration. Both were pensive as they waited to see who made it out, Faraday feeling relief when he saw his five men at last walk around the street corner, and both himself and Midnight feeling better when Saunders and Von Hammer staggered out from another alley.
Thirty minutes later
As the fire fighters battled the blaze, medics worked on Hans Von Hammer and King Faraday as they and Speed Saunders talked.
“Bennett begged me to make sure the diary would be destroyed,” Hans said softly as he maintained his stoic demeanor as the hole in his body was stitched up. “John Dee had written all manner of alchemical formulae in the book on vampirism and various ways of altering the potency of the blood. It was Dee’s hope he could cure his friend. It was the Queen of Blood’s hope that she could use the diary to rid her people of vampiric weaknesses and spread her Blood Red Moon. All of it was ciphered though, with information derived from the Ineffable Libram, which Dee was able to read in his youth. Without the Diary, my interest in the Libram is at an end, and I would not have it in my estate.”
“I’ll give it a good home, don’t worry, Hans,” Speed said flashing that warm smile. “Count on it. And if you want to come and check it out for some reason, well… you’re always welcome to come and visit.”
“If you like, I could talk to people, make arrangements for you to stay in the country,” Faraday offered the German as he tested the sling that was holding his sprained right arm. “We could use a guy like you in the service.”
“Thank you, no. I am loyal to my homeland. I am German, and I will live and die in its service,” Von Hammer replied. “Especially now, I can not abandon it. I am one of its nobility, and I must see it through the hard times to come.”
“Well, I can respect a fellow patriot,” Faraday answered. “Good luck. And thanks with all your help here. Now I just have to figure out how I’m going to write up this report. Vampires and dragon women… that’s not going to do my career any good.”
“I could go back with you,” Saunders offered. “Midnight’s faded into the woodwork, and I don’t think he’d be very helpful with my looking into the Libram anyway, but you have contacts that could help me, I got contacts that can help you, so what do you say?”
“Okay. Let’s give it a try. Why is this Libram so damned important to you, anyway?” Faraday looked over the battered tome in Saunders’s arms.
“It can tell me how to find something I’ve been searching for, all over,” Saunders said with an excited look in his eyes. “I’ve traipsed the globe over trying to dig it up, and this book, this is gonna give me the directions.”
“Directions? For what?”
“The Danger Trail.” He clapped Faraday on his good shoulder and his grin got wider. “We’re gonna find the Danger Trail, King, old bean!"
San Francisco
2nd May 1935
Wisps of smoke drifted up from the blackened ruins of the building, water dripping from cracked timbers, the acrid smell burning at the nostrils of those who combed the wreckage. Gingerly the firefighters crept through the shattered temple, ensuring that all the embers were dead, that their job was at last done.
“Hey, up here!” one of the crew called out from the rear of the building, up where the stage heaved up over the rest of the broken and charred first floor. He was next to an upended metal candle sconce, heavily warped by the fire. “According to that G-man, there should be two here, right?”
The lieutenant headed over to inspect the scene. He gave the slightest recoil when he looked down on the charred corpse of a woman, the sconce thrust through her heart. He shook his head at the scene and put a hand on the younger fighter to steady him. “Yeah. There should be a guy here too; the one who whacked her.” They looked around, unable to find anything at all, in the vicinity of Mary Seward’s body.
“That leaves us one short?” another man called out from a distance away, a clipboard in his hand, marking the newest location and making a check. “According to the report, there should be a second body up there.”
The two firefighters shrugged and pulled the melted length of metal from the corpse, tossing it to one side with a dull clang before gently moving the body. “There’s still more to go through; maybe they got that one wrong. Maybe he got someplace else or something,” the lieutenant said as he and his partner carried the body out past the edges of the temple, where others were preparing the bodies for transit, a pile of body bags quickly dwindling. Then they dusted off their hands and headed back into the ruins.
They didn’t see Mary Seward get placed into one of the black bags, didn’t see her get lifted into a waiting vehicle for transportation. Never saw how cutting her off from the sunlight in the hazy sky allowed her eyes to open slowly. Flaking lids crackled as the desperate, hungry look appeared, bright white and blue in the midst of the coal-black face. Never saw a creaking smile tear itself open, fangs sliding into place as the hearse rode off down the street. No one aware of what was happening in the back… or what would happen very soon.
The jungles of British Guiana
23rd May 1935
It was another quiet, desolate scene, the third of its kind, and this just made the woman nervous. She carefully padded through the small jungle village, peering into huts and glancing at all the usual areas where the work of the day would be done. And she found no one in any of them.
She moved though the emptied village as quietly as her surroundings, bare feet making no noise to give her away. Her body, small and slender, was taut, each well-shaped, compact muscle wound tight and prepared for anything.
When nothing happened to uncoil the readied muscles, it only put Rima at more unease. She swept a dark lock of hair from her brow and stared hard at the scene. She moved to the far north of the village, in haste but still silent as the shadows. Dark eyes scanned the paths leading from the village and found the trails she had expected to find when she came across the abandoned homes.
Three tribes, all gone within the last week. All headed north. Every last one of them, down to the last old man and baby daughter. She had seen the signs of work stopped midway, and then left behind. She found no sign of distress, no sign of fear or battle. It was if they all just chose, as one and at once, to leave their homes, and march north. Already, she was far from her own territory. This village was as far north as she had ever gone. This information made her body even more tense.
For a long time, she stared at the trails that led north. They taunted her, with their secrets and their veiled and so-very-subtle threats. Her brow furrowed and she bit her bottom lip nervously, and wrung her hands. And then, her svelte leg stepped forward. Then, like water through a burst dam, Rima was storming up the path, determination set in her whole body.
Washington, D.C.
13th June 1935
“Harriet Cooper.”
Speed Saunders just looked up at the lovely woman standing in front of him. Pale skin, deep copper-colored hair up in a bob, and bright eyes the color of jade, the woman was dressed in a smart blue blazer over a dark red blouse, a blue skirt sitting trim over a set of hips that kept him speechless.
“I said, my name is Harriet Cooper. I’ve been sent over by the National Archives to help you,” she said once more, holding out a slim, porcelain-doll-like hand for him.
“Right. Sorry,” he said as he shook his head clear and shook the proffered hand. “Cyril Saunders. Friends call me Speed… Call me Speed.” He flashed her that big warm grin that lit up the handsome, blond-topped face as he stood up and pulled a chair out for her. “So you’re the expert Faraday promised?”
Harriet nodded as she reached out to pour herself a glass of water from a pitcher in the middle of the table. “That’s me. Oxford-trained linguist with a specialty in Morphology, with government connections and secret-level civilian clearance,” she described herself in a jaunty voice and then raised her cup to him in a mock salute. “Here’s to the work, Speed.”
“Yeah. Absolutely,” Speed answered with an awed hush. He sat down and pulled the large, leather-bound book toward her. He glanced around the small, private room in the heart of the Library of Congress and reached over for a pad of paper and some pencils to put next to the book. “Secret clearance? How’d you rate that? That’s more than I got.”
“Well Speed, I’ve spent fifteen years in my field, working next to both big names in linguistics and on some rather sensitive matters for the Bureau of Investigation,” Harriet explained with a suppressed laughter in her voice. “That would be… let me see now… ” She jotted down some quick numbers on a pad of paper and then looked over at Saunders with mock earnestness. “That would mean I started when you were four?”
“Right. Got it.” He chuckled, pouring himself a glass of water. He was enthralled by this woman now. “Well, now that you’ve put me in my place, let’s get to work.” He looked over at the book then back up to her. “Morphology?”
She gave an amused laugh and looked over at him as she drained her water. “A specialization in Linguistics. Matching up words that go together.” She paused and thought over an explanation. “You know the word ice. So if you see ice cube and ice house, you can pretty much figure out that all the words relate to ice in some way. That’s Morphology. Put very simply.”
“Smart and with clearance. What more could I ask for?” Speed watched the way she handled the book. “I know what. You can show me this Morphology thing in action,” he said with a wink.
“Sure thing. So the ‘Ineffable Libram’?” she mused as she ran those delicate fingers down the cracked leather binding and the brass clasps clutching the vellum within so tightly. “I’m rather excited. This is my first time with one of these.”
“One of these?” Saunders asked as he watched her open the volume wide and ran her fingers gently along the first few lines of ink on the page within
“These kinds of ‘mind-blasting’ books,” she chuckled as she reached into her rather voluminous bag, now resting at her feet. She pulled out a magnifying glass and a couple of smaller books. “With a name like this one, it has to be one of those kinds of books, that you only ever really read about, not actually read?”
“Yeah. Right, one of those. Faraday and I got to bring this to William Friedman, and he agreed that we should try to crack it and see what we can get out of it,” Saunders explained to the woman, who nodded silently now, acknowledging what he was saying, but all the while inspecting the book with her glass. “I think it’s a key to finding some kind of… oh man, how do I explain this without sounding off my nut? Well, let’s just say some kind of supernatural main street. A road that can bring people to just about anyplace is, or is gonna be, real important.” He paused, and waited to see her reaction, not really sure how to explain it any better, not until he could read more out of the book between them.
“Why is that going to sound like hooey to me? I mean, if someone like Friedman, head of Army SIS, says that this should be looked into, who am I to say you’re crazy?” She gave a reassuring smile and returned to the book. “This is going to be very hard to translate, you realize that?”
“You think?”
“Oh yeah.” She leaned back in her chair and dropped the glass onto the ancient page. She stretched her arms up and then slid her blazer off, hanging it on the back of her chair. All the while, Speed just watched and smiled, barely restraining a whistle. “We could be at this for weeks.” Her face had a mischievous look to it as she spoke, and it was quickly matched by the smitten Saunders.
“Well then we should celebrate over dinner tonight,” he suggested very quickly. “I know a great restaurant.”
“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” She leaned back to the table and started some initial note-taking. “Let’s say eight?"
Socorro, Texas
15th June 1935
“Enough with the heat, already,” Midnight growled under his breath as he hurtled down the narrow asphalt strip that connected the small town of Socorro to the sprawling city of El Paso just north. It was night, nearing his namesake hour, and he hunched over the wheel of his borrowed roadster. For some reason, the heat of the day hadn’t dissipated like normal, and ominous clouds lurked on the horizon, adding to the oppressive atmosphere. He’d discarded his jacket, and his black tie hung loose around his unbuttoned shirt collar as he sped along the roadway.
He knew he was racing the clock. He’d been at this investigation for a week with very little to show for it, and that with the heat combined to leave him bitterly frustrated. He shouldn’t even be down here, so far from home, but Juan Diego, he’d asked this favor of David Clark, and so here he was. Juan was one of the better effects men in the radio business, and he and Dave had gotten to be good friends in the last couple of months. Midnight sighed as his mind’s eye replayed the conversation that got him stuck down here.
”What’s wrong, buddy?” David Clark asked as he plopped heavily into the chair opposite the older, spare-looking gentleman of Hispanic descent. Gaunt cheeks and dark, dull eyes looked up from a weathered face at the radio personality, and he slid a photograph across the table.
“His name is Manuel. My nephew. My only family, outside of his mother,” Juan Diego answered as he watched Dave pick up the small picture in one hand and a glass of beer in the other. “He went missing the other day. And he’s not alone, Dave.”
The younger man sipped at his beer and looked over at his friend. “What do you mean?”
“He’s the fifth. In two weeks, all down where my sister lives,” he said softly. “The police are stumped. They’ve been no use.”
“That’s a raw deal, pal,” Dave said as he tried to hand the picture back. “Wish I could do something for you.”
Juan waved the picture off, making Dave keep it. “You can though. I know you can. Or at least, someone a lot like you, Dave.”
“Not sure I catch your drift, Juan,” Dave replied warily now, taking a longer pull of his beer.
“Please. This will kill his mother. They’re all I have left.” His eyes stared up and met Dave’s and the bulky man felt his heart melt. He nodded his head as he pocketed the picture.
“Now I have a lead,” he muttered to himself. “Some lead. Activity in Cordova Island.” He again growled low as he took a sudden left. He had learned that a woman was responsible; several women he suspected, because they could be found over a long stretch of the U.S.-Mexican border in far too short a time. The woman sounded very similar in each instance, and several people mentioned seeing gringo children in Cordova Island with the woman. At least briefly.
“Of course, where the hell is there an island in Texas?” Midnight asked no one in particular. No, for days I’ve been trying to find a damned island. It’s not an island. No, it’s worse than that.
He continued to drive into a more heavily-built area now. The road became more broken, the buildings low and clustered like they held dark secrets from the masked intruder. People lurked in the corners and down the shadowy alleys, and Midnight took a deep breath. This was Cordova Island, he learned. A part of Mexico, in the States. Effectively leaving it with no law at all. . Perfect for a criminal enterprise like a kidnapping conspiracy. He pulled the car over to the side of a street, before a rundown church, and parked it.
“Now if I could just figure out why all the women look the same. That’s got to be part of it.” He plucked his hat from the passenger seat and plopped it on his head, straightened his tie, and headed out into the dark to get more answers.
Washington, D.C
17 June 1935
King Faraday moved through the halls of the great library building swiftly, eyes focused intently ahead of him. He ignored the hushed furor around him, and just marched through the grand hall and past the main reading room. He jogged down the steps into the basement levels, and barely paused long enough to let the door to the small work room open before he entered.
“Saunders, I have a… ” He paused in mid-sentence and looked around. No one was in the room. He took a step back and checked on the room number, then back into the empty room. The book wasn’t around, though there were scattered pages of wadded note paper to be found. He picked one up and unfolded it for examination.
“Hey, King, old bean!” Speed called out as he stepped up behind the agent. “What brings you by here?”
Faraday turned around and looked back at the younger man. “Where were you? Where’s the book? You didn’t just leave it lying in the room did you?”
Speed gave King an incredulous look before answering. “No. Of course not. This nice foreign guy came up, and said ‘Hey, there, I work as a spy for another country. Mind if I take the book?’ He asked so nice, we couldn’t say no.”
Faraday’s face showed little amusement with his companion and he merely folded his arms over his chest and stared. He let out a long, slow breath and then shook his head. “Okay, okay. Ask a stupid question. Where were you then?”
“Oh, I was out taking Harriet on a lunch tour of the local area. Lots of great sights to take in, you know” Speed answered quickly with a proud look on his face.
“Harriet? The expert? The one hired to help with the book?”
“That’s the gal. Whew, and what a bearcat! I mean, damn, King! I think I’m in love.”
“Isn’t she something like twice your age, Saunders?” Faraday asked, as yet unconvinced by the young man’s exclamations.
“Aw, you didn’t come here to rain on my parade,” Speed answered with a friendly slap to King’s shoulder. He took a look at the agent, then corrected himself. “Well, you might have. But you didn’t, did you?”
“No. If you can tear yourself away from your… project,” King snidely hinted at the feelings Speed was feeling for his partner, “I have a case out in El Paso, and I thought you might be interested.”
“Why? I mean, I like a good mystery as much as the next guy, but I got my work, and you’re still on loan to the Bureau aren’t you? What do you want me for?”
King Faraday slipped a folder onto the table and let Speed look over it. He picked up one carbon-copied report and whistled. “This… you’re saying he’s on this case? Ain’t that a bit out of his bailiwick?”
“Right. And if Midnight’s involved in the kidnappings, then coincidence rears its ugly head again. And with what you suspect about the book… ” King let his words trail off. Speed couldn’t help but catch the edge of disbelief in the words, but had to respect a guy willing to keep an open mind.
“Gotcha. This might be connected. Well, it’ll be good to see the old guy again,” Speed answered cheerily. “When do we head out?”
“We fly out of Hoover Field at three this afternoon.”
“I’ll be there with bells on,” Speed said as he started to clean up the small room. “Should give me enough time to pack and let Harriet know I’ll be out of town.”
“Good. Maybe she’ll be able to get some work done then,” King said with a smirk and left the room.
Cordova Island
19th June 1935
It had to be the longest four days Midnight had ever spent on a case. Days of record heat only gave way to nights of record heat as he pounded his way through these crooked, darkened, twisted streets.
A pair of thugs in an alley left broken gave nothing of use.
A garage selling stolen auto parts held three beaten criminals and a hint of some bar.
Broken glass and battered door led into a bar where a half-dozen bruisers were nursing cut lips and blackened eyes, and gave him nothing but a group of racketeers on the far side of the island.
A shabby-looking residence found three battered gangsters and gave up a name at last. Too bad it didn’t provide Midnight with any help. La Llorona.
“The weeping woman?” Midnight muttered as he headed back out into the night, bruised knuckles and a fat lip hinting at the amount of struggle this investigation was offering.
It was the back of a bookstore where a craps game was being run that brought him some more answers.
“Si, la Llorona!” cried the remaining conscious criminal. <“She seeks her own drowned children and makes off with the children of others searching for them!”>
Midnight grinned and nodded. Finally he was getting somewhere. <“Where does this weeping woman haunt?”>
<“Many rivers! All rivers! Anywhere along the Rio Bravo!”>
<“That’s not very helpful,”> Midnight sneered as he pulled the criminal closer to him, nose-to-nose now.
<“It’s all I know, honest! She takes them! But maybe Father Rivera knows; the padre knows lots of this spirit business,”> the man suggested in desperation, just wanting to get home now without having to first wake up like his partners.
<“Rivera?”> Midnight asked and watched the man nod in confirmation. The head of the church where he had left his car parked in front of days ago. He could only chuckle at the news and dropped the criminal to the ground.
Midnight marched from the back of the building and made his way on foot across the breadth of this lawless section of city. He saw the run-down church coming up on the horizon and grinned at the thought of maybe getting a decent clue. Whatever this kidnapping ring was about, clearly the women were using this legend of a weeping woman ghost as a cover.
“Hey there, pal! Long time, no see! Got the time?” Speed Saunders called out from where he sat on the running board of the vigilante’s car. “Get it? Got the time? Midnight?”
King Faraday merely shook his head at the terrible joke as he walked around the rear of the car to move in front of the masked man.
“What are you two doing here?” Midnight asked, surprised to see the pair. He came to a quick stop several steps away from the agent, fists clenched, body taut.
“Calm down, Midnight,” Faraday assured him. “Two of the kids taken were from just over the border, in New Mexico. Made this interstate, and dumped it into the FBI’s jurisdiction. When reports came in of a masked man on the case, I snapped it up.”
“So what’s the scoop? Anything you need help with?” Speed asked as he stood up and approached the vigilante, hand out to shake.
“Yeah, I guess, sure. I mean, it’s more like I should ask if the G-man needs my help, right?” Midnight admitted with a rueful grin, shaking Speed’s hand. He filled the pair in as he led them the rest of the way into the church, and the three paused.
It was dark, as expected. It smelled heavily of old dry wood soaked with incense and smoke from hundreds of masses, mingled with the stale scent of sweat from hundreds of heated ceremonies. The heat almost seemed to coalesce and grow heavy with the dark wooden walls, and the three blinked to adjust to the dim light.
“Father Rivera? Padre?” Midnight called out. “We need to talk to you about a ghost story. La Llorona. Can you help us out?” The three spread out and started down the aisles toward the front of the church.
“Are you here?” Speed added, looking around, absorbed in the dim and worn images that marked the Stations of the Cross. He finally noticed that there was very little noise coming from any of them. Even less than he’d expect, in a creaky, ramshackle building like this.
“Nothing. No one here.” King Faraday paused up at the altar for his partners. “What now?”
“The rectory. Maybe he’s asleep. It is kind of late,” Midnight suggested. The darkness crept in around them, and they all sensed it, looking around and at each other. “This is just eerie.”
“It is getting darker then?” Speed asked and watched the other two nod in response. “Darn. I was really hoping it was my imagination.”
“It wasn’t,” a fourth voice answered now. Walking down the central aisle toward the altar came a figure, fedora low over his face so that his eyes seemed engulfed in shadow. He had a strong jaw and a steady stride, and broad shoulders under the brown trench coat he wore. His hands were jammed deep into the pockets, and King Faraday noted that his left hand seemed to be toying with something inside that garment. He frowned as he watched the newcomer stop only feet away from them. The figure watched Faraday’s own hand reach behind him, most likely for a gun, while Midnight again went taut and ready for a fight. But Speed Saunders only grinned.
“Yes! Yes!” he cried out, the words ringing across the rafters, hanging in the heated air over them all, as three sets of eyes turned to look at the young man. “Doctor Occult! Now I know I’m on the right track!"
Southern Mexico
25th June 1935
It had taken all of the skills and abilities Rima could call on to follow the exodus of the tribes, to keep on the road, to maintain the pace to pursue this strange mystery. But now she closed in on the cause. As she crept closer to the large cities of this strange place called Mexico, she could hear people talk about the bizarre arrival of strange peoples. Many of them. They seemed determined to continue north, and talked in a language that no one recognized, and most of the locals chose to avoid the long lines of these natives.
She continued north, toward San Cristobal and then on, and there she became aware of new rumors and startling developments. As her quarry passed through these lands, others joined them. Villages emptied, towns dwindled, city streets were depleted as the ranks of the wanderers increased.
She drew closer though, her speed and determination allowing the jungle woman to at last catch a glimpse of the mob as it continued its steady pace. She watched as a blockade of police rose to put an end to this strange gathering of people. She watched with great interest as the crowd surged like the unstoppable tide they had become, and then many of the police joined as well, leaving their fellows to be swallowed and pressed underfoot by the uncaring waves.
“Magic,” she murmured, her voice a husky sound far deeper than her size would indicate. But then, her throat had few occasions to utter words these days. “Dark magic.”
“Oh, yes. Dark magic indeed, my dear.”
Rima spun around, crouching low and regarding the other woman on the rooftop, surveying her handiwork. “Who are you?”
The woman was tall and almost painfully slender, wrapped from the waist down in reds and golds etched with a myriad of strange patterns. Her small breasts were clad in simple cloth straps that provided the minimum of modesty. A swan-like neck held an almond-shaped face, small cruel mouth and eyes of coal-black, her dark hair streaked with auburn highlights, all swept up into an ornate array of braids. Her arms were covered in golden bracelets and armbands, rings on her fingers, and a choker containing a circle of obsidian finishing off the decadent appearance. The thin lips smiled wickedly at Rima as she waved her right hand in the air, as if with a mind of its own.
“My name is Nyola, my dear. And I’m so glad you could come and join us. You will be a gift to my beloved, my god, my Feathered Serpent,” the woman said in a lilting voice that charged the circular motions of her hand. Rima struggled to keep her eyes off the thin fingertips, but the voice wouldn’t let her and she began to grow dizzy, and her knees weakened. “Your heart will be the perfect vessel for the resurrection of the empire, my dear."
The turbulent sea of people surged and crashed against the intruders. Old and dusty Mexico City seemed to groan under the weight of the mobs filling the streets, while at the edges of this ocean the Mexican troops tried to contain and dismantle the riots. Gunfire had started some time ago, and people on both sides were falling to the ground in pools of red, and the trio of intruders in the very heart of the rising tide of rioters could only watch in horror as the ground beneath them broke open, and stones ripped up out of the clay and concrete, and an ancient building started to reform, one brick rising over another as each person fell.
How did I get into this? I never once imagined anything like this, David Clark thought furiously as he swung a backfist into the side of one full-blooded native, and kicked down another such attacker from a different direction. Hell’s bells, how could anyone picture something like this? This is insane! He drew out his revolver as the crashing waves of entranced Mexican Indians pulled at him and struck at him, and tried to pull him down before he could move any closer to his goal. His jacket tore under the pressure, and he heard his shirt tear at the sleeve as he leveled his gun at one of the natives, directly toward the man’s knee.
“No! Midnight, can’t you see what’s making the temple rise?” Speed Saunders cried out as he strained against the quartet of natives that were piling on him as well, pulling him from the slowly rising peak of the ancient temple.
“Temple? A temple?” Midnight frowned as he realized what Saunders meant. He spun the revolver so the barrel was gripped tightly in his hand and brought the butt down hard on one attacker. Calling up ancient temples from the ground? I came here to rescue a kidnapped nephew, and now we’re trying to stop… whatever he’s doing?
Midnight’s gaze fell on the man perched on the rapidly-forming building. The strange man’s eyes were ablaze with fervor and design, a well-muscled body under the feathery scarlet cloak he wore. His arms swung about, his fingers at play in the air, as if he conducted a symphony, and it occurred to all three intruders, Midnight, Saunders and King Faraday, that it was indeed what this person was: a conductor in a symphony of blood. Blood that stained the streets below and built up this long-lost temple brick by tainted brick. The blood-red cloak shimmered as it fluttered in the hot wind, light striking it and altering the colors from time to time, as the devilish conductor continued his wicked performance.
“Hey, cape boy!” Midnight cried out as he spun his gun back into a shooting position and leveled it toward the villain. “How high do you think your blood will build this up, huh?” He prepared to pull the trigger, but couldn’t when he saw a wave of willing victims throw themselves in his line of sight.
“Weak gringo,” the man laughed at Midnight. “None may harm the Feathered Serpent! I will have my Empire of Blood, anointed by my queen and high priestess, and you three shall be the first brought to judgment in its birth throes!”
Midnight just stared ahead as he felt more of these poor souls piling onto him. His own limbs grew heavy and sore, his breathing became more labored, and below and behind him, more screams of the dying drove the Feathered Serpent further into the air astride his burgeoning temple of blood.
How did I get into this?
Socorro, Texas, not so long ago
“Okay, Faraday, play this straight with me.” Midnight remembered calling on the government agent as the pair of them stood behind their colleague Speed Saunders and a strange new member of their company. Faraday and Midnight stared at the stranger all wrapped up in his trench coat and the slouch hat that somehow obscured his eyes, and neither man was happy with the explanations that had them all staring at a ramshackle hut along a small, muddy stream. It was old, cracking and peeling, fighting a losing battle against the weeds and reeds that wished to consume it.
“I would if I could, but I have to admit, the last couple of months, my spy game has taken a really twisted turn,” Faraday muttered as he puffed at a cigarette angrily. “Saunders seems to know this guy. Which is good, because I’ll be damned if I can remember any government brief on him. I’m low on the totem pole, so that’s not saying a lot… but it says something, I’d like to think.” He threw the cigarette to the ground and stubbed it hard with the heel of his shoe.
“Some messed up Mexican ghost story is behind all this?” Midnight coughed as the stranger Saunders called Doctor Occult held his arm out, hand grasping a simple scarlet disc, slashed with crossed black wedges.
“Well, we met over a vampire couple in need of a marriage counselor, so I’m keeping an open mind… for the moment.” Faraday shrugged and his face scowled at the notion.
“This is the place,” Doctor Occult announced as he lowered his arm and looked over to the other three. “Inside we will find the next step in our mystery.”
“The kids?” Saunders asked, his eyes glued on the paranormal detective’s every move.
“Only the Trail,” Occult answered. “The start of the Trail is within. It is guarded though, and none of you will be helpful against the guardian.”
“This Lauranna dame, right?” Midnight asked with a scoffing tone.
“La Llorona,” Occult corrected with a voice of infinite patience. This would not be the only one to mock what he couldn’t understand. “The Weeping Woman. She is a powerful spirit, and given the chance, she could do serious harm, even kill, one or more of you.”
Faraday’s face twisted up in frustration and he stepped right up to the strange man, his finger jabbing the chest to emphasize his words. “Be cryptic on your own time, Doctor. You said the trail begins in there. What trail? What do we do? I’ll give you the chance to call the action, if this Weeping Woman is all you say she is. So get to it.”
“Yeah, right. Call the play, Doc,” Midnight added, his arms folded over his chest.
“The Weeping Woman does not work the way she has been working. She takes a child from time to time, under varying, but specific circumstances,” Doctor Occult replied without his voice showing any response to Faraday and Midnight. He casually swept aside the jabbing finger and turned back to the shack. “There have been too many victims in too short a time, and then she had them brought here rather than drowning them. She is bound, most likely by magic etched inside that shack. There is a… stepping stone, you might call it, as well.”
“The Danger Trail?” Speed asked in a hushed, awe-filled tone. His eyes were wide with excitement, as he knelt near and nearly bounced on the balls of his feet.
“Yes. A good enough slang name for it. The same mystic pass I used to get here as swiftly as I did,” Occult answered. “Whoever has bound the Weeping Woman to these attacks has taken advantage of this trail, but I have no idea where it leads to.”
“I see where you’re going, Doctor,” Faraday said as he ran a hand over his jaw. “You’re going after the Woman, and you want us to take this stepping stone and follow it to… wherever. You think the kids are on the other side.”
Doctor Occult nodded, eyeing the agent with a level of respect.
“What the hell is this Danger Trail?” Midnight asked in an exasperated voice. “What’s this got to do with… aw, to hell with it. Tell me about it later. Just get this show started, okay?”
“When we rush the building, I’ll make the Trail visible to you all, though you might each see it differently. It’s how your minds can accept it without better training. The moment you see it… ”
“Right, right. We understand. I’m kicking the doors down first though, Occult. No offense, you got the mumbo-jumbo, but if this Weeping Woman is the roughhouse you say she is, she’ll cut you to ribbons before you can get out abracadabra.”
Doctor Occult said nothing, just slid his hands into his coat and took a step to the side, leaving a clear path for the agent to take.
Moments later, the front door was splintered, the door jamb left in shards as he tore into the decrepit structure. A wicked sounding wail followed by a suppressed grunt of pain followed soon, as flashes of white flickered in the dark interior as the ghost assaulted the intruder.
The other three charged in immediately, with Doctor Occult drawing out his talisman again, holding it out toward the flickering, fluttering creature that wafted like a tattered mist around King Faraday. A head stared down with soulless black pits, a wide mouth lined in corpse-blue lips opened wide as the tattered edges of the semi-human shape sliced at the recoiling agent.
“By the Sign of the Seven, turn and face the end of your misery, creature!” Doctor Occult commanded in a powerful voice, that rattled the walls and, like an invisible fist, turned the ghost toward him.
A multitude of glyphs and sigils littered the walls, ceiling and floor of the simple building, all painted in what looked initially like rusted brown paint, but there was no fooling the hardened adventurers to the sight of blood. One sigil in the corner of the room, like a spiral with splintered lines, seemed to call each of their gazes, and each saw something there, leading into the corner.
For Midnight, it was a darkened alley, luring in innocent victims to some twisted criminal mind or desperate homeless sub-human that preyed on the unsuspecting citizens of his home. He didn’t even pause as he stepped onto the spiral and vaulted down the alley.
Right, that’s how I came to be here. Midnight felt himself getting borne down by the mob as the temple rose.
Mexico City, not so long ago
Rima, Daughter of the Didi and guardian of her forests in Guiana, held her face up high as she was paraded down the streets of the besieged Mexican capital. Her arms were bound tightly, outstretched from her body to a firm metal bar and thick hempen rope. She was led from behind by her captor, Nyola, a tall and willowy woman of insufferable opinion, Rima had decided, but, for now, she allowed the Aztec priestess to believe she held the upper hand. A better time would present itself.
The pair of them rode a wave of pure-blooded Indians from the region, those who could be directly descended from the ancient Aztec and Incan empires. Perhaps even the Mayans. These cultures meant little to Rima other than glimpses of their dead past she would find from time to time littering the landscapes. But Nyola had been sure to make Rima aware of the significance.
Within the withered and cracked walls of a time-lost building, Nyola had Rima taken from the metal bar and bound up high off the floor, the hemp now circling her wrists and keeping her petite body at least a foot from the ground as the priestess made ready with other preparations. Rima watched carefully as Nyola’s eyes went blank and those around her failed to understand the significance.
Rima’s senses alerted her though. The birds, the animals, they’d trained her instincts well, she mused as she could feel (more than see or hear, which couldn’t happen with such limited senses) Nyola’s spirit slip her sheath of flesh. Where it went to or why, Rima didn’t know. But she just gave a calm smile, tilted her head back and used the woman’s distraction for her own ends.
“Ah, my beloved has returned at last,” spoke a deep, rich, powerful voice. He was a broad and tall figure, his well-chiseled physique wrapped in a gaudy skirt of ancient Aztec design, a shimmering cloak of feathers swirling around him. He approached the unseeing Nyola but did nothing when he realized why she gave him no response. “Ah. The children.” He turned instead to the hanging jungle girl and stared at her, icy eyes sweeping her svelte form. “Rima, I presume?”
The Daughter of the Didi tilted her head back down to stare into the man’s eyes, showing no emotion, remaining calm in the face of this dangerous man. “I am called that, yes. You are the one my captor calls the Feathered Serpent?”
“Yes. I am so glad you could join us for the birth of the true Empires of this land,” he said, his hand reaching up to cup her cheek. “Soft. Smooth. My fellows will appreciate you.”
“They will never have me,” she answered in an impassive voice, not moving her face.
“You misunderstand, Rima. You will be our ultimate sacrifice. You and the children of the enemy. The pure will swim in the blood of the impure, the children of those who stole our land will paint my temple, and you… your heart will break the fast of my fellow gods.” He let his fingers slide down her cheek and over her throat before turning to face Nyola again, for a soft cough from her caught his attention.
Rima watched as Nyola awakened, her spirit sliding back into its meat and her eyes dancing with joy at his appearance. Behind her there was a lush forest path cutting through the stones and dust of the ancient city. She recognized this path, for she’d used it to reach her enemies as quickly as she could, and now she saw how these two were despoiling it for their own ends. A half-dozen children had followed behind her, bound in spiritual chains, water-soaked chains and shrouds that left them unable to do more than whimper, cry out, cling to each other and seek out parents that couldn’t hear them, and couldn’t save them if they could hear the children.
“Ah, your water spirit has done her work well, my devoted love,” the Serpent gloated as he watched the priestess direct the children over to Rima. They sobbed, and recoiled from the wicked woman’s touch, and some cried out in fear at the sight of the Feathered Serpent.
“It is all right, children,” Rima said in a soft, lilting voice, looking upon each one in turn with compassion. “Come to me.” She then glared, dark eyes piercing into Nyola with the first sign of emotion, an anger in her chest.
“Yes, yes, listen to the sweet woman, pequeños niños,” Nyola encouraged, directing them to her. A couple clutched Rima’s legs and others stared up at her, wondering how she could do anything.
“You will come to regret this,” Rima said, her voice grown more quiet but more firm as she narrowed her eyes. “Rest assured.”
“Of course, Rima. Of course.” She laughed and hugged the Feathered Serpent tightly and they kissed, a terribly obscene kiss for children to watch. One that was broken with the first sounds of gunfire, and the first appearance of the bricks of the ancient Aztec temple they stood over.
“Now the government advances our plan,” Feathered Serpent cried out as he started to weave and control the eldritch forces that the spilled blood and bygone magic generated. Slowly, the temple cracked and thrust at the pavements and surrounding buildings as the battle on the streets began in earnest.
“Blow, winds, blow!” Nyola cried out now as the Feathered Serpent carefully called up and constructed the temple. Her own efforts drew in dark clouds and stirred up bitter winds that tore at the small stones and dried dust, making the battle worse, flaring tempers more fiercely. “Crack and crash, let loose your tempests!” Thunder now started to rumble, shaking the land as strokes of lightning laced the skies.
“I used that path of shadows to get here so quickly,” Rima said to Nyola, drawing the priestess’s attentions as the children clung to Rima’s legs tighter now, the storm and the battle and the smell of blood and ozone filling the air making them more and more frightened.
“And?” Nyola jeered, taking a moment to stare back at Rima.
“And you used it to bring the children here,” Rima continued to explain, calm, head held high again.
“And? What is your point? Did you wish some sort of… reward for knowing of the Road to Power?”
“I have all the reward I could want, in these children that know by instinct to trust me to protect them,” she answered. “How sad it must be for you, to know that no child will ever know such an emotion or bond for you.”
Nyola’s face turned red with fury, and she stepped up so she could slap Rima’s face hard. “How dare you?”
“No child shall ever know love from you, nor for you. A sad lot for a woman.” She let her head snap to the side with the vicious blow from the priestess. Slowly she turned to look back at Nyola, smiling sweetly. “But my point is, if I know the Path of Shadows, if you know ‘the Road to Power’, then it only stands to reason that others know it to. And can use it. Even now. Right now."
Elsewhere at the scene, at that moment…
… King Faraday led the charge into the city, Midnight and Speed Saunders at his side. The temple had already begun to climb up into the sky, and so the trio were only at its base. But without hesitation, Faraday led the charge up toward the Feathered Serpent.
“No! Midnight, can’t you see what’s making the temple rise?” Faraday heard Saunders shout to their partner. He spared a glance to see Midnight grunt angrily in agreement and start clubbing with his pistol, and then continued his own determined march up the steps, a vicious kick breaking one person’s hip, a powerful punch breaking teeth from another native, a head-butt sending a third attacker tumbling down the growing steps.
“Hey, cape boy!” Midnight was trying to taunt the man in the shimmering red cloak now, and Faraday took advantage of the situation. As Midnight cried out “How high do you think your blood will build this up, huh?” Faraday watched as a large number of defending natives leaped forward to stop whatever bullet was to come. Faraday just grinned at the sudden swell and press of people
“Weak gringo,” the man laughed as he stared at Midnight. “None may harm the Feathered Serpent! I will have my Empire of Blood, anointed by my queen and high priestess, and you three shall be the first brought to judgment in its birth throes!”
“New at this, aren’t you?” Faraday asked as he leaped up the last dozen steps or so, crashing onto the floor at the Serpent’s feet, and rolled with his momentum. He shouldered the madman’s calves and forced him to stumble, while struggling to get to his own feet. “Forgetting to keep an eye on all the attackers.”
“Unconcerned about foolish infidels,” Serpent snapped back as he quickly recovered and blocked a punch from Faraday.
Faraday felt his hand cramp up badly, and he staggered back, clutching the bruised fist. “My people’s fervor gives me strength you can’t imagine, invader! You are not welcome here, you hold no power here!” He stepped forward and thrust out with an open palm, catching Faraday in the chest with a powerful blow. The agent staggered back, the breath forced from his body, and he felt his feet slide from the perilous temple floor.
The Serpent spun back and roared to his people, as the pyramid continued to rise and the dark storm clouds poured in, rain dripping down at first, a herald to the powerful strokes of lightning. “The time has come, my devoted beloved!”
Nyola had finally torn her gaze from the Danger Trail which had brought these intruders to her Feathered Serpent. She cursed herself, and fumed and roared foul words into the rising tempest, her anger rousing the furious clouds above to greater levels. She barely heard her dear one command her to begin the sacred pyre, but she did, and she nodded. She pivoted on her heel and drove her hands high up into the air and called for the greatest fury of the heavens to heed her demand for blood.
“You will all burn so that we may bring back the true ways!” she screamed as she looked down toward the children and Rima and Speed Saunders. “Who… ?”
“Just a gentleman come to help a fine lady out of a small jam she seems to have gotten into. Hope you don’t mind?” Speed replied with a nod of his head.
Rima’s arms were freed. Her slender, pale leg kicked up the metal bar she’d been bound to when she was paraded through the streets of Mexico City, and let it fall easily into her hand. Without a single half-second lost, her arm fluidly threw the bar at Nyola, who felt it tangle up into her own cloak as Speed worked to sweep the children up under his arms and hustle them from the two female foes.
The lightning roared down, answering Nyola’s cry for blood, enticed by the eternal love for metal to slice into Nyola. Rima and Speed both hurried with the children as a terribly cry of pain and agony lit up across the skies: a woman betrayed by her own power.
The scream of pain and the brilliant flash of light made the Serpent turn to see what had occurred.
“Devoted? Beloved? Nyola!” he screamed in shock as he watched the lightning crash into her, missing each and every one of the sacrifices, and throw her from the top of the pyramid. “NO!”
“Gotcha now!” Midnight called out as he staggered out of the pack of defenders, shirt in tatters, heavy shoulders crashing into the Serpent’s chest. David Clark, the Man called Midnight gasped with each move he made, his chest on fire and his arms like lead, but he made his tackle, all his power tilting the powerful madman backward, but not putting him down.
Not until Faraday clambered back to the top and hurled himself into the Feathered Serpent’s knees. With a sudden crash, the three men landed hard on the unyielding stone, no one moving for several long moments. The Serpent was the first to stir, raising his powerful arms up to the sky and preparing to speak. A kick to Faraday sent him skittering down the pyramid, each step a jarring crash into the agent’s body. As he rose to his feet, arms still upraised, he turned and looked at Midnight.
“And now for you!” he started to pronounce, but stopped cold.
“Need this? Do you? Just a hunch, but I think you do,” Midnight said with a weary, cocky grin, and chucked the shimmering red cloak out into the air, letting the stormy winds catch it and send it flying far from the pyramid.
“No!” the plucked madman called out and raced after the cloak as Midnight noticed the stones starting to crack, the pyramid shaking and shuddering, the gunfire coming to a slow end in the distance. “Not so close! Not so close!” The madman started to vanish in the crashing of the temple as Midnight stumbled down the stairs, he and Faraday bouncing away from the demolished rubble.
As the tremendous sounds subsided, as the dust was pounded back into the ground by the remnants of Nyola’s rainstorm, the crowd of natives slowly came to a stop, slowly started to disperse, slowly started to wonder where they were, why they were where they were… lost and confused; the military no longer shooting and now trying to corral and direct the lost mob.
Faraday and Midnight picked each other up off the street, battered, bruised, breathing hard and blood of their own, and others, staining them in places.
“Now that was what you call a showstopper!” Speed Saunders said out loud, his face bright and cheery, hair mussed, lip split and leading a half-dozen frightened children who still clung to the petite jungle girl called Rima. “Great work, guys! Great work!”
Midnight looked over the six children, seeing Manuel in the mix, holding Rima’s hand in his own grimy little clutches, and he smiled back at Speed and nodded. That’s what I’m doing here.
Washington, D.C.
July 11th, 1935
The three men sat in the conference room and stared at each other over the piles of reports, papers, books, stone sculptures, and several other odd bric-a-brac. None of them looked very happy about what they were seeing, and even less happy with the reports they’d each brought to the table with them. At the center of the table lay the Ineffable Libram, and a sheaf of preliminary translations from Harriet Cooper.
“Well, gentlemen, I’ve told you everything we have in P3. Make of it what you will, but I’m gonna say up front, I’m glad to be able to share some of this with others in the same boat.” Martin Cook leaned back into his chair and sighed heavily as he slapped shut the file folder in front of him. In his mid-thirties, his sparse black hair was already flecked with gray, and he looked every bit like he should be twice his age. His naval uniform was impeccable, with a bright polish to his lieutenant commander’s insignia, and he clearly took pride in his appearance, weathered as it was.
Army Colonel Philip Darnell looked over at his aide Major Derek Trevor as the two men digested the information. Trevor gave out a slight cough and Darnell nodded a little, and then Trevor spoke.
“We’ve had a briefing on this ‘Aztec Incident’ in Mexico from Agent Faraday,” the slender, blond-haired soldier started saying. He slid a different folder over to Cook and continued, “While a civilian matter, it just fits into this whole Parapsychological, Psychic and Paranormal Department you’ve just filled us in on.”
“Would have been nice of the Navy to include the other branches earlier, I might add,” Col. Darnell chastised. Of average height, Darnell was an older man, nearly bald, with a weathered ruddy face and piercing blue eyes that stared at Cook. Not that Cook seemed the slightest bit fazed by the dressing down. “We’re all in this together after all. National security and all.”
“You’re getting it now,” Cook answered. “I don’t have to answer for my superiors, that’s not my job. What is my job is convincing you guys to come on board. And help us to figure out how to pitch this to the President. We have to get control over what’s in this book,” he thumped the Libram for emphasis, “and we have to get control of the people who seem to have gotten… attached to the book.”
“They’re civilians. Even Faraday; he’s Secret Service, not military. We won’t even talk about the mystery man,” Darnell snapped back. “I say we cut them out of the loop, make them know that they keep their traps shut for the good of the nation.”
“And start from square one?” Cook shot back with an incredulous look. “These guys have a clue, let’s take advantage of that.”
Darnell pursed his lips and thought it over slowly, staring again at the artifacts on the table; a decade of shocking revelations gathered by the Navy’s Department P3. And now, this report on vampires, ghosts and Aztec priests summoning pyramids. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and shook his head.
“I think he’s got the right of it, sir,” Trevor said. “Joint effort. Get these guys in, bring in some of our own guys to backstop and watch it all. Make sure it’s done right. And use this book, this… Danger Trail to our advantage. If it’s not just hokum… well, considering what’s going on out there with the mundane stuff alone… ”
“You mean in Europe? That’s got nothing to do with this. It’s hogwash, and propaganda. And it’s not any of our affair,” Darnell snapped back at Trevor quickly. He looked at the two junior officers and sighed, standing up and sliding the book toward them. “Get Cooper to finish the rest of this. Give me your proposals. We’ll take it from there. I could almost not care less what happens with all… all of this,” he swept his hand over the table, “as long as the military doesn’t lose oversight of it. I won’t have that happen, not at all.” He turned and stormed from the room.
San Francisco,
July 12th, 1935
The man called Midnight stalked the darkened streets once more. It had been almost two weeks before he slipped into the worn blue suit and tied on the domino mask. David Clark had spent those two weeks mixed with emotion. He smiled at the memory of his friend Juan when he was presented with his rescued nephew. That good feeling was dampened by the adventure that revolved around the kid’s rescue. And the adventure before that involved vampires and ancient secret societies from across the oceans. All of it was getting to be too much for a former college athlete and would-be news reporter.
What next? he wondered as he crept up an alley, and peered out across the nearly empty street. There was no moon tonight; the sliver that hung in the night sky was covered by dark clouds, and the only light was the dull yellow of the street lamps. He watched intently as two men walked under the dull yellow light and toward a dilapidated building. There was no one else in sight, and he darted from his alley to crouch behind a car, watching the pair give a special knock. A tiny panel slid open, and then the door opened and admitted the pair. This is more like it. Opium den pushing into blue-collar neighborhood, blackmail and extortion scheme, nice and simple.He gave a tight grin as he dashed across the street and started to explore the building. Simple, straightforward bad guys. And no Faraday or Saunders anywhere in sight. That made his grin wider as he examined the sealed basement windows, and then crouched down at one and picked at the corner of a board with his fingers.
It took some work, but eventually he managed to peel the board off. He tried to peer inside, but the grime and lack of light foiled him. Lack of light tells me that no one’s down there though. So good entrance. He kicked at the small panes, and then lowered himself into the room. His foot caught the edge of a wooden table and he nearly lost his balance. Instead, he controlled the fall and landed a few feet away, recovering nicely he thought.
The basement smelled of musty old wood, water-stained brick and something else. It was an odd odor, a tang that taunted his nose and made him unconsciously wipe at it before trying to adjust his vision to look around. Flashlight. Gotta bring a flashlight in the future, he thought, annoyed at his lack of planning. He reached out with his arms and slowly stepped forward, finding the edge of the table. He reached the end of the table and then there was something smooth. It was rounded. And it was tall. He frowned and tried to figure out what he was feeling. He knelt and ran his hands down, and started to imagine a cylindrical shape. He pulled off one glove and pressed his fingers to the surface again, hearing a familiar squeak of flesh on glass. Then his fingers found the glass riveted into some kind of metal base.
That was when his world went from pitch black to brilliantly lit, which still left him blind. He heard a cry of “Who’re you?” from somewhere behind him, and he swiftly rose to his feet and spun in the direction of the voice, slowly seeing stairs come into view, two large men headed down those stairs and toward him.
“Blue Coal delivery rep?” Midnight offered, but the growls of the two over-sized thugs clearly proved they weren’t buying the story, never mind any coal. “Right, well okay then, guess we do this the hard way.”
He stepped forward, ducking under a big swing from one of the thugs and crashing into the other, tackling him into the cellar wall. A thud from the back of the man’s head was followed by a glass stare, as Midnight sidestepped a second punch from the first thug.
“Thanks for the help, buddy,” Midnight said when he watched the second thug’s nose break, before he launched his own flurry of blows. It wasn’t long before he was finished with the first thug as well and smiling ear to ear now. “Oh I’ve missed that! Nice simple thuggery, protecting a nice… simple… opium ring… ” Midnight’s voice started to falter and trail away as his eyes settled on the strange object he was feeling earlier.
The tall glass cylinder was bolted into the floor and into the ceiling, and filled with a strange bubbling liquid. Suspended by copper wires from the top of the cylinder, floating in the clear-but-slightly-bluish liquid, were an assortment of body parts. A couple of arms, three or four legs, a mismatched pair of eyes staring back at the vigilante, and several organs. With each item that registered in Midnight’s brain, his smile dimmed and the excitement faded. Instead his heart beat faster as he saw the bizarre collection.
“Aw damn it! That’s just not right!"
Baltimore, Maryland
July 12th, 1935
The music was fast and furious as dancers whirled and twirled and other patrons watched from tables set around the edges. Waitresses maneuvered between customers as they delivered drinks and food, and the frenetic pace of the entire nightclub lit the air with energy.
At the center of this whirl of energy was Cyril “Speed” Saunders and Harriet Cooper. Both had drawn looks from the other dancers, and caused fevered whispers from the seated patrons as they attempted each dance that came their way. Not that their ability to dance without cessation was the cause of the stir. It was the handsome, if quite younger man, holding court with the attractive yet older woman that was part of the rounds of gossip. The rest of it came from those people who knew of the Cooper family. The Coopers had long roots stretching into Baltimore, down through Washington and even into Richmond and other parts of Virginia. Well-respected academics and scholars; that was the Cooper legacy. Professors, researchers and sponsors of academia.
And there was the daughter and heir apparent to the Cooper name, dancing with scandalous adventurer Speed Saunders, recently of some noted debacle in Mexico (where the citizens could never get their act together and become a true and proper government, all of the high society agreed on). And so the talk continued, and the watchers continued and in the center of it all was the dashingly-dressed blond Saunders and the elegant auburn-haired beauty in the demure dress, dancing anything but demurely.
“Whew! Okay… okay, Speed, I think I need a break,” Harriet laughed as the band wound down its rendition of It Ain’t Necessarily So. “It’s been some time since I’ve done this much dancing. And how on Earth did you get the band to play a song like that in here?”
The pair sat at their table, Speed at her chair to pull it out for her, and grinned wickedly. They could hear more murmurs and mutters as Speed took his seat and signaled for some wine. “I got my connections, and the tune’s become something of a favorite of mine since I first heard my friend Ira working on it.”
Harriet’s eyes bugged out at the name-dropping and shook her head. As the wine glasses were filled, Speed lifted his and clinked it against Harriet’s. “Hey, you’re running in the big time now, sweetheart.”
“Well, I’d like to think I was already big time before you came along, Cyril,” Harriet teased in return and sipped at her glass. “But I appreciate the sentiment.”
“So when do you hear back about the translations you filed?” Speed asked as he leaned back and took a deep drink of his wine.
“I’m supposed to get a briefing tomorrow. That’s what I’ve been told. I have no idea what else they want me to do, but hey, if it gives me money to do some of my other research, I’m not turning them down,” Harriet answered, eyes glittering with excitement as she sipped further. “Your pal is supposed to be in there tonight, I gather. I’m surprised he didn’t tell you.”
“King? He’s talking with the bigwigs? Wow. No he’s said nothing, but that’s the spy type for you,” Speed replied. “All secrets and working behind people’s backs and all. I just hope they don’t think they’re shutting me out from all this. I’ve not gotten this close to my goal just to get bounced now.”
“Relax. As long as you keep being good to me, I’ll keep you in the loop,” she said with a laugh and a wink.
“How good do you want me to be? Just this celebratory night alone has put a hurtin’ on your reputation as a lady. Did you want me to put it out of its misery?” Speed reached across the table and took her hand in his and offered his own smile, all teeth and warmth and a dash of mischief for spice. “‘Cause I can do that, oh yeah.”
Harriet actually blushed, but let her fingers wrap up with his. “Maybe not yet. But some more dinners and a movie here and there, and we’ll work some more on your Danger Trail.”
“You got it, baby.” He gave the slim fingers a squeeze, and then tilted his head a bit. “Other research? You know, I don’t think you’ve ever mentioned other research. You’re helping me with my deal, only fair I return the favor. Right?”
She pursed her lips and thought it over and put her other hand over his before nodding. “Okay. Yeah, you’re right, of course. And considering what your deal is, I guess you’ll believe mine.”
“Well, if that’s not a shifty way to start things off,” Speed laughed as he enjoyed the feel of her hands on his.
Harriet looked around and then stood up. “Let’s talk about this somewhere else, and give these wags something to really gossip about.” She laughed and led the way, with Speed hurriedly tossing a bill onto the table in her wake.
Washington, D.C.
July 12th, 1935
King Faraday entered the room and looked at the two men already seated inside. The shabby office held a makeshift wooden table, and was as thrown together as everything else the War Department used to meet and plan in. He closed the door behind him and stared at the two military men staring back up at him.
“Secret Service Agent King Faraday?” asked one of the men, a blond fellow with bright green eyes and young features and broad shoulders. An Army officer, a major. He stood and reached a hand out in greeting. “I’m Major Derek Trevor, U.S. Army Corps. This is Commander Martin Cook, Navy Intelligence. Please sit down.”
Faraday shook the hand, a wary and brief shake, before he sat in the chair and faced back to Trevor. He noticed that each officer had his most recent case reports in front of them, something that made him frown.
“We’ve dissected the initial translation and report on the Ineffable Libram, the book you retrieved from the Black Dragon Society,” Commander Cook said, as he idly flipped through one of the two reports. “In light of the events you’ve submitted of late, with similar reports filed by my people over the seven years, we want to make you an offer.”
“I’m not joining the military,” Faraday replied quickly, cutting the Naval officer off. “I want to serve my country, but if I wanted to do it in a uniform, I’d have signed up for one. I like what I do, and I do it very well, I think.”
“We agree,” Trevor answered. “Martin and I, we think you and your friends do a very good job, considering the… amateur nature involved. We want you to form the center of a special unit to keep handling these matters.”
“Still sounds military. I don’t want that,” Faraday countered, though he was interested in what the two men were suggesting. It slowly sank in that Commander Cook had mentioned something about corresponding reports to his own, and now he looked at the man. “You’ve got more of these incidents?”
“Not your concern to ask right now,” Trevor spoke up, redirecting Faraday’s gaze. “If you want an answer to that, you can say yes, of course.”
“What does saying yes mean?” Faraday countered with a low, suspicious voice. He was shifting his gaze between both men now, trying to get a read on them.
“It means you will be at the core of a special unit,” Cook replied. “You’ll stay a Secret Service agent, you’ll still answer to your regular superiors, and, under normal circumstances, you’ll have nothing to do with the two of us.”
“Okay. So far, so good,” Faraday shot back, letting himself grin slightly as Cook’s face darkened. He found it quite interesting that Trevor actually suppressed a smirk.
“But we’ll direct certain cases to you, as the need arises,” Trevor continued after rubbing the bottom half of his face to cover the near-smirk. “They’ll be tabbed with a special mark. You’ll keep this mark on all files of this nature, and your bosses, they’ll know to bump the reports back to us, without reading them. They won’t have the clearance.”
“You’ll be allowed to keep Saunders working with you, as needed,” Cook added as he folded his hands over the reports. “He’s been… cleared by trusted sources. We’re going to extend an offer to Miss Cooper to remain on your staff for future translation work; you’re to get her into decryption as well.”
“Okay. My staff. I’m liking that, I think,” Faraday replied. “Do you really think this is going to be a big problem, that it needs a special response?”
“We’ll let Miss Cooper fill you in on the contents of the book, and Saunders already has enough of an insight about this ‘Danger Trail’ he keeps bringing up that he can tell you as much as we could,” Cook answered, looking unhappy about the fact.
“Probably more. And from what we gather about the Libram, I don’t think we want to know more,” Trevor further explained. “In fact, I know I don’t.”
“You’ll be assigned other people as we find suitable agents,” Cook added before Faraday could say anything else. “Military and civilian. You’ll work with whoever they are. And chain of command will be worked out as we find these other people and fill this unit out.”
Now Faraday started to fume, but bit off a sharp retort. He let the proposal being offered bounce around his head for several minutes before letting out a long, low breath.
“Well? This is all a start, we’ll be hammering out specifics over the next couple of weeks, along with our immediate superior, Colonel Darnell,” Trevor said. “But we need to know if you’re willing to say yes. I know it’s hard, but it’s a commitment. If you say yes, you’re in for the long haul. But we need a yes now.”
“Sight unseen, huh?” Faraday didn’t look pleased about the push.
“Col. Darnell,” Trevor said as if it would explain things. He then added, “He wants this kept purely military, he wants this out of your hands. And by yours, I mean… ”
“Out of the hands of Saunders. And Midnight,” Faraday filled in and watched the pair of men nod. “Fine. I’m in. But you two had better be ready to deal with bringing me in, because I’m not a military man, and that’s just the way it’s going to be.” He stood up suddenly, to bring the conversation to an end.
Cook remained in his seat and just stared straight ahead as Trevor stood as well and reached a hand out again. “Understood, Agent Faraday. Let’s hope we can all make this work out then.”
Faraday shook his hand, then turned and left the room, leaving the two military men in uncomfortable silence.
San Francisco
July 15th, 1935
Midnight shook his head in frustration as he moved through the weather-beaten cemetery. Small faded stones, most makeshift, pocked the grounds like a mouth filled with decaying teeth. There were splashes of green grass scattered about, but many other areas were bare or swallowed by low weeds. None of the graves held flowers or other tokens. In fact all seemed to have been forgotten by nearly everyone.
The small building at the rear of the small graveyard held the only man who hadn’t forgotten the residents of this Potter’s Field. It was this small cottage that Midnight stormed up to, bypassing the rows of graves for indigent and unknown, and, with a clenched fist, banged on the door. He then banged again and waited, only to catch the slight movement from the curtain at the front window. He shook his head again, slowly and in frustration and darted around to the rear of the building.
There he saw the caretaker trying to quietly slip away toward tall hedges that lined the rear boundary of the graveyard. Midnight quickly caught up to the older, slightly-built man and placed a strong hand on one of his stooped shoulders.
“Okay, McMurphy,” Midnight growled as he spun the man around. “I know about the grave-robbing, so spill!”
“Huh? What? Someone’s been robbing the graves? That’s horrible!” the caretaker cried out in mock horror, clapping his hands over his face. “You’ve gotta find them and stop them!”
“Who’s doing it?” Midnight snapped as he grabbed up the man’s collar and pulled him close. “Who’s stealing, and where are they?”
“I don’t know who!” McMurphy protested as he tried to squirm away. “Honest! I get an envelope dropped off at my place every so often, with a decent wad of cash and a date! I leave the gate unlocked and the truck shows up. That’s it! Honest, I got no clue!”
“Truck?” Midnight grinned and pulled McMurphy closer. “Don’t suppose you got a name for that truck? Or a license plate?”
“Naught,” the caretaker said in a shaking voice. “Naught Truckers. I… I peeked out the first time, and the truck had that on the side.”
Midnight put McMurphy down and nodded as he let the information sink in. “Okay. Okay, McMurphy, sounds good. I hope you got that all right. I’d hate to have to mess up your wardrobe again.” Midnight carefully smoothed out the man’s collar, and then pivoted on his heel and marched back through the graveyard, leaving the shaken caretaker to sink to the ground.
London, England
July 15th, 1935
The butler answered the chimes sounding at the front door, pulling the door open and greeting the tall, exotic woman with fine porcelain features and stark red hair, carefully bobbed and coiffed. She wore a lavender silk dress that clung to her slender figure, and the design and cut added to the slightly exotic air she carried around her as she stepped into the ornate and ancient hall.
The butler gave her a curt bow and led her down the main hall, over the marble floor and beneath the high arched wooden beams as the woman fairly glided behind him, heels clicking softly as she did. Her eyes stared ahead, not quite seeing the butler, indeed, she didn’t seem to be seeing anything with the pale blue orbs. She paused at the doors to the parlor while the butler stepped in to announce her presence to the master of the house, and then she was admitted.
“Rupert St. Cloud, what a great pleasure to see you again,” the woman said as she walked over to the elderly man. He rose from his overstuffed leather chair, leaning heavily on a gnarled oaken walking stick, and met her halfway, taking her hand and offering a polite kiss to its back.
“Rose Psychic,” Rupert answered in a rich, dry voice. “You look as lovely as ever. Come, sit. Did you want a drink?”
“Oh no, thank you, Rupert,” Rose replied as she settled down onto a pale red settee.
“Well, I’ll have one for sure,” he said as he poured himself a glass of Scotch. “Your visits, I find Scotch fortifies me for them.”
“Rupert, you dear,” she chuckled softly, a hand to her lips as she demurely looked up at him, “you say such the nicest things.”
Rupert took his glass and slowly limped back to his chair, settling down and taking a deep sip. “What brings you to my home, Rose?”
“I’m here to call in a marker, Rupert,” Rose said without any further wait. “The minor debt. The small matter. I have a small matter that this would be perfect for.”
Rupert set the glass down and leaned back into his chair, sighing softly. He knew this day would come. “What is this matter?”
“I need your daughter to fly to America,” Rose explained as she watched the man squirm slightly at the mention of his family. “New York City to be precise. I’ll need retail space for an endeavor I’m preparing for, and Argent will be perfect for taking care of the arrangements.”
Rupert closed his eyes and mused over the information before he slowly nodded his head. “Sounds reasonable. I’ll tell Argent at dinner tonight. Unless you wished to stay for dinner and talk to her yourself. You’re quite welcome to stay, Rose.”
“Thank you for the kind offer, but I have other things to see to,” Rose said as she stood up and stepped over to Rupert. “Thank you so much, dear.” She extended her hand and shook his. “I’ll send a courier over in a day or two with all of the details she’ll need to take care of. Give her my best, will you?”
“Of course, Rose. Of course.” The old man stood up as they shook and then watched the enigmatic woman leave his parlor. He shook his head and frowned and never once believed that this would be a simple matter of finding Rose Psychic a storefront. That isn’t how she or her damned partner work, Rupert fumed silently as he finished his drink.
San Francisco
July 19th, 1935
Midnight clutched the roof of the truck with all his strength. He watched the city block zip by as the truck unwittingly carried him to his destination. He’d cased the garage facility for the Naught Trucker Company over the last few days and realized that getting in would be tough. The doors only opened for one of the trucks, and none of the crew seemed to ever leave the building, which helped to verify that there was something very suspicious, but also made it extremely tough to get through the heavy metal doors that allowed access only to the company’s vehicles. It had taken him a couple of days just to find a truck to hitch onto, but now he was being pulled into the building and he’d get a chance to get to the bottom of all of this. His only consolation remained the fact that he still hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Saunders or Faraday, so maybe this wasn’t as weird as it could be.
The truck came to a stop, and he heard the cab doors open up. A voice from off in the distance spoke out, asking if the delivery had gone well, and the answer was affirmative, and now all three men joked about getting a beer. Midnight could only think that he hoped they went right away, so he could get off the damned roof. The longer he lay up there, the more he realized that this might have been a very, very stupid plan after all.
But he was inside, and he heard the three sets of footsteps echo off the concrete floor and leave the garage, followed by a door slamming shut, and Midnight breathed a sigh of relief. He rolled to the edge and dropped himself gingerly to the hard floor below, taking a moment to get his bearings. There were three trucks in the garage - the smell of grease and oil filling his nose - and tools and rags and cannisters and shelves of equipment lining the walls. Nothing out of the ordinary here, and he didn’t look happy.
What did you expect, the secret plans to the villain’s scheme to be tacked up on a wall for easy reading? Get with it, Clark! he chastised himself as he started to look around. Aside from the door the three men left through, there was a second door, and this was locked up tight. There was also a locker on the far side of the room, drab green in color. Midnight looked at the second door, wondering if he could pick the lock or maybe force it open, but the locker drew his attention again. He looked it over from across the room and then looked back at the door. But again the locker drew his gaze, and this time he stormed over to it and examined it carefully. Words printed on the side made him frown again. Property of the US Army? Maybe it’s surplus. Yeah. That’s it. Surplus, Midnight tried to convince himself.
He sighed heavily and walked back over to the truck he’d snuck in on. He pulled out a key from his pocket and scraped at the paint on the truck, revealing a drab green color underneath. “Oh man.” He then slowly walked over to the second door, the locked door, having grabbed up a heavy mallet on the way. Annoyance helped to power his swings as he broke open the doorknob and swung the door open, revealing a supply room littered with boxes stamped “Property of the US Army Corps”.
“So much for my nice simple opium ring,” he sighed.
San Francisco
19th July 1935
“I tell you, Rocco, I heard a banging,” one of the three men insisted as he led the way up from below and into the commercial garage for the Naught Trucking Company.
“And I tell ya, yer imagining things, pal,” Rocco replied in that squeaky voice of his that just drove the third man crazy. Still he said nothing as he looked over Rocco, short and squat and dressed in greasy ragged jeans and torn shirt; then glanced to Lenny, tall and broad-shouldered, stringy blond hair spilling out from under the Gatsby hat he wore. He shook his head and said nothing, instead looking around the three-truck garage and checking for sources for Lenny’s banging.
“Okay, mugs, spread out,” he said. “Roc, you go along the back of the trucks, Lenny, check up front and the doors. I’ll check the side rooms. Shout if ya spot anything.” He turned to open the door to the office and then added with a sad sigh, “Anything other than mice.”
“Gotcha, Benjy,” Lenny confirmed as he walked up to the front of the building, and Rocco headed to the rear of the large cement garage.
Benjy moved through the office. He flicked on the light switch and started to look around the small room, then headed through a rear door to check that out as well. He never noticed the dark-blue blur that darted behind him and into the closet that had already been looked into, and when Benjy heard Rocco call out, he paid little heed to the fact that the closet door was slightly ajar, masked eyes peering out to watch him dash off in response.
“Watchya got, Roc?” Benjy called out as he moved up to the storage room on the far side of the garage.
“The doorknob’s broken off,” Rocco replied, kneeling over where he’d found it. He handed it up to Benjy who also eyed the mallet lying on the floor.
“Hey, Benjy, Rocco, the side door’s opened up,” Lenny called out from around one of the trucks. “Looks like whoever was here ran off that way.” Lenny then headed out into the night.
Benjy looked around the corner of the truck in time to see Lenny take off and just shook his head again. “Let’s go, Roc. Can’t let him go wandering around the city all night long.”
“You got it, Benjy,” Rocco said as the pair headed out after their errant partner.
Back in the office, Midnight gave a cocky grin as he heard the three men head out into the night, pursuing the false trail he’d left behind. It gave him the time he needed to go looking through the office, finally jimmying open a filing cabinet and quickly poring over the enclosed papers.
“C’mon, c’mon, give me something to go back with,” he muttered in worried frustration, but nothing that he looked over seemed to give him a hint of anything more than just business as normal for the Naught Truckers. He ran his hand over his jaw as he looked around the office, and then let the grin form again.
“Two episodes ago, Juan wrote up a very neat little scene,” Midnight muttered to himself. “You don’t suppose… ?” He pulled out a drawer from the cabinet and looked underneath, then did it again for the middle drawer. “Ah ha!” He tugged out two files that had been jammed underneath and glanced them over quickly. He noticed dark green triangle stickers placed on the upper left corner of each folder, and a file number for each that started “USAPrM”.
“Not quite a smoking gun, but enough to get me started,” Midnight said as he slid them under his suit-coat and strapped them into the inner lining. “Now to get out of here,” he mused further as he slipped out of the office before rolling his eyes up in his head, and added with a thought, and to stop talking out loud for the listening audience at home.
Newark International Airport,
22nd July, 1935
Argent St. Cloud was a woman that drew stares from men and women alike. As she practically glided down the broad corridors of the newly-minted Newark Airport Administration Building, men enjoyed the way her red satin dress clung to each full, lush curve and women glared at the way her platinum-blonde hair swept around her face and neck, nary a strand out of place. They were jealous at how the make-up flattered her almond-shaped face like it belonged, while men watched what they could of the glamorous legs that carried her purposefully down the airport halls. Men wanted her, women wanted to be her, and Argent was fully aware of all of this. However, she had years ago accepted that there was little she could do about it, so she refused to downplay the looks that made traffic grind to a halt.
The modern-day Helen of Troy retrieved her suitcase and prepared to head for the taxi stand when she met her match. The handsome, smooth face that stared at her, made women swoon and men grow jealous. Tall and athletic, Michael Gallant was tanned with straw-blond hair, bright blue eyes that always laughed along with the glacier-melting smile he was never without, and carried himself ramrod straight and with an ease that would turn dancers green with envy. The dark blue suit he wore trimmed his already narrow waist to give his upper body a wedge-shape that gave an impression of power and virility, and, much like Argent, Michael long ago gave up trying to downplay such admiration and envy in others.
“Argent St. Cloud, you are not intending to carry that suitcase by yourself, are you?” Michael chided her with that dashing grin and mischievous twinkle in his eyes as his strong hand reached out to grab the handle up away from her.
“Well, not now that a truly Gallant gentleman is here to take care of me, Michael,” Argent replied with a soft laugh at the back of her voice. She reached forward and planted a kiss on his cheek, he doing the same, and a nearly audible groan slipped from the crowds moving around them. The beautiful people were together, and all of the fantasizing masses of common humanity turned away and went about their business once more. “Thank you so much for meeting me.”
“My pleasure,” Michael said as he turned to fall into step next to her, luggage in his hand as he led the way. “When your father telegrammed and let me know you were coming, I had to make sure I met you.”
“I appreciate that, but I hope I’m not dragging you away from important duties,” Argent said as they exited the building and headed for his car. “I don’t want you getting into trouble over little old me.”
“Not at all. The Army Air Corps has me on inactive duty,” Michael assured her as he held the door open for his companion. He then set the suitcase into the trunk and got into the driver’s seat. “These days, I’m just doing some sideline favors for Mr. Dewey, and looking for anything really exciting to do.”
“And I qualify as ‘really exciting’? Goodness, you must be bored out of your mind,” Argent teased him as he swung out onto the streets and guided his car through the traffic. “Did Father tell you why I’m in the city?”
“Not really. Just let Lance and I know you were coming,” Michael replied. “Lance sends his love, by the way, but he’s off in Chicago, interning for his Master’s in commercial business.”
“Aww, here I was hoping to monopolize both twins during my stay,” she said with a fake pout of her full red lips. “I’m here doing a favor for one of Father’s friends, looking into retail property for some sort of shop. I have the papers in my suitcase. Maybe you can help me, if it doesn’t take you away from this Mr. Dewey of yours?”
“Sure, I can help,” Michael replied easily as he turned again and headed into New York City. “I’m not doing anything too time-consuming. He’s just trying to put the screws to some gangsters, and I’m giving his people a hand in the matter.”
Argent chuckled at his comments, and let fingers sweep at her hair a bit.
“What’s so funny about that?” Michael asked.
“Oh, just the off-hand way you talk about such things,” she answered, looking at him and enjoying the sight of the handsome young man. “Like other people talk about running an errand to the corner store, or taking in a show. It’s quite delightful, Michael.”
“Well, thanks, glad to hear I delight you.” He winked as he laughed with her, and guided his car toward the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. “Here we are.”
“Excellent. If you have time, I’d love to have lunch with you, and we can talk about what I’m here to do some more,” she suggested as a doorman stepped up and opened her car door to help her out.
“Sounds good to me. I’ll just keep the car idling then?”
“Please do,” she said as her luggage was retrieved for her. She leaned into the passenger window, giggling as she heard the doorman trip over the curb when he couldn’t take his eyes away from the view she offered. “And hopefully, you can help me wrap this up quickly. More so though, I’m hoping you can tell me about a woman named Rose Psychic.” She blew him a kiss, stood upright and then walked into the grand lobby as Michael stared at her wake.
Rose sent her?
Washington, D.C.
22nd July, 1935
“I didn’t expect to hear from any of you folks quite so soon,” King Faraday said as he entered his supervisor’s office, only to be met by a Naval lieutenant he didn’t recognize. He glanced around, but no one else was in the office, and this made Faraday lean back into the door to close it and keep some distance from the stranger. “This isn’t how it was supposed to work either, I thought.”
The lieutenant stared back with a quizzical expression, and held a folder out to him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Agent Faraday. I’m Lt. Kane, and I’m here to deliver this to you.” After Faraday took the file and glanced over it to find no odd marks like he’d been warned of, Kane continued. “You’ve been seconded to the Department of the Navy. We need you to investigate that break-in.”
Faraday flipped through the pages but then looked up at the officer. “Why? Naval military police not up to scratch?”
“Not hardly,” Kane snapped back irritably. “Posse Comitatus Act. We can’t go and be the police on civilian soil, and that’s where the crimes are.”
Faraday nodded slowly as he read over the break-in at the trucking firm, and the loss of the files, and apparently a number of U.S. Army materials. “Why is the Navy dropping this off to me, if it’s Army that’s stolen from?”
Kane narrowed his eyes. “Joint project.” He retrieved his cap from the desk and started for the office door. “Just do your job, G-Man. We need this guy found and caught and quick. We have a plane ready for take-off for noon today. Be on it.” He opened the door and stormed out, leaving Faraday to look over the file again.
San Francisco, the words fluttered over his brain. What the hell are you doing, Midnight?
Same city,
the next day
The three people walked up to and through the doors of the War Department’s makeshift arrangement of headquarters, buildings scattered across the National Mall. The guards nodded at the Army Air Corps Major, who was leading in the pair of obvious inspectors, a blond-haired man and auburn-haired woman. Each wore a white coat and carried a clipboard, the woman officiously rating each guard on duty as they straightened up a bit more than normal and waved the trio on through.
Once inside and away from others, Harriet Cooper let out a nervous giggle as Speed Saunders merely shook his head in amusement. “Thanks so much for helping us out, Uncle Jimmy,” she said to the third person with them, an older man who looked quite dynamic in his well-decorated uniform.
“Well, I never could say no to the Coopers’ pride and joy now, could I?” He seemed just a little unnerved as he led the pair through the halls and moving them easily through the stopgap halls of military power. “Mind you, I’m not sure about all this, so I hope your source is on the money, sweetheart.”
“Major Doolittle, I assure you, I trust this guy with our life,” Speed Saunders said with a tone of awe. “If he says there’s something fishy with this Project M, I’m sure he’s on to something.”
“Yeah, well the fact that he got these files from a civilian truck company is the main reason I agreed to do this,” the officer replied as he stopped at a door leading into a quiet, little-traveled back area of the complex. “That and there’s too much fishy about this whole operation. And while I’m fine with secret projects, I’m not so happy with secret projects no one seems to know about. And no one I know seems to have heard word one about this secret.” He checked the knob and found the door locked, frowning as he tried a passkey that failed to work. “That and I could never deny Harriet a thing. Her father and I, we go back a long ways, and well, she stole my heart the day I laid eyes on her in that crib.” He gave the woman a friendly wink as she blushed at his words and turned away demurely. “Okay, locked door. Dead end. I don’t know that I can swing us access to Project M’s rooms, not without explaining why.”
“I can take care of that, sir,” Speed said with a jaunty grin as he moved quickly to the door and knelt down, pulling out a set of home-made tools. He paused a moment and looked up at the major, and waited for his reaction to the obvious criminal behavior.
“Well, what are you waiting for, son?” Jimmy cracked a grin of his own. “Listen, we’ve come this far. And I have to admit, if the report is real, and covers the sorts of things your friends says it does, I want to get to the bottom of this as well. We wouldn’t be here if I didn’t intend to see it through.”
Speed nodded and returned to work, deftly tumbling the lock open and the trio slipped into the set of rooms.
“Okay, according to the file numbers,” Doolittle said as he headed for a set of filing cabinets, “we should find the ‘hole’ in… this… no, this drawer.” He pulled it open wide and thumbed through the papers as Speed stood behind him and looked over the man’s shoulder. Harriet, on the other hand, slowly wandered around the main room they were in, and saw two other closed doors and, after trying the knob, learned they were locked as well. “Yeah, there’s two files missing alright. I wonder if they have a withdrawal log somewhere?”
“A clandestine research project would keep a log of files coming and going?” Speed asked incredulously.
“Of course, my boy!” Jimmy said as he clapped a hand on Speed’s shoulder. “How else are the spies going to find out what they need to?” Speed stared at him and then started to laugh along with the major. “Sometimes, yeah. Depends on the project. In this case, since it seems like it’s got a lot of scattered locations and a wide range of staff, they probably do, just to keep track of everything. They’d never make progress otherwise. You should see what gets lost even when everything is tracked out in the open.” He chuckled a little more and then stopped at a wall containing three rows of clipboards. “Here we go. Let’s see… ” he trailed the words off as he flipped through the papers.
“Hey, Speed, check this out,” Harriet called to the blond adventurer as she huddled over a desk. Speed stepped over and leaned next to her, close to her, and she blushed and her eyes lit up, but her only obvious action was to hold a carbon paper up to the desk lamp, swiveling it so the bulb shone straight into the black paper.
“Naval orders?” Speed mused as he took the paper and strained to make the print out. “Is this a request to the Secret Service? From the Navy? What are Navy orders doing in an Army project?”
“Is that you-know-who’s name there?” Harriet asked as she pointed to a section of the faded words.
Speed narrowed his eyes further and shook his head in disbelief. “Faraday? They want him to do something? Investigate something. What is this all about?”
“It’s about lax security, is what it’s about,” Jimmy said in an irritated voice. “That should have been shredded once the orders were given, whatever they might have been.”
Speed looked over his shoulder at the Army Air Corps officer. “Find what you were looking for?”
“Yes. Or no. Or no and yes.” He gave a wink at Speed’s confusion. “There’s no record of those files being taken out in the last month or so. Anything further back is already filed off somewhere else, so who knows if it was taken out earlier. But I think it’s a good bet those files should be here, in this office.”
Harriet was looking over the desk now, and grabbed up a pencil, shading over the top of a sheet of paper next to the phone. It lay near the outbox where she’d found the carbon paper, and she let out a triumphal, if quiet, whoop as words appeared.
Speed and Jimmy looked back at Harriet now as she passed them the scrap of paper. “Doc 0 to Pac Dep for Rev tests” it read, and the two men looked at each other, and then to Harriet. Jimmy’s face was dark, upset by the information they were finding and the easily penetrated security of a secret project. Speed, however, had other thoughts, thoughts he kept to himself for the moment though.
“Okay, I’m giving us fifteen more minutes in here, see if we can dig up anything that explains what ‘rev tests’ are, and who this Doctor Zero might be, and then we’re out of here,” Jimmy declared as he crumpled the paper up in his hand and jammed it into his pocket. “And we keep hoping all of this suspicious stuff leads to something concrete, or my clusters are getting roasted when it all comes out.”
Sacramento, California
23rd July, 1935
Midnight was feeling pretty good, despite misgivings about the scope of this mysterious Project M, and its military connections. He was feeling pretty good about Speed, and his friend’s willingness to go out on a limb for him. He and this Ms. Cooper he was talking a lot about took a big risk, and got him some key information, and now the mystery man was determined to hold up his end, vindicate their actions, and expose something rotten festering beneath the Army’s notice.
That was the goal at least.
It seems this Doctor Zero, whoever he is, he’s supposed to have his people make a pickup of smuggled medical supplies coming in from out of Fort Sam Houston, Midnight remembered of the conversation he’d had with Speed the night before. We didn’t find anything about this Zero guy other than he seems to be the spider in the middle of it all, and we think he’s somehow infiltrated this Project M for his own uses.
Midnight was creeping across the top of a warehouse in the capital of California, taking cover in the dark, moonless night. He peered down through the skylight into the huge room below, trying to make out details and make sense of what was going on.
The Pacific Air Depot seems to be where this nut is planning to move the bodies out from, Speed had explained. Don’t know where he’s taking them, or how long they’ll be there, but our contact says that the depot can store a lot of materiel, that can be hidden away there for a long time.
Medical supplies smuggled up by truck from Fort Sam Houston, bodies smuggled out from San Francisco by truck, and a half-dozen personnel transfers among various military units all led to a flurry of activity to hide what was going on; that’s what Midnight figured. Soon, Doctor Zero’s people would show up here, to grab the medical supplies, and then he’d have his next lead.
Our friend says that not all of the funding for Project M is coming from government sources, the soft, sweet voice of Harriet Cooper said, and Midnight smiled at the memory. He couldn’t wait to meet her. Jungle girls were nice, but someone who knew the latest fashions was more his thing. He said that, from what was found in some financial records we nicked, there were outside sources of income, and he suspects that it’s not on the up and up. That Project M might not be aware of it even. Midnight’s mind immediately turned to the opium dens that had started this whole debacle and shook his head.
Midnight frowned at that thought as he heard a heavy vehicle pulling up to the rear of the warehouse. He crept over to the edge of the roof and saw the olive drab truck come to a stop. His frown deepened as he watched the two soldiers hop out of the cab. I don’t want to fight soldiers. They might have no clue, they might just be following orders. He watched them open up the loading dock door and he moved back over the skylight. Or they might be thugs in green clothing. Let’s hope it’s that one.
He watched the two men look around in the warehouse, finally locating their prize. Midnight left them to their work and headed for a fire escape, quickly dashing down the metal stairs, finally creeping up onto the opened dock door. He grinned with nervous excitement, adrenaline building up in his veins at the impending fight. He crept into the building, using available crates and boxes to hide from his targets as they loaded up a pair of handtrucks with boxes. His fists curled up tight in their black gloves, his face set with determination, and he prepared to leap out.
“Don’t do it, masked man.” The voice was sharp, distinct, commanding, and came from behind the man called Midnight.
The mystery man’s eyes widened in surprise as the soldiers glanced in his direction. Midnight spun in his crouch and looked at the silhouette of King Faraday. The thickly-built agent was glaring at Midnight, a soft breeze tugging at the edges of his trench coat, cigarette clenched in his snarling mouth. He grabbed it and angrily tossed it to the ground, stomping on it hard as he moved toward the mystery man.
“Faraday! What are you… ” Midnight never finished the question as the secret service agent closed the gap with surprising speed and brought his leg up into a vicious kick that caught the crouched vigilante full in the chest. The blue-clad hero spun back and crashed into the wooden crates, gasping as he felt the splinters rip up his shirt and slice at his skin, but Faraday didn’t care.
“I’m here as a federal law enforcement officer,” Faraday said sharply as his hands reached down to grab the shoulders of the face-down Midnight’s suit coat and started to heft the man up. “These men are here on orders of the Army. What’s your excuse, masked man?” he snapped as he brought Midnight sharply up to his feet, his back to Faraday.
“Crime-fighting, copper,” Midnight retorted as he used the momentum built up by the agent, snapped his head back and caught Faraday full in the face. As Faraday staggered back from the sudden blow, Midnight pulled away with his own, not-inconsiderable strength, the sleeves of his suit-coat ripping off in the agent’s hands.
“Wrong place, wrong time,” Faraday growled as he leaped into Midnight, a heavy shoulder smashing into the small of Midnight’s back and sending them both to the ground. The masked man grunted in pain as his jaw cracked into the concrete floor, and Faraday’s weight fell on top of him from behind.
Midnight refused to pay attention to the aches building in his body, and instead rolled with the tackle, trying to bring Faraday around and under him. He threw a powerful fist into the agent’s jaw, as Faraday landed a pair of wicked blows to the mystery man’s short ribs.
“Get that stuff loaded!” Faraday ordered the soldiers as he grunted in pain. This gave Midnight a chance to pull his legs up under Faraday and kick him off with a powerful thrust, and then Midnight rolled up onto his feet. “I’ve got this handled.” Faraday wiped the small trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth before throwing himself back at his opponent.
The soldiers did as they were told, watching Faraday continue to speak in clipped, quiet threats (they could only imagine, by the angry responses of the vigilante) while running the handtrucks out to the waiting vehicle. When they’d finished loading the truck, they looked back in time to see Faraday land a brutal punch to Midnight’s stomach, doubling the vigilante over and into a powerful uppercut that threw Midnight’s head, whole body, back and sent him tumbling to the ground.
Faraday huffed, and puffed, and twisted his head from side to side, a wicked crackling from his neck coming in response, and then he looked at the soldiers. Faraday secured Midnight’s hands behind his back, and then lugged him to the rear of the truck. “Okay, let’s get back to Pac and get this whole thing finished. I’m ready to get back to D.C.”
Washington, D.C.,
sometime during that night
Speed Saunders sat in his townhouse apartment, sunk deep into an overstuffed chair next to a mahogany side table, hand resting on a heavy Scotch glass half-filled with the rich amber liquid. He stared off into the semi-gloom and mused. His friends would be shocked to see the look of concern on his face, a foreign expression to the daredevil playboy. His wrinkled shirt was open at the collar and at the cuffs, and his short blond hair seemed rumpled. He hadn’t slept since his talk with Midnight. Saying all the information aloud mingled with his thoughts, and now all of it roiled in his brain.
He sighed and drew the glass up to his lips, drinking the powerful liquid, as he stared at nothing. He placed the glass back with a heavy sound and let his head fall back onto the top of the chair, so that now his eyes stared at the ceiling.
The carbon, the message pad, it was just all… That’s what Harriet had asked after they finished talking to Midnight. You think that was all too easy too, don’t you, Cyril?
“Too convenient,” Speed muttered aloud, completing her sentence as it echoed in his brain. He nodded to no one, but he had to admit, something was just completely wrong with this scenario. But that wasn’t the only thing that bothered the devil-may-care adventurer. No, as suspicious as this whole scenario seemed to be, he had a deeper concern.
Cyril?
His mind’s eye watched those red lips form that word he nearly hated more than any other, and he took an even deeper pull of his Scotch.
No, what bothered Speed Saunders, the darling of the socialites and the hero of the sensationalist rags more than the mysterious goings-on of a super-secret military project that might be setting them all up for an even more mysterious reason, was that he really, really loved to hear Harriet Cooper say his name.
Pacific Air Depot,
10 miles outside of Sacramento,
later that very night
The truck pulled into the main building of the Army Air Corps base, and shut down, rattling to a stop. Lights flared to life, covering the middle of the large room with blinding light as Faraday jumped down from the back of the truck, dragging along a dazed, semi-conscious Midnight with him. The soldiers stepped out of the cab and all three men shielded their eyes against the powerful floodlights.
“I see we’ve captured the criminal, Agent Faraday,” came a shrill, cruel-sounding voice from somewhere in the blaze of yellowish light. “Excellent job. I knew we could count on you.”
Faraday tried to focus on the direction of the voice, seeing what seemed to be a scrawny, short silhouette in the distance. He wore a labcoat, some of the light seemed to glint off thick glasses, but more details eluded the agent. “Yeah. Got him. His name is Midnight, a mystery man out of San Francisco.”
“Excellent. We’ll put him in the stockade, and you can be on your way,” the man said as he seemed to move down the side of the wall, keeping Faraday from being able to focus on him.
“Shouldn’t he go to the civilian authorities?” Faraday asked, brow furrowed.
“What do you know about the military code of justice, agent?” the man snapped back.
“Nothing.”
“Good. Let’s pretend that I do, and I say he stays in the military’s hands,” the man said as the soldiers looked at each other now, not sure what was going on. “So into the stockade, and then back to your regular assignments, Agent Faraday.”
“What’s he gotten into?” Faraday demanded to know.
“None of your concern. You’re not cleared for this, so don’t let it bother you. You did a good job, Agent, don’t mess it up now.” The figure had moved into the recesses of the building, and Faraday couldn’t even make out his shadowy shape anymore.
“I’ve Delta Green clearance on military matters. I saw what was on those files, so I know I’m cleared,” Faraday challenged the strange little man, and grinned when there was a long pause.
“How did you know about the file’s markings?” The silhouette reappeared, and grew more distinct as the figure stepped closer this time. Bald, shriveled, a peanut of a man, the very picture of a mad scientist from the pulp novels. “How could you know what Midnight found?”
“Just a guess?” Midnight replied for his partner as he suddenly lashed out with his hands, grabbing the small man by the collar, the faked bindings falling away easily as Faraday spun on the two soldiers.
“Unless you’re cleared Delta Green, get out of here and forget you heard those words,” Faraday ordered with a firm authority. Already shaken and uncertain about events, and seeing no actual officers now that they could see the strange little man better, the soldiers listened and backed away, and then ran to find someone with authority on the base.
“No touching government property, you bad man!” the strange man chastised Midnight. “Besides, you’re going to have your hands full in a moment.” He grinned, a particularly horrid little grin, like a gash across the scrawny man’s weak little chin.
Faraday turned back to Midnight and the strange man, and saw new silhouettes moving up toward them. Three of them, hunched and twisted, but human, shuffling in their direction. They made no noises beyond the scrape and thump of footfalls and, as they became clearer in the harsh glare, Midnight’s hands reflexively let go of the mad scientist and he stepped back next to Faraday.
“Playing possum, good idea,” Midnight said to the agent as the ghastly, gray-skinned soldiers came into sharper view. Blank eyes stared out past the two men, long, twisted limbs bulged with muscles in disconcerting places, and the shambling gait would have been comical if Midnight and Faraday weren’t positive of the three figures’ deceased status. “Getting me in here to confront Doctor Zero, good idea. Fighting the undead… not so good.”
Faraday coolly pulled out his revolver and lifted it up, squeezing off two rounds in rapid succession. One of the creatures recoiled a bit as the shots smashed through his inert heart. Without missing a beat, Faraday pulled his aim higher, planting another shot in the center of its forehead that sent it falling onto its back. That moment was shortlived when the creature rose unsteadily back to its feet.
Now both men had concerned looks on their faces.
“I just wanted to bust an opium dealer, that’s all!” Midnight cursed as he charged at the unnatural soldiers, tackling one and pushing it back before it was able to react, throwing it onto a large metal drum with a sickening thud. Midnight was soon staggering back himself when the monster’s arms crashed down on his own broad shoulders with incredible strength.
Faraday brought his firearm down against the face of the revenant he’d shot, staggering it back again, and breaking the jaw so that it hung in a grotesque taunt as he swung back at the agent. The other one did as well, this blow catching enough of Faraday’s side to send him staggering back several steps and making his ribs ache.
Midnight was thrown to one side and he crashed into another stack of barrels, forcing the air from his lungs and he felt his ankle twist in a very bad way, leaving him stunned for several moments. Faraday sent a harsh kick into the stomach of the revenant he’d been shooting, but barely got a response this time, though he was able to roll with its counterpunch, and get away from its attacks safely.
“Faraday, get the fire axe!” Midnight called out as the mystery man pulled himself up to his feet. He was shaky, but he had a plan, one that came to mind as soon as he smelled the contents of the barrels, felt the stinging liquid drip onto his exposed skin. Two of the revenants responded to his voice and started to move toward him as a result, but Midnight seemed unfazed. “Get to the junction box, and when I say now, give it all you got!”
Faraday could smell the turpentine that was spilling from where Midnight stood and gave a grim smile in response, getting the axe and getting into position. As he did so, Midnight used all his remaining strength to heft one barrel up and bring it into the chest of one revenant. His ankle screamed in pain at him, threatening to topple him, but the barrel crashed hard enough to knock the creature over and Midnight gave a rolling leap to his left just in time to let the other creature merely tear up more of his shirt from his back.
“Damn, that smarts!” Midnight cried out as his wounds rolled through some of the stray liquid, and he nearly didn’t get back to his feet, his ankle falling out from under him. But he rolled out another barrel, putting it between him and the third revenant as it shuffled up to him. He taunted it and ducked the powerful fist, letting it break into the metallic skin of the drum and then more turpentine started to pour out.
Again the revenant lunged with its fist, and Midnight ducked under it, shouldering underneath the hideous undead monster and flipping it over his back, letting it crash into the other two revenants before rolling the barrel with all his might at Faraday.
He raced as fast as his limp would carry him, just barely outdistancing the revenants, and he cried “Now!” when the barrel and its trail of caustic liquid was close enough, so that the sparks from Faraday’s blow could ignite it. Flames coursed out over the turpentine, sweeping over the revenants and eliciting dull cries of pain from them as Faraday caught the stumbling Midnight and pulled him from the building.
The two men staggered from the building as flames tore into other barrels of flammable liquids and electrical cables and soon small explosions were rocking the building as the military base’s personnel responded to the emergency, battling the hungry inferno, and initially ignoring the tattered heroes as they rested against a building on the other side of the field.
“Look. A building on fire. After we got into a fight,” Midnight deadpanned. “It’s good to have traditions in this business.” He leaned heavily against the wall and struggled to keep from sobbing at the pain eating his foot and itching at his wounds.
“I have no idea how I’m going to explain this one,” Faraday said in reply, just staring at the rising flames. “I mean, none. At all. I can’t even explain this to myself.”
“Don’t worry. I think Speed’s on top of all this.”
“Ah. Well.” King Faraday exhaled, long and slow, and pulled a cigarette out of his jacket, staring at it for long moments before lighting it. “Speed’s on top of it. Yes, that makes me feel much better.”
Washington, D.C.
26th July, 1935
The three men sat in the conference room and stared at each other over the piles of reports, papers, books, stone sculptures, and several other odd bric-a-brac. They looked less happy with the reports in front of them than before. At the center of the table lay the Ineffable Libram, and a sheaf of preliminary translations from Harriet Cooper.
“Well?” Colonel Philip Darnell asked in a derisive tone of voice.
“I think it was a success,” Major Derek Trevor replied, letting a pleased look show through his pretend scowl. “Things went according to Hoyle, as I see it.”
“A major depot building burned to the ground!” Darnell almost shouted.
“Yes. A little more collateral damage than was expected,” Commander Martin Cook replied. “But, Faraday did what was expected, his people did exactly what they needed to, and very quickly, they shut our ‘Doctor Zero’ down.”
“The West formula did exactly what it was supposed to do, along with the fact that the results were quickly and easily contained by the fire, as we’d hoped,” Trevor added.
“And we have our people in place in case Project M decides to get out of hand,” Cook finished reporting.
Darnell leaned back in his chair, frowning, but nodding. “I guess you’re right then. Okay. As you say in the Navy, Cook, the shakedown cruise was a success. Now let’s launch this for real.”
Newark, New Jersey
As July turns into August
The backroom of the bar was dingy and grungy, the air thick with dust and smoke, narrow streams of light from the early afternoon sun playing up slowly spiraling patterns that parted for the man that now crossed the nearly-empty room. The bartender ignored him, merely wiping endlessly at various thick glasses under the counter. The other two patrons peered warily at him, keeping careful notice of his movements while acting like they hadn’t noticed him at all.
The man in the corner booth at the far end of the room didn’t ignore him though. He stared straight at him from beady dark eyes set under a wide and mean brow. Weathered, angry face stared out at the approaching stranger as he puffed on a cigarette.
The newcomer was swathed in black. Dark monochromatic business suit splashed with blood-red brim on the trilby he wore, red rose pinned onto his black trench coat, blood-red belt cinched tight around a surprisingly slim waist. He slipped into the booth across from the angry-looking gangster who’d called for him and stared at him from behind lenses stitched into the raven-black hood he wore.
“Well? You gonna take the hit?” The gangster dabbed his cigarette angrily into an ashtray as he let out a stream of smoke into the filthy air.
“Commission said no. Murder, Inc., they said no. Why the hell should I say yes, Schultz?” the masked man replied.
“Because getting the job is all people care about after things are done,” Dutch Schultz shot back as he poured out two shot glasses of bourbon, then slid one to the masked man. “Who cares if they said no, if you get the job done and I turn out right? Don’t you want the killers to be yours?”
“Of course I do! Why ask such a stupid question!” the strange man snapped back, knocking the glass to the side. Schultz could see a thin pale wrist between the end of the sleeve and the top of the gloves he wore. Too pale, but he ignored that and looked back up into the dark lenses.
“What’s with all this crap? Have a drink, like guys do with each other! You take this ‘Rue Morgue’ shit too far.”
“What do I get for doing this hit, other than a ton of grief from the bosses?”
“You get to show you’re your own guy. That you’re the guy tough enough to run the killers. You get me backing your play to take over Murder, Inc.” Schultz tossed back the shot of bourbon and poured himself another glass. “Don’t say that don’t interest you.”
“It does, but you’re falling, old man,” Rue Morgue shot back. “Lucky’s got you by the short and curlies, and Dewey’s got your number. That’s not a lot of muscle for me to depend on, is it?”
“You whack Dewey and do what the bosses are afraid of, and I won’t have to worry about any numbers, and I can put Luciano in his place, and you… you get to be the top hitter.” Dutch tried to stare into the glassy eyes, hands curling up on the table angrily. “Do it, you gutless freak!”
Rue Morgue tensed and quivered in anger at the insult from Schultz, but let it slide this time. The gangster was dangerously smart and got things done. “Fine. I’ll do it. But if this goes south, I’m going to take you apart. Don’t think I won’t.” Rue Morgue stood up and marched out of the bar, feeling the glare from Schultz bore into his back, but he didn’t care. He never did. He had a blood hunt now, and he had to focus.
Schultz pulled out a cigarette and jammed it into his mouth, setting it alight and puffing angrily and nervously as he stared at the departing killer. “Freak.”
Newark International Airport,
the dog days of summer
“I wouldn’t have minded driving up, Speed,” Harriet Cooper gently chided Cyril Saunders as he escorted the slim, well-dressed young woman through the bustling airport building. “You didn’t have to spend so much money on such a short flight.”
“Nonsense,” Speed laughed off the suggestion. “It wasn’t all that expensive, and it’s not like I don’t have plenty more money where that came from.”
Harriet blushed and glanced demurely away from his pronouncement. As they exited the building, she couldn’t help but notice a man to the side, lingering on the curb and trying to peddle second-hand newspapers for pennies. “Lucky man,” she said as she watched him hail a cab for their use.
Speed followed her glance and turned red himself, just realizing how he must have sounded as he held the door open for her. He nodded, and replied, “Lesson taken. Now let’s get you into town. Looking forward to seeing your family? Been a while?”
“I am, yeah. It’s been too long, I think.” She settled into the seat as Speed and the cabbie loaded their bags into the trunk. Then Speed settled down next to her and the car pulled out into traffic and sped into the rising cluster of the fastest-growing city on Earth. “And you’ll be okay without me?”
“Sure thing,” he assured her with an easy, breezy smile. “You’ll reconnect with your roots, and I’ll start trying to dig up a lead for your little project. I’ve got some friends over at Columbia University that I suspect can shed some light on this Symbol of Seven you’re keen on.”
“Sounds great,” Harriet answered with a nod of her head. “Just getting my hands on that key… ”
“I know, I know. You explained already. A few times,” Speed laughed at her eagerness. “We’ll see you translating the old family heirloom yet, don’t you worry about it.” He held her slim hand in his own rougher hand, a reassuring squeeze that made her blush and smile, eyes glittering with thoughts.
“I’ll meet you at the hotel after my meeting then?” she confirmed as the cab reached its first stop. “We’ll go out, have a nice dinner, and you’ll catch me up on what you’ve found?”
“You bet, doll,” Speed said as he let her hand go and watched her slip out the door. She turned and blew him a mischievous kiss before practically skipping off toward the office building. “Strange place to meet family,” he mused before signaling the driver to head out to the next stop.
Harriet marched quickly into the building’s lobby, quivering with excitement at the thought she would finally unlock the ancient brass box that sat back home, defying her family for decades, taunting her forebears. But not her, no. Not her. As she stepped on the elevator, the operator glanced at her with a quizzical look over her soft chuckling.
“Good joke, miss?” he asked with a polite smile.
She quickly nodded. “Sixth floor please.”
“Lansky’s offices?” he asked, looking surprised as she continued to nod. “Okay, miss.”
Across town, in Greenwich Village,
that same day
Michael Gallant had an amused look on his broad, handsome face as he stretched his long, strong legs out to keep up the pace set by the extraordinary, elegant English woman at his side. She moved so quickly, and yet there was never a lack of grace or dignity. Her bright eyes had a determined glare in them, under the bobbing platinum hair, and he watched her intently as she set about her search. From time to time, she’d pause at a street corner and glance around, as if searching for something unseen to others. Then she’d suddenly pivot on her heel and march off down a new street, and Michael would chuckle and start after her.
“You’ve been at this all morning,” Michael said as she took another of her pauses. “Aren’t you getting tired yet?”
“No,” she replied in a courteous, but brief, reply, sparing him a coy grin before turning and heading back the way she came. This time though, she was slower, more thoughtfully looking over each building and staring down lanes and courtyards. “I’m so very close now,” she further explained at last, that sweet proper reserved pronunciation thrilling Michael’s ears, “that I’m much too ready to finish up this leg of my trip to be tired.”
“Well, that makes sense,” Gallant said with a friendly shrug. “Wish I could help more though. Just following like a lost puppy can’t be very good for my look.”
“But Michael, hasn’t that always been how you’ve looked when I’ve been here in the colonies for a visit?” She teased him as she suddenly turned down one of the smaller side streets, slim fingers now running along the brick face of a building.
“I believe that’s Lance, actually,” he corrected her gently with a laugh in his voice. “Poor Lance. He really had it for you in the day.”
“He… did… ” her voice was slow and trailed away as she looked into a grimy window, seeing a rundown interior littered with broken furniture and other assorted trash. “Didn’t he?”
“See something interesting?” Michael asked as he looked at the worn, sad-looking storefront, long abandoned and left to sag and decay.
“This is it,” Argent said with a firm nod of her head.
“This is it? This… dump?”
“This is what I was told to look for.” Argent walked up to the door and pressed her fingers to the tarnished brass doorknob. “Yes. Indeed.” She took out a pad of paper and made a quick note of the address. “Now to contact my solicitor and uncover the landlord, and get the paperwork underway.”
“This is what you were sent to dig up for a storefront?” Michael was incredulous as he glanced around at the underpopulated street and lack of other bustling business. “Are you sure?”
“Aren’t I always?” She winked at him as she slipped her notebook back into her bag. “I’m just doing what father told me, and following the instructions he was given, that he passed to me. Once I’ve gotten the place, it’s not my concern anymore.”
“Okay. I guess.”
“Enough of this now,” Argent stated. “Time to get to the fun portion of my trip. I believe, Michael, you had an adventure for me?”
“Well, I’m here doing a favor for Mr. Dewey, yeah. Looking into some underworld activity. But I’m not really sure this is the sort of thing I should be dragging you into.” He ran his large, rough hand over the nape of his neck, a concerned look etched into his face now.
“Oh please,” Argent dismissed the worrisome talk. “Blood, bullets and derring-do? What else would one of my family be interested in, seriously now?”
“Right. Of course,” Michael again replied with a shrug of his broad shoulders. “Okay well, let’s pick up a cab, and head out. I’ve got a couple of leads I need to follow up on, and I’m betting you’ll make a great distraction.”
“Don’t go getting distracted on the job,” she chastised him in that teasing, clipped voice of hers. “Keep your mind on your work, and I’ll distract you with some proper dinner and dancing later tonight instead.”
“Not distracting me! You… ” Michael sputtered as he waved down a cab and opened the door for her. “Get in the car, you troublemaker!” He laughed as he closed the door after her and hurried into the other side.
Washington, D.C.
as the first week of August slips away
“Enter!”
King Faraday pulled the door open and entered the cramped, makeshift office of Major Derek Trevor. The desk was littered with a wide variety of files, two cabinets looming ominously behind the army officer who looked up at the secret service agent who stormed in.
“What can I do for you, Agent Faraday?” Major Trevor asked as he rose and reached a hand out to shake.
Faraday’s eyes narrowed as he watched the friendly gesture. He had come in all fire and brimstone and prepared to play hardball with the officer, determined to get some answers and lay out his declarations. But he paused and weighed the implied offer. He slowly reached out a hand as he exhaled slowly. “I need to talk about this Doctor Zero case, Major,” Faraday replied as he sat down in the only other chair in the small room.
“Good, good. I read your report. I hope you passed our thanks back to your… colleague?” Trevor answered as he pulled out a cigarette and offered one to the agent, who took it and lit up.
“Yeah, I did. For all that means to him,” Faraday gave a rueful chuckle. “What’s this West Formula I heard Zero mention while we were shutting him down?”
“Right to the point, I see. Okay, I can appreciate that,” Trevor replied as he lit up his own cigarette, then leaned back in his chair. “Can’t tell you.”
“Can’t, or won’t?”
“Maybe a little of both. Truth to tell, it’s only a name in a file, but I’ve seen it a couple of times, in a couple of places. I can’t say where. I can’t,” Trevor emphasized. He pulled the cigarette out and blew smoke as he tapped the unlit end against one of the files on his desk, near a ‘top secret’ stamp.
“This whole situation stinks,” Faraday said, his voice direct, blunt, and controlled. “I think there is no Doctor Zero. I think that there’s… some sort of… bushwa… going on.”
“Heh. Yeah, I’m not surprised you think that,” Trevor replied.
“That’s not a denial, Trevor.” A dangerousness edged Faraday’s voice as he replied.
Trevor shrugged and took a long draw of his cigarette. “What can I tell you, Agent Faraday? You think there’s more to this Zero and his operation… then keep digging. Don’t let me stop you.” Trevor tapped out his cigarette and smiled at the burly agent, touching his nose lightly a couple of times.
Faraday held back a laugh and nodded. “Fine. Be that way then, Major. You’ve been warned.” Faraday stood up and turned around to leave, then paused. He turned back, reached out to shake the major’s hand, and then stormed out of the small office.
Back in Manhattan,
after days of following leads
The scared-looking man was tall, gaunt and pale, watery blue eyes sunk deep into hollowed sockets, cheeks drawn and jaundiced hands continually played with a rusty-looking lighter. His ill-fitting clothes did nothing to hide his anxiety nor his obvious ill health as he watched the pair approach him at the far end of the bar. Jazz music scratched out of the worn jukebox in a corner of the seedy tavern, smoke flooded the air as ugly men battered at pool balls and others snapped cards angrily at each other. The pair were a startling contrast to the rundown nature of the place. Even with the blue-collar clothes that Michael Gallant wore, his handsome face and groomed blond hair set him apart, while his companion, Argent St. Cloud, didn’t even do as little as Michael had done to blend in. She was decked out in a beautiful dress that drew every eye in the place to her rich curves as they walked to the frightened man.
“Good God, could you two be more conspicuous?” the man snapped at the pair as he drank his beer. “Every joe in this joint is going to run out and spill. And I’m s’posed to help you mugs?”
“Yes. You asked for this meeting, so you might as well just talk. Maybe all these people will go and talk to all the wrong people,” Argent countered as she remained standing, unwilling to let the dirty barstools touch her silks. “All the more reason to tell us what you know, so we can keep you safe.”
The man frowned, and took a deep swig of his beer. Michael stared into the weak, almost dead eyes, and settled down on the stool kitty-corner from him. “You heard the lady. You know she’s right. What have you got for us?”
“Schultzie, he’s gone bughouse since he come back to Jersey,” the man said in a hushed whisper, leaning close to Michael. “He’s angrier than ever, and guys, they’re dying for nuttin’ ‘cause Schultzie’s lost it. I can give you names, places… all sorts of info. But you gotta get me some protection. Please!”
Michael listened intently, nodding as the man spoke. It was Argent who found her more delicate sensibilities offended by the unpleasant odor drifting from the man. Like he’d wallowed in something dead before coming here. She wrinkled her button nose as the two others spoke, then glanced around at her surroundings. Lots of people were around, and many were sparing glances at her, unsurprisingly. But no one seemed to really care about what was going on. I guess I’m even better at distracting than we expected, she mused silently.
It was hot in here, Argent noticed, hot and stale and she let out a soft cough as she saw Michael stand up and prepare to leave. The informant did the same and reached out to grab Michael’s hand in a shake as he did. “Thanks. I mean it, thanks. Please, hurry, ‘kay? I… I don’t know how long it’s gonna take Dutch to hear about this.”
“Sure thing,” Michael said as he pulled his hand back. “Ready to go?” he asked his companion, who only nodded. The informant, indeed, everyone in the bar, watched them leave the building.
The informant lifted his hand up to his face and sniffed at it. He grinned, a thin lipless grin that unnerved the many tough guys in the tavern, who quickly looked away from him. “Yeah. Got your scent, boy.”
Out on the street, Michael wrapped an arm protectively around Argent’s curvaceous hip and moved them both quickly along the sidewalk. “Do you believe him, Michael?”
“No. No, it’s a trap, I’m sure. He wants a meeting with Mr. Dewey, and I’m sure that it’s all a set-up to get some hitter close enough to make the kill,” Michael explained as his alert eyes never stopped looking around for trouble. “He was right, we were much too noticeable. Anyone with a shred of survival instinct would have run screaming from us. He’s got nothing to fear from Schultz, which means, he’s got to be working for him.”
“Makes sense. So what next? If it’s a trap, I’m guessing you plan to turn it on him and his boss?” Argent spared the handsome face an admiring glance.
Michael nodded as he continued to lead them back to their hotel. “I call in the cavalry. Fortunately for me, they happen to be in town. At least some of them. Well, one of them, but that’s a very good start. He told me he was coming up.”
“Ooh, no names? All mysterious? How exciting,” she answered with a shiver, leaning into him.
“I’ll call him back at the hotel. You’ll like him; he’s a good guy, and he’s got an adventuring streak bigger than yours,” Michael teased Argent.
“Ooh. I like him already. Let’s hurry,” Argent teased back, taking Michael’s hand in hers as she started to move quicker.
The skeleton of the Golden Gate Bridge,
with a hot mid-August moon shining down
The woman easily slipped past the protective fences, and moved down to the ramparts and scaffolding of the massive bridge project. She reached a hand out to touch one of the positions for the cable stays and then pulled a small disc from her pocket. She flipped up the lid and lined the small object up with the position of the bridge.
“Finding anything interesting?”
The woman spun around with a leap, landing with her feet in an L-stance and one arm out protectively, the other holding the device behind her.
The man called Midnight took a close look at the intruder as he stood there before her, red tie fluttering in the hot stiff breeze, fedora tucked low over forehead, masked eyes staring even closer. She was Oriental, Chinese he guessed. Young, with short black hair that clung to her almond-shaped face. Smooth skin, hard eyes, and while she was short and slender, he had no doubt that she was in good shape beneath the blue jeans, white t-shirt and bomber jacket.
“You speak English?” he asked in a slow, loud voice.
“Yes. Do you?” she shot back.
“Occasionally. When I need to. I’m called Midnight, and I’ve heard about you. Showing up in various places around the city where you don’t belong, doing no harm, and then taking off.”
“You’re proud of yourself, guessing I would come here?” she snapped at him, her body as taut as the cables that would hold this bridge in place.
“I was, yeah,” Midnight answered with a casual shrug and let his fingers brush up the brim of his hat. “Listen, I’m just wanting to know what’s up with you. Like I said, nothing I’ve heard makes it sound like you’re a bad guy… girl. So, something I can help with?”
She stared carefully back into what she could make of his eyes, and let her body ease back into a more normal position. “Perhaps. You are the same mystery man that battled the Blood Red Moon?”
“Yeah. The vampires right? Last spring? That’s me, yeah. Why?”
“I’m here to pick up the trail of Andrew Bennett and Mary Seward.” She spoke the names in a solemn voice, like intoning a reverent incantation.
“They died in the fire. Burned up into ash. Sorry, kid. Why do you want them anyway?” Midnight looked puzzled and stepped closer.
“They aren’t dead. Believe me. They live. And it is my family obligation to find them.” She gave a polite bow and added, “My name is Dee. Trin Dee.”
Back in Manhattan,
three hours before the moon watches over the Golden Gate meeting
“Hey there, pal! How’s it going?” Michael Gallant said over the handset of the phone. He sat at the desk, talking to his friend as Argent sat at the dresser mirror and touched up her makeup. “Good to hear. So listen, I was hoping to hear that you’d be sticking around for a little longer.” There was a pause as Michael listened to the response, nodding his head. “Good, good. Great to hear. I could use some help on a case. You and anyone else you might be able to bring in.”
Argent glanced up from sorting out the small containers on the dresser top in time to witness the strange figure swathed in black, daubed in blood-red and with lensed eyes, swoop toward the hotel window. “Michael!” she cried out in alarm, and leaped to her feet, her chair crashing to one side as the pane of glass shattered into hundreds of razor-sharp pieces.
Michael heard all the noise and got to his feet, turning to face the sudden invader. “Who… ?” Rue Morgue drew his revolver from the ebon depths of his trenchcoat and pulled the trigger in one smooth motion. The bullet creased Michael’s temple, sending him spinning unconscious to the floor before Argent could process the scene.
“Michael!” she screamed again as Rue Morgue swept down on the prone figure. She wasted no more time though, lashing out with a wicked kick expertly aimed at the assassin’s sternum. She could hear it crack and she felt her toe sink a little into the man’s suit, but it seemed to slow him down not at all. He stood and swept the back of his bare hand across her face. She spun from the surprising force of the blow, but she didn’t fail to notice the same execrable odor she caught from the informant at the bar.
“I don’t want to break a doll face like that one, limey, so don’t make me,” Rue Morgue ordered as he grabbed the unconscious Gallant and made his way back out of the shattered window.
Argent pulled herself upright with the help of the bed, her eyes still spinning from the blow and the revelation that he was shaking off a broken breast-bone. She heard a noise, but couldn’t place it at first. Then she looked over at the handset of the phone, dangling off the side of the desk. She plucked it up and heard the voice on the other side.
“What’s happening? Mikey, you there? What’s going on?”
“He’s been taken, he’s been taken by some… some… monster in black,” Argent said, trying to control her voice, and keep her composure.
“Okay, okay, don’t you worry, miss. You just sit tight, and I’ll be there in two shakes of a lamb’s tail, or my name’s not Speed Saunders!”
New York City,
under a blazing August heat
“That dirty bastard!”
A powerful thump followed that pronouncement, as a fist drove into the heavy oaken top of the antique desk. The ugly face glared out at his best friend and partner as rage seized his mind. Charles Luciano had long ago reached a point where he wasn’t to be ignored. Now he was being ignored by a gnat of a man in a the worst way possible, and “Lucky” wasn’t going to have it.
“Calm down, Charles,” Meyer Lansky said, trying to calm his longtime companion down. “We got time. We got all our people in on this; Dutch won’t be able to take a piss without our finding him”
“That ain’t happened so far, has it?” Luciano snapped back as he stood up and ran his hand over his hair. The ugly scars were livid white against the flushed crimson anger as the top gangster in the city, in the country, fumed. “And the hitter, Rue Morgue, how we gonna find him? No one can; no one even knows what he looks like. He’s the real danger!”
“It’s okay, boss. We got that angle covered too.” Lansky smiled easy with that statement.
“Oh?” His friend’s calm response helped to ease Luciano’s own rage. Schultz was just a street thug with a nice suit and limited time left to him, but Rue Morgue scared everyone. To have an angle on the killer made Luciano very interested.
“Yeah. We got an in. You remember Owney Madden? The Killer, over in Hell’s Kitchen?”
“The mick? What about him?”
“He’s close with a cousin who’s close with the Feds. It’s how he keeps getting out from Dewey and the other G-men.” Lansky nodded as he saw the way this mollified Luciano.
“Well, that just means we got more people who can’t find this Morgue guy, but at least it’s something.”
“It’s more than something, Charles.” He slid a San Francisco paper across the desk to his friend and pointed to the picture of a young, blond-haired man in a dapper new suit, flashing a cocky grin to the photographer. Next to him was a bulky-looking, silver-haired federal agent hunched into his coat and trying to look like he wasn’t hating the press, and the two of them stood in the photo beneath a banner headline that screamed, “Saunders and Faraday Bust Major Opium Dealers!”
Luciano looked up at Lansky with a great big smile. “Oh. I see. Well, yeah, that’s a different matter altogether.”
“Especially since Madden assures me that Saunders is already in the city anyway. He’s as good as on the case of a guy like Rue Morgue. It’s covered, Charles.”
Luciano chuckled as he sat back down and looked over the paper again. “Lucky me.”
Both men laughed.
Elsewhere in the city,
hours after the attack
The telephone rang nearly to the minute when Harriet Cooper expected to hear it. Perhaps a little earlier, but then King Faraday was always one to prefer being earlier than later.
“Ms. Cooper,” Faraday said in a low, even tone that already hinted to his annoyance with her.
“Good evening, Agent Faraday,” she replied, unfazed by the sound of his voice. She leaned back in the chair of her hotel room, a pencil doodling odd little pictures on a pad of paper as she reviewed some notes from Speed’s researches. “How are you doing?”
“At two in the morning? I’m tired and grumpy, Miss Cooper. Explain to me what I’m doing up in New York City throwing my weight around the FBI’s local office. Please.” The please was very critical and disparaging, and Harriet couldn’t help but giggle a little, stifled by the back of her slim hand. She then followed that with a yawn before answering.
“Sorry if I woke you up,” she said sincerely. “But Argent found this weird skin sample,” Harriet shuddered and wrinkled her tiny nose up at the memory before continuing, “and it just seemed to me that we could use some of your governmental muscle, especially since it seemed to deal with gangsters. You do still catch gangsters, right?”
The silence was deafening, and Harriet straightened up in her chair and put the pencil down. “Sorry, really, but it’s a rush, and we had to—”
“Who’s Argent?”
“St. Cloud. A friend of Michael’s.”
“Who’s Michael?” Faraday’s frustration was mounting.
“Gallant. A friend of Speed’s, from the sounds of it. He got snatched by Rue Morgue.” Harriet was much more deferential now, as she detected the boundary of his patience, and didn’t want to cross it.
“Who’s… No, never mind. Okay. Does Speed need my help? I’ve got a couple of cases, but nothing pressing, and since it’s gangsters, and the Bureau still does capture gangsters… ” Faraday let his voice trail off as he too stifled a yawn.
“Um, I… No, I think they’ve got it covered.” Harriet thought about Argent’s story, how this Rue Morgue seemed to shake off being kicked hard in the chest without a shrug, and how an inch-long peel of his skin was found caught on a piece of window but there was no sign of that bothering him as he escaped with the burly Army Air Corps pilot. Maybe she was being too hasty. “But honestly, I’m not sure. I’m not much of a cavalry charge if things get bad.”
There was another moment of silence as Faraday mulled things over. “I’ll check up on things tomorrow. Good night, Miss Cooper.”
“Good night,” Harriet replied quickly as she heard him hang the phone up on his end. She looked at the handset and sighed heavy. She put it back down and returned to her paper and pencil, continuing to scratch out translations and marks, slowly filling in various notes as she looked at the picture of a wood etching of the Symbol of Seven.
On the city streets,
under the heavy hot moon of August
Speed Saunders and Argent St. Cloud looked tired and battered from their scrabbling through the city trying to find the trail of Rue Morgue. They’d learned precious little after quickly losing the trail of the mysterious hit man, who seemed to be completely uncaring about his own welfare.
The most important information they’d managed to pry out of the reticent barflies and stoolies of the city was that no one but no one knew who Rue Morgue was, and no one but no one wanted to be the first to find out. He unnerved them all, but no one could put a finger on why.
Argent knew why the killer unnerved her though. She’d heard the sound his chest made when she had expertly kicked his chest. He didn’t flinch, even when she had, at the sound. That wasn’t right, and she shivered at the memory.
“You okay? You can’t be cold,” Speed commented as they trudged across the city, back to his apartment, where Harriet stood guard at the phone waiting for information on the strange sample of skin that had been left behind during Rue Morgue’s dramatic exit. Speed started to pull his suit coat off, but Argent stopped him.
Her platinum blonde locks hung limply around her alabaster face, cheeks flushed red with the recent exertion needed to ‘convince’ their last stop of the night to cough up any information to be had. She was dejected and exhausted and she shook her head at his gentlemanly action. “I’m not cold. Just thinking. About that… about him. And that… monster.”
Speed nodded in agreement. He’d not seen it, but didn’t doubt something very odd was at work. Never had he seen such a response from even the most open-mouthed of informant.
They were silent as they returned to their hotel, the heavy orange moon long dropped behind gray canyon walls of the city, and the sky now breaking up into slate and hints of red sun. It would be more hot, more humid, more oppressive.
“I need a shower,” Argent muttered softly as they headed for the elevator, the desk clerk giving the young pair a curious and judgmental stare.
“Yeah, me too.” Speed looked over at Argent, ready to add a quip about favors and washing backs, or going in the direction of pretend embarrassment about a scandalous inference. He just shrugged and said nothing, heat and fatigue and a big dead end in their case stealing his thunder away.
The elevator opened up to their floor and they stepped off to be greeted by Harriet, who smiled excitedly and waved them over as she also ran up to them. “It’s about time you two got back! Have I got news for you!”
The pair stopped and gave her vacant, tired stares, but Harriet ignored them and continued, “We’ve got some information back from the Bureau, and they think they have a lead on where to find Rue Morgue!”
In that actual location,
at that actual moment
Michael Gallant slowly tilted his head up, through the pounding headache and forced his heavy lids open. He pushed himself into consciousness, his blue eyes finally focusing on what was around him.
He was bound to a chair, that he noticed right off. Heavy ropes lashed around his muscular chest, holding him tightly to the back of the chair. His wrists were cuffed tight behind him, stretching his shoulders, and that had been the case for a while, because those broad shoulders ached and stiffened into position. He sighed as he tested the expert knots.
He noticed he was between two tables, each holding a mirror. He found it disconcerting to be staring at himself ad infinitum and turned away from the flanking glass. The dusty, musty basement was cluttered with boxes and broken furniture and tattered dress dummies and more, all coated in layers of grime and webs and the droppings of vermin, and Michael cringed slightly. Still, this situation was far from hopeless. The chair felt like it had give, and if he could reach a mirror and break it…
“You might be able to free yourself,” Rue Morgue said. At first, Michael didn’t see him. Then some of the early morning sun struck the glassy lens of his mask and then the rest of his black-clad body stepped from the muck-like shadows. “Yeah, I know the feeling well. A caged beast, belonging in the wild, ready to gnaw your own limbs off to get back out there. Makes the blood flow, don’t it? Used to make my blood flow, Gallant.”
“Well, I’ll be sure to make your blood flow right quick when I get myself out of this then,” Michael snapped back as he tested his bonds once more.
Rue Morgue ignored the testing he could see as he dragged over his own chair, and brought it so close in front of Gallant. He then fixed each mirror, allowing him to see both profiles. No matter how he turned, the mirrors provided a full view of Gallant’s face. Only then did the bizarre killer sit down in the chair.
“No. No you won’t. Can’t happen. I appreciate the offer, I do, more than you know.” He slid his coat off and put it to the side, and then pivoted to show the tear in his shirt just under his ribcage. The piece of missing flesh, ripped out of his body like the piece of missing material missing from his shirt. “But you’ll know soon. Very soon. I need to borrow your face. So I can do my job, whack Dewey.”
“Borrow my face?” Michael stared at the killer, who was peeling off the sweaty, grubby mask. Michael stared in shock, in horror, unable to believe what he saw in front of him. But he knew too much in his time helping his friend Thomas against organized crime, and before that, helping out other departments go after this breed of robber and burglar who liked shooting it out with the cops. “You’re dead!”
“Yeah. Yeah, I am, actually. Pardon me, I need to spackle my face a bit,” John Dillinger chuckled as he pulled out some paste and started to repair the hole just beneath his right eye. “‘Powder my nose’ as the dames like to say.”
“How?” Michael struggled to keep from vomiting at the sight of the dead man casually filling in the wound in his face.
“I woke up in a lab somewhere down by Montauk, near some lighthouse,” Dillinger explained as he started to examine the mirrors closely, his fingers gingerly touching his face in places, as if testing something. “I heard some pencil-necked geek in a white coat say something about a west formula, but wasn’t about to stick around to hear about no other formulas from other directions. Busted loose and decided to get into a new game, now that I was dead and all. Figured why should I be all alone.”
Michael watched and listened as the deceased bank robber started to push his face around, muscles protesting at first, but slowly giving in, his face acting like putty as he molded it, slowly but surely, into a replica of Gallant’s own.
“Just gotta dye my hair now, and we’ll get this show on the road. Gotta say, pal, thanks for all the help. You feel free to try and bust loose now, and maybe we’ll talk more later. If you’re not off to the joint first.” Rue Morgue stood up and snatched up his mask and then grabbed his coat before heading out of the basement, leaving Michael Gallant struggling to recover from the bizarre, horrific sight.
Meanwhile,
on a small island off the coast of Greece
<“It is late, Herr Kiss,”> said the tall, lean man with the aristocratic features and steely eyes. <“Perhaps it is time to leave this work for the morning. The door will be there in the morning, I am sure.”>
<“Not this close, not when I am this close, Baron von Hammer,”> the gaunt man with the wild eyes replied, his fevered voice shrill and demanding. <“Tell me that you have never known such a determined moment in your life, I dare you!”>
Hans von Hammer gazed around the large, carefully dug square of a pit the two men stood in. A month of work had brought the archaeological expedition to this point, and, with each step closer, the Enemy Ace had grown more stern and melancholy while his companion, architect and archaeologist Edmund Kiss, grew more excited and driven. He looked back now, under the gas-powered lamps that flooded the scene, guttering yellow light illuminating the outer levels of the ancient palace long covered by stone and dirt.
<“You can’t, as I suspected. If you want to watch, don’t let me stop you, but if you don’t mind getting your aristocratic hands dirty, help me with this pry bar!”> Kiss exclaimed as the thick piece of metal slid into the cracks he’d found around the tightly sealed door.
<“I have gotten my hands dirty before, Herr Kiss,”> Hans said as he stepped up and helped put his strength into the endeavor. Slowly, dust and mortar and earth broke away and the door slowly swung open. Stale, cool air swept out around the two men as Kiss peered in, snatching an oil lamp from a nearby stand.
<“Apologies, Herr Baron,”> Edmund said in a softer, reverent voice as he looked into the long-lost room that lay beyond. <“Your exploits are legendary. I let myself get carried away. I should thank you; after all, your sponsorship made this expedition possible.”>
<“Do not mention it,”> the Hammer from Hell replied as he took a step back from the scientist. <“Please,”> he added under his breath.
<“Why did you offer to fund this trip, anyway? You never seemed to give an interest in archeology before. And then to come in person. Don’t trust me with the funds?”> Edmund giggled lightly at the joke as he stepped into the past.
<“I find… my interests expanding as I grow older, Herr Kiss,”> von Hammer replied as he watched his companion enter the stone room. He could see the lantern light wash over the many stone statues within, shadows playing hauntingly across the walls.
Kiss leaned in close to one, then another stone figure, both ornately detailed, in poses of fear and shock. He smiled wider and wider as he pulled a brush out and swept the figures quickly. He peered closer, pulling out a magnifying glass now, and he glanced over at von Hammer.
<“Our masters will be quite pleased, Herr Baron. There can be no doubt we’ve found the hall! These statues… are not statues, and somewhere in here, we’ll find it!”>
Hans von Hammer stepped in after Edmund Kiss now, staring closely at the first terrified figure he came across, peering into the long-frozen eyes. He knew the look of doom all too well. This was something no sculptor, no matter how skilled, could capture.
<“Our masters,”> the baron muttered as he shook his head ever so slightly, eyes downcast. <“This was a real person, Herr Kiss. I agree. Somewhere in here… ”>
<“… in here is the head of Medusa! And with it, my acceptance into the Ahnenerbe!” He clapped once, a sound that rattled throughout the bygone audience chamber of King Polydectes. <“You never answered my question. Why? What do you get out of this, Herr Baron?”>
<“One step closer to ‘my masters’.”> He watched Edmund Kiss begin a frenzied search for the gorgon’s head in sullen silence as his words faded slowly in the dusty, dry chamber.
Back in New York City,
later in the morning
Michael Gallant was hurting. He’d broken a mirror, and collected a shard and sliced slowly at his bond, the sawing motion also helping to weaken the wooden chair he was bound too. His shoulders ached, and the slicing was getting more difficult as the glass cut his fingers, and his eyes were shut tight as he tried to focus past the pain and mentally decry all the pulp stories that made this look so easy.
“Hey, pal. Want a hand?” Speed Saunders called out to his friend as he removed a basement window, giving him access to the room.
“Huh? Speed?” Michael looked up as the slim blond man dropped down and headed over. “How did you find me?”
“Turns out that this neighborhood is one of the only ones in the city that has a rare weed in its yards,” Argent explained as she followed, disregarding the dirt and grime and unladylike behavior needed to drop down into the basement after her partner. “That’s what Miss Cooper said she was told by the authorities.”
Speed looked at Michael, who looked back up at the young man with equal suspicion in his eyes. Neither person seemed to really believe the information, but it had been right, and so neither of them said anything aloud either. Instead, Speed pulled out a Tom Mix pocket knife, and sliced off the rest of the already ragged ropes from Gallant.
“That’s not all we got from the G-men,” Speed said as Michael rubbed at his arms, trying to get the blood flowing, stretching his limbs. “Rue Morgue left behind some torn skin when he made off with you, and, according to them, it’s dead. Past dead, dead when it got ripped off. There’s a chemical in it they can’t identify yet, but they’re working on that.”
“Rue Morgue is John Dillinger,” Michael answered as he walked up to the basement door and rattled the locked knob.
“Ain’t he kaput?” Speed asked incredulously.
“Yeah. He is. Dead as a doorknob.” Michael glared at the obstinate barrier, pulled back and charged into it, crying out as his throbbing shoulder crashed through the wood, pulling the door off its hinges and sending it skittering across the hall. His hand rubbed his shoulder and he shook his head. “But he’s out there, and he’s got my face, and he’s going after Tom Dewey. Looking like me.”
“I’m confused,” Argent said as the three of them exited the abandoned tenement, Michael squinting in the mid-morning sun. “A dead bank robber has your face and is going to kill someone? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”
“Yeah, it is. Welcome to my world,” Speed replied with a grin. “Come on, we ain’t got much time!” He stepped out into the street and directly in front of a taxi cab. “Get in!”
“City Hall and step on it, mister!” Michael said as he held the door open for Argent. He grinned at his companions, despite the pain and wounds, and added, “Always wanted to say that.” He swung himself into the vehicle after Argent, and the cab sped off down the street, Speed clutching onto the running board on the other side from the older, brawnier blond man.
“Let me see your hand,” Argent ordered, as she pulled a handkerchief from her clutch bag. “Come on now.” She took the large, strong hand, and wiped at the blood tenderly. She rolled her eyes as she heard hisses of pain from the large man, and then wrapped the bandage tightly around the wound. “We’ll have to have that looked at when we’re done with all this excitement. Try not to use it too much until then, right? Rely on your other hand to hit the bounder.”
The vehicle raced along the streets, the cabbie grinning at the request and the talk of the three people he transported. Best city on Earth, no question, he thought to himself as he brought his taxi to a squealing stop at the very steps to the City Hall. “Here ya go, Joe,” he said to them.
“Thanks, pal,” Speed answered as he tossed a five dollar bill into the driver’s side window. “Keep the change.”
“Where can we find this Mr. Dewey, Michael?” Argent asked as she took the marble steps two at a time, slim but athletic legs carrying her quickly and offering a scandalous flash of her legs to anyone wanting to stop and look. Speed wasn’t stopping, but he was looking, while Michael wasn’t looking, but was letting himself have a moment’s smile at the sight of those who did notice the lady at his side.
“Back side of the building, first floor,” he called back to her as Speed handily caught up to the others, his nickname accurate in this instance. “At least, that’s his office. We can hope he’s there, otherwise, this could get pretty dicey.”
At the doors to the grand old building, all three paused and Speed glanced back out to the street. “I think I hear sirens.” A moment later, the sound grew more insistent and he nodded. “Yeah, coming this way I think.”
“We’re too late?” Argent asked.
“No! I refuse to be too late!” Michael Gallant glowered and charged through the door, followed closely by his companion, while Speed stayed at the door and watched two police cars pull up suddenly, four uniformed men stepping out and dashing up toward him.
“You there! Freeze, police!” commanded one of the cops as he moved toward Speed, gun drawn. The young man lifted up his hands as another of the police grabbed his partner’s shoulder and redirected him.
“Nah, it’s okay. That’s that Saunders guy we were told would be here, remember? He’s square!”
“Yeah, that’s me, glad to be square,” Speed chuckled nervously as he put his hands down. “What’s the situation? Is the killer inside?”
“We got a report of shots fired, yeah,” the second cop answered as all five people moved into the building. “We have more units coming, but they’re a few minutes away still. And the men already on duty here in the hall. Who’s the killer?”
“Jo-… um… Rue Morgue… who… well, he doesn’t look like… the guy who you wouldn’t believe it is, and… wow, let’s just say I’ll know him when I see him,” Speed answered as he realized how impossible it was to explain that a reanimated bank robber was inside with a stolen face.
Gunshots echoed throughout the marble and stone halls, and Argent St. Cloud came rolling out of the way as Speed and the police turned a corner. “Down that way, Argent?”
“You could say that,” replied the athletic woman as she pulled herself up quickly. “Dewey’s still alive, I caught sight of him down by the secretarial pool, scrambling behind desks. Michael popped in and drew some attention away, but… ”
More gunshots came from further down in the cavernous building, sending everyone dashing after the sounds.
“He went that way!” Michael Gallant cried out as he barreled from out of a different hallway this time, pausing just long enough to see Argent. “We can cut him off if you guys head that way!” he insisted, directing her and the police and Speed.
Without missing a beat, Argent spun on her heel and headed the way Michael had pointed, police starting to follow her lead a few moments later, adjusting to the idea of this new stranger ordering them about. But he had seen the killer, and the woman was listening to him, so they followed in hopes of putting this crisis to an end.
Speed ignored the directions, however, leaping to the side instead and fitting his fingers behind a large portrait of a city founder, as Michael swept out an arm he had stashed behind his body. The tommy gun was brought up and leveled at the running figures, but Speed paid that no mind. Instead, adrenaline-fueled strength tore at the picture and sent it hurtling down on the disguised Rue Morgue, driving the shots wild, cutting off his view of his targets. A hail of bullets scattered and cracked off the hard corridor, winging a couple of the police, as Speed leaped onto the back of the huge portrait.
“Oh no you don’t!” Rue Morgue insisted, animated muscle pressing up against the tremendous weights pressing down on him. His body protested, but dead and strengthened by the strange formula, he flung heavy frame, thick canvas and adventurer away from him, sending them sliding down the hallway. “No way are you keeping me from killing you all!”
Rue Morgue, the former John Dillinger, reanimated by some strange science, was now maddened and beyond reason as he jumped for his gun, until the true Michael, the one that was bleeding through the makeshift bandage Speed noticed the impostor lacked, hurtled out of nowhere. The two Michaels crashed hard into the marble, dried construction putty bursting from the bank robber’s old wound when his cheek cracked on the unyielding surface.
The two burly men rolled and grappled across the floor, splintering the picture frame, each landing tremendous blows against the other. The living Michael finally staggered back, but that gave Speed the opening he needed to grab one of Dillinger’s arms and spin him into the wall. The back of the killer’s head cracked, but he bounced back and smashed his forehead into Speed’s, and the young man fell back, stunned and senseless.
“Kill you all!” Rue Morgue roared, greenish-white flecks of foam appearing now at his thin lips as he stepped forward, balled fists ready to launch a new flurry of attacks. That’s when the fireman’s ax chopped heavily into the monster’s neck, quickly followed by a second chop that dislodged the head, sending it rolling down the hall and letting the body blindly stomp around until it crashed into the opposite wall and fell onto its back.
Argent leaned on the ax, breathing a heavy sigh of relief as she saw the headless body lurch and jerk and slowly come to a halt. “You men and your fisticuffs,” she said with a saucy smile.
“My hero,” Speed replied as he lay on the floor and smiled back up at her.
“I saw her first, Cyril,” Michael interrupted with a cough as he limped over to his companions.
Hell’s Kitchen,
two days later
The apartment was bare of furnishings. Wallpaper was peeling from the walls, brown dirt covered the windows, but that was okay because the windows only faced the cracked brick of the next door tenement. The wood floor was warped and creaked under the lightest steps. The seedy room was completely at odds with the young woman who stood inside of it, in her pretty flower-print dress of tailored silk, coiffed hair that might easily cost a week’s rent for these shabby four rooms, and a look of sweetness and innocence under the auburn bobbed look.
The woman, Harriet Cooper, stared at her cousin, Owney Madden, the Killer, head of Irish gang activity in the desperate streets of New York’s Hell’s Kitchen, as the pair of them stood in what was the kitchen of this filthy little hole.
“So everything’s all squared away?” Owney asked in a rough-hewn voice that matched the burly, boxer’s physique. This was a man who most often settled business with a heavy object in his fists and his ‘partner’s’ blood on his shirt, but he actually gave the slim young woman a kind look.
“As much as possible. I don’t think Speed believes that I got the information on the building from the Feds, but the Commission has their end back under control, and Lucky’s happy with your help,” Harriet reported in a soft voice. “I see you’re skedaddling.”
“Yup. Time to cut loose while I can,” the gangster answered. “Things are too hot here in the city, and it’s only gonna get hotter after this whole mess. Gonna go to this place I know; I think I’ll make me a good livin’ there. I’ll send you a letter when I’ve set up shop.”
“That’d be nice, cuz. But we’re settled. I’m not doing this again. I’m done with this, your world, Lansky’s world. I’ve paid you back, and I’m getting clean,” Harriet insisted.
“You ain’t never clean when you’ve been in this biz, Harry. But I’m done leanin’ on yah, yeah. Thanks a lot. You be careful out there, ‘kay? This kid, this Saunders kid, he gets into some strange crap, so just… we’re family, kid, so be careful, ‘kay?” He put a hand on her shoulder and she smiled and nodded.
“Get out of here.” She patted his hand and then watched as he grabbed a suitcase and bolted out of the front door, leaving her alone in the decrepit apartment, sighing and wondering if he was right, if she could be right, if anything would be right after this.
Outside of Brasov, Transylvania
The year 1627
A dull yellow moon did its best to hide behind the dark clouds, as if refusing to observe the events far below. Winter winds whipped through the valley, over fields of frozen snow and rattled the belfry tower. The church stood cold and alone in the dark, harboring a woman who felt cold and alone in the dark, the ground far below her as the wind sliced and howled at her.
"It's taken nearly twenty years." Some of that howling wind turned into a malicious voice, and part of that slicing wind whirled into the form of an elegant woman with ivory skin and deep dark eyes, long red tresses flowing around her slim shoulders. "You have led me on a good hunt, Katherine Dee. You should be proud of yourself." The woman grinned, a wicked hungry grin that bared elongated canines.
"I am," Katherine Dee pridefully retorted. She leaned heavily against a column, looking weak, looking tired, but her green eyes defiant. "It was good of you to heed the trail I left, Mary Seward."
"You chose this encounter?" The Queen of Blood gave a barking laugh at the thought. "You wanted me here, in this place? You think this church can spare you?" She took a step forward, a wisp of smoke rising from her footprint, seared into the wood. "The years have maddened you. This church can't save you, and this cold hinders only you. If you could just see how your skin and lips go blue in the winter wind." She laughed louder, taunting her enemy.
"It's time to bring this to an end," Katherine replied, stepping up to face the vampire.
"Tell me where the diary is, Katherine," Mary said in a suddenly softer voice. "You should let this end. Spare your family, spare yourself. Hand over Andrew's diary, give me your father's notes therein, and cease this foolish struggle, this desperate flight across the continents."
Katherine merely shook her head slowly. "The diary is safe. Far away from here, and with my sons, and my daughters, or perhaps a trusted cousin. Either way, you'll never see it, and my family will oppose you for as long as it takes."
Mary snarled like a vicious beast and a tremendously fast sweep of her hand gripped Katherine at the nape of her neck, gripping the short hairs tightly. "Stupid woman. I'll drain you dry and make you one of mine and then you'll be unable to stop babbling your secrets to me! Tell me where the diary is, and you can walk away from here! Deny me one more time and I'll tear what I want from your life's blood and then set you on your own kin!"
Katherine tilted her head, offering more of her blue-tinged neck to her old enemy. "You'll never get the answers from me."
Mary screamed and drove her fangs deep into the flesh and tore into the pounding jugular, feeling the hot blood splash into her mouth, and down her throat. She giggled as she lapped at Katherine's wound, giddiness sweeping her foul heart. But the giddiness stopped too suddenly and Mary staggered back, swiping at her own lips with the back of her gloved hand, spitting and screaming. "It burns! How… what? It hurts!" She staggered to a knee and stared at Katherine.
Katherine, who was now struggling to stay alive just long enough to explain matters, pulled a silver coin from a small pouch and held it out. She gave a weak, bloody smile, and said, "Not blue… from the cold. King's… well, Qu-queen's… silver. Father's gift from… Elizabeth… " She collapsed and coughed as blood pooled around her neck.
"Blessed silver! You… you… " Mary coughed and gagged as her fingers clutched her wounded, blackened mouth.
"My family uses this time to flee… and you can… do nothing but sit there… and watch your answers… die in front… of you." Katherine let herself lay down on the wood, a satisfied smile on her face. "I win… bitch."
Mary tried to move, tried to turn to mist and flee the holiness of the church, but her limbs felt like metal, unable to respond. All she could do was roar in fury and swear vengeance on Katherine's brood.
The Black Forest,
September, 1935
The evenings are coming earlier, the days are growing cooler. I face another autumn, and this time, the season seems to match my probable fate. I move as quickly and quietly as I can through these woods that have always been my refuge of thought. Ahead I see my faithful friend, on his own diligent hunt, his fur thickening for the coming winter. The wolf who is kindred spirit to me, his line having lived parallel to my line, his father having been at my side when I was tortured by the Great War. Now he stands at my side, the only one who understands me as I face a new war, a darker war. And the snapping breeze of autumn just reminds me that my days grow shorter as well.
As the Hammer from Hell, men fear me. Women are driven to investigate and understand me, only to flee when they fail to grasp the truth. I can not seem to make that connection that other men do, to camaraderie, to love, to companionship. Just moments, here and there. Only out here, in the woods, with my one true friend, is there any connection. And it only grows darker, more complex. The Chancellor's man, he knows what I have. He knows what I know. He wants what I know. My reputation, my station and prestige, slowly this… savage guides the Chancellor to strip these things away so that I am left vulnerable. And my only friend is here, in the woods.
And he's stopped and is sniffing the air. Something comes. Someone comes? Who, and why here and now?
"Hans Von Hammer." The figure appears from the shadows, tall and regal looking, offering a welcoming pat to my friend's head.
"Lord Andrew Bennett."
"You seem unsurprised to see me here." The ancient nobleman bows to me, and I return it, cautious, wary, but respectfully.
"If I did not know what I know, what I have read, I would be more unsettled."
"No one is fooled by the events of the spring," he states the obvious. I nod to encourage him to speak further. "I know you have a copy of my diary. And our enemy knows you've copied the book."
I nod again. "I have it someplace safe. He won't find it here, even when the Chancellor strips away the last of my lawful protections."
"He doesn't need the book, if he can get you. He has had centuries to perfect his techniques. He'll acquire the knowledge from you directly, if he needs to. I let you walk away from that rally two years ago because I knew you could keep the diary safe from Mary, and because I felt, even then, you were a noble man who would make a proper ally."
His words flatter me. I look into his dark eyes, and see sadness there. Alienation. Isolation. The weight of lonely years, made more painful by what I know from his own words when he breathed over three centuries hence. He knew love, he knew friends with the Dee family and others. And here he was, in these lonely woods, with myself and my friend. Three lonely figures, separated from all the world. A rueful snicker escapes my lips as I think that it might be a dead man who would be my first… friend.
"You sound like you have a plan. Where I only have a last stand. I'm willing to give your idea a try first." This time it is Bennett who nods and I reach down and stroke my friend's head. "I'll return, my friend. We'll hunt again, I promise. Here or when we meet beyond this world." I can't ask him to leave his woods again. He did it the once, I can't ask it of him again. The two of us march from the wood and to my castle and let him watch us from the tree-line, before sinking back into his own home.
Washington, D.C.,
Also in September, 1935
King Faraday moved quickly through the halls of power. He moved purposefully up to a specific door. A quick glance, no sign of others around, and he quickly picked the lock to the office door and slipped inside. He closed the door behind him and quickly pulled out a sheet of black cloth that he taped over the window of the office door.
Faraday clicked on a light at the desk and started to work through the files in the room. It had taken him two weeks to follow lead after lead, trail after trail and reach this place. This small, out of the way office of procurement nestled into the rear of the his own Treasury Department. Money disbursed from this office, through various channels, to pay for all manner of chemicals, lab equipment, vehicles, office space, and all of this connected only by something called a West Formula.
And every one of those leads had brought him to someone who stopped him and said, "This is classified above your station." That was no longer sufficient after both the anonymous Doctor Zero and now this Rue Morgue had turned up with elements of this formula.
"What's this?" Faraday murmured to himself as he opened up a file labeled ‘West, Herbert'. He read a report on a medical student who claimed to have found a formula for restarting a deceased body. Apparently dying in the destruction of his lab, his surviving notes, chemical formulae and equations were in the folder. He read of other efforts to rebuild the formula by military agencies, until it was taken out of their hands and turned over to civilian government authorities.
Investigation by Bureau of Investigation has uncovered West's original benefactor, a man named Ernst Maximillian, but with no further leads to the man dated more recently than 1931. West's lone companion in this research into the formula reported a description of Maximillian—
Faraday flipped the folder closed and stared blankly, angrily ahead, his fist smacking the desktop. "The Blood Red Moon." He reached over and plucked a nameplate up off the desk and studied it. Thomas Flynn, you and I are having a long talk about all of this, very, very soon. Count on it.
He returned the folder, turned out the light, yanked down the black cloth and carefully marched back out into the hall with a new destination in mind.
New York City,
two days later
Harriet Cooper was rapidly packing up her things, haphazardly, carelessly even. They were leaving this city today at last, and she was relieved to be going. Despite all the research they had dug up in various college and city libraries and in used book stores, along with questioning what must have been a dozen different ‘scholars of antiquity', the events of two weeks past preyed on her mind. No one had been asking her questions, but she could see them on the faces of dear old Speed, and their new friends Michael and Argent. They never asked, but she could see them.
A rhythmic patter of knocks on her hotel door made her jump and she looked over as it opened slowly. "Heya, doll," Speed called out in that jaunty voice of his. "Just checking in to see how it's going."
"Just about done, Cyril," Harriet replied as she threw on a cheery grin and let her eyes get wide with excitement. "I can't believe how close we are. After all these years, I'm finally on the right track." She slammed her suitcase shut with a slap, then hopped over to the young adventurer and hugged him tight. "And so much of it is thanks to you!"
Speed Saunders wrapped his arms around her and drew her in close, letting his lips press against hers as his face lit up in surprise at the display. "My pleasure. I mean that, completely." He winked at her as she blushed and stepped back to grab her luggage. "Ah! None of that," Speed said as he snatched it up in his hand for her. "We might be on the right path, but we might have quite a ways to go still though, so don't get carried away."
Harriet nodded as the pair walked out of the room and headed down to the lobby. There they were greeted by tall, broad-shouldered Michael Gallant, all fair-haired and All-American, and at his side stood the sultry and voluptuous Argent St. Cloud, and both of them greeted their friends with hearty handshakes or polite and discreet hugs.
"You're sure you want to come along?" Harriet asked as the foursome headed out of the main doors.
"Well, my business is done," Argent said with that sweet smile and ‘proper' British accent. "Paperwork went in a few days back, and I've no reason to stay around. Since you're both headed to my bailiwick, I don't see any reason not to help."
"And I'm not needed here now that we've got that Murder, Inc. business wrapped up," Michael added as the men started to store the luggage away in the car. "Lord knows I'm not sitting here idle while you guys go out having all the fun."
"What sort of fun are we having anyway, Harriet?" Argent asked as they settled into the backseat. "Speed mentioned I'd be helpful opening some doors; which doors would those be exactly?"
"I'm looking for something called the Symbol of Seven, a hand-sized artifact, in the shape of a disc, marked in red and black in a kind of cross. On the back of this is something I believe to be a cipher key to at least one, if not more, of the strange languages I've stumbled across in my work," Harriet explained as Michael slid into the driver's seat and Speed joined in the passenger seat.
As the car pulled away, Speed turned around and added, "Seems there's other books like the one we picked up some time back, called the Ineffable Libram—" He paused as Michael snickered. "Hey, buddy, I didn't name it. Harriet managed to decode what she could, but there's parts of it that she can't figure out."
"Then there's the Voynich Manuscript, which was discovered back in 1912," Harriet continued to explain. "Not a single word of it has been translated. No one can figure it out. I had a professor who thought these languages might predate human languages, and I think the Symbol of Seven can decipher them."
"Predate human languages?" Argent looked confused and let the phrase roll around in her head before glancing up at the two men.
"Whoa. That's nuts!" Michael replied. "That'd mean cavemen came up with it?"
"Or something earlier," Speed offered in response as he sank into his seat. "Most recently, the Symbol was spotted in safe keeping at something called the Rose Chapel, in Norfolk."
"Raynham Hall," Argent said softly and looked back to Harriet. "You want to see the Brown Lady?" When Harriet gave a mischievous smile, Argent chuckled and shook her head in disbelief. "Oh yes. Yes, I'm definitely staying on this ride."
The Museum of History, Science and Art,
Los Angeles, September, 1935
"Tell me again why we're here?" the man called Midnight asked as the two people crept up to the rear of the stately, marbled building.
"Our enemies are here," Trin Dee replied as she pointed to the opened loading-dock door. She smiled triumphantly, almond-face filled with eagerness for what was to come.
"Right. Okay, so that little pocket watch of yours was on the money," Midnight retorted as he tugged his gloves tighter onto his hands. "I still prefer old-fashioned detective work to magic jiggery-pokery."
"Whatever works for each person," Trin replied as she laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder. "I have no idea what has lured the Blood Red Moon to this place, nor the numbers involved. My token only leads me to my foes, nothing more. Are you sure you wish to go in with me?"
Midnight gave a devil-may-care grin and ran thumb and forefinger over the brim of his fedora. "You bet. Though I might suggest souping up your little toy in the future to tell you those things."
The pair dashed into the building, and then very quietly crept through the majestic halls of the museum. Ancient relics, antique armors, pieces of pottery and the past, all surrounded and watched them as they moved further into the building, led unerringly by the Blood Red Coin of Trin Dee. Neither of them were prepared to stop at a traveling exhibit of Classical Era Greek artifacts.
"You said those vampires would be here? What the hell do they have to do with ancient Greece?" Midnight hissed as they watched from the shadows.
Trin could only shrug helplessly, but they both went silent and watched four figures appearing around a towering chunk of Corinthian column. Two of them carried a wooden box, perhaps four feet on a side but no more than a foot thick. Midnight balled his hands up and Trin grew taut and prepared to leap when mist flowed in from a far entryway and materialized into two more people.
One of the newcomers, tall and lean, pointed out to the quartet and shouted, "Leave it and depart with your lives!" Both sets of newly-arrived eyes began to gleam red in the half-light, hungry and vicious.
"What the hell?" Midnight was confused. Two different groups of robbers. He glanced over at his partner, but found only empty space where she had crouched.
"Do not interfere in the Master's operations," responded one of the quartet of thieves, one who didn't hold the box. He drew a large pistol from inside his jacket. "Leave this place, and remind your Queen who she works for!"
A sharp battle-cry pierced the argument as Trin Dee leaped out from the darkness behind a statue adorned in battered bronzed armor. She bounced off a far wall and spun around, landing an expert flying kick to the head of one of the vampires. As she landed, she immediately sprang back up and over the second vampire, drawing an ornate pair of gleaming butterfly swords from the depths of her leather jacket as she landed behind her foe.
"Oh man, I think I'm in love," Midnight muttered at the sight and then with a roar, charged the first group of thieves. He jumped, not nearly as elegant, and not nearly as far, but he reached the center of the odd box and forced it to the floor. This disoriented the group, giving him the distraction he needed to punch the two who had been carrying the box, sending them reeling.
"Midnight!" The man with the pistol dropped back a few steps and fired at the masked man.
"You recognize me? I'm flattered," Midnight replied as he jumped for the third man, feeling splinters of wood from the shot that nearly struck him. He tackled the criminal to the ground and quickly rolled him up for protection from the gunman, while delivering a powerful roundhouse punch.
"Do not be; to be recognized by the Master is to be marked for death," the gunman replied as he fired again, gunning down his fellow criminal to try and get at the mystery man. "You have been marked since your encounter with the Hammer from Hell. Now you have sealed your fate!"
Trin Dee heard the raucous melee at the other end of the exhibit hall, but kept her focus solely on the vampires she battled. She lashed out in a spinning cyclone of blades that forced the tall, lean vampire to retreat after one slice of a silvered edge forced a painful hiss from him.
"Coward!" cried the second vampire, a vision of alabaster loveliness, dressed to maximize her slender but exquisite features. "Do you not recognize this woman? Who we fight? Who threatens us?" She approached Trin from the flank, forcing the warrior to split her attention, and caught Dee's gaze. "This powerful warrior, of the family that hunts us and makes us feel fear like any mortal?" She reached out a slim hand to touch Trin's cheek. "I am Rowan, dear, and I am no threat to you, am I?" Her eyes kept Trin Dee's captive as Rowan's partner silently swept up to the target, offering such sweet smells to his sharpened senses. "You can protect me, guard me and aid me in my revenge on my sister's killer, can't you? And that one you brought, can bring us to this evil Germanic warrior, can he not?"
Rowan smiled wide, and hungry, fangs lengthened and glistening, her sensuous trap coiling around Trin Dee, the world around these three seeming to slow into hours-long seconds. Stretched out long and taut like a band of rubber… that suddenly snapped when the tall lean vampire screamed in agony.
"I prefer men, seductress, and I prefer them alive," Trin Dee said without altering the expressionless face as Rowan watched her partner stagger away, one silver sword thrust through his chest until he collapsed into dust.
Then it was Rowan's turn to scream in pain as the hand on Trin's cheek flew far from the both with a sweep of the other silvered sword. "Noooo!" She clutched the stump and staggered back as Trin leaped forward, to no avail. The warrior slammed into the stone floor, scattering the flowing mist that retreated from the battle.
At the other end of the exhibit hall, Midnight gripped the dead man tight and continued to use him for cover as the gunman fired again."You killed your own guy?! What kind of screwball do you work for?" he called out in shock.
"You could never understand the master!" the remaining criminal insisted as he heard the screams and grew more desperate with his shots.
"Enough with the gun!" Midnight insisted in frustration as he made his way to the wall and plucked an antique discus off the wall. He gave it a mighty heave and heard it crash into the gunman's hand with a satisfying thud and an accompanying grunt of pain.
"Now then, who is this master and what does he want?" Midnight asked as he slowly marched toward the remaining criminal, Trin Dee doing the same with her foes dispatched.
"No!" the man cried and turned, throwing himself through a large, heavy window. He screamed in pain as shards of glass sliced through him and he fell to the ground below.
Midnight and Trin Dee raced to the broken window and leaned over the sill carefully to see the man, laying below tattered and bent. "Wow. This master gets his money's worth out of these guys," Midnight commented. "What were they stealing for him?"
Trin quickly dashed to the box and pulled the lid up, revealing a pile of straw and that was all. She glanced up at Midnight, who looked furious and started to run down the hall where these men had come from. Trin dashed after him, and the two of them paused when they reached the end of the exhibit. The door was open, but no one was in sight. Trin then continued to run to the open door and search for the stealthy criminal as Midnight looked around the hall itself.
His eyes fell on the empty case and he read the brass plate beneath it, shaking his head angrily. Trin returned to his side, as she slid her swords back into the hidden depths of her jacket. "Another trick you have to show me," Midnight tried to joke. He pointed to the exhibit tag.
‘This brilliantly polished shield matches the one mentioned in the legends of Perseus, granted to him by Athena to aid him in slaying Medusa. Found ten months ago in a valley excavation just outside of Athens, known as Mycenae.'
"None of those guys are going to tell us who their master is, are they? Any idea how to pick up this guy's trail?" Midnight asked as he scratched his forehead.
"There might be one chance, but it won't be easy," Trin said. "I know a trail we can follow. Not like any trail you might think of though. This one travels much differently around this world. But you must believe me, it does exist."
Midnight sighed, a long and surrendering sigh of defeat. "Not the Danger Trail again!"
Gran Chaco Boreal,
September, 1935
Peace had finally started to settle back into this part of the world, after several years of brutal fighting and sweltering death from this dry, heat-blasted part of the South American continent. When Rima had uncovered men moving powerful weapons through her woods in a long and slow route to this place, she became determined she would not allow them to reignite the bloodshed.
She had worked long and hard, harassing the group at every turn, setting up deadfalls, maneuvering them into broken valleys, depriving them of supplies, forcing injuries and accidents. Still they pressed on, and she grew more frustrated at their obstinate determination. Nothing would stop these people, it would seem; nothing but direct confrontation, which she hated and they held the upper hand in. But time was growing shorter and shorter.
She gathered intelligence from her birds, and she gained encouragement and help from the rest of the wildlife. The men suffered broken bones, heat exhaustion, concussions, but still the force moved on.
And now they were here, and she was no closer to stopping them, and no closer to understanding the crazed fervor that clearly propelled them along their course.
I have no choice, she thought to herself as she watched them move to a level area and establish a camp. Tonight, I must strike directly. And hope my efforts have weakened them enough.
She prepared to rest up in a nearby tree, sleeping the early evening to conserve her strength and prepare her for the fighting to come; a thought that made her shudder in disgust. Instead, she was shocked from her bitter reverie by the sounds of gunfire, by the cries of the injured, and by a powerful war cry that split the jungle. Her heart pounding, adrenaline coursing through her petite, hard body, she raced toward the camp, unsure of what she'd find. Her heart was in her mouth as she slowed down and then crept up to the camp.
It was in ruins, men battered into unconsciousness, broken and scattered like leaves before a hurricane. Weapons were sliced neatly in half, and the moans of the injured who remained awake lay over the scene like a shroud. Rima quickly spotted a solitary figure in the center, sword in hand. She was tall and powerful; she was a strong woman. Full-figured, armored breast plate and leather skirting over strong, thick thighs. She was a warrior; Rima could see her martial prowess in the way she stood, conquering in the center of the devastation, and still regal at the same time, as long flowing black hair matched the bronzed skin.
Rima stepped forward cautiously and eyed the woman up and down. She was beauty and she was power and she was majesty, and Rima couldn't help but admire her. She nodded to the woman. "Rima," the jungle woman said as a way of introduction.
The woman turned to Rima and gave a nod of her head. "I have heard some tales of you. I hope I might have your help in these lands. I search for a madman who would loot my heritage, and use it to endanger everyone on this world." She stepped forward and offered a hand in greeting. "I am Hippolyta, Queen of the Amazons."
Georgetown, Washington, D.C.
September 1935
Thomas Flynn hastily snuck up to the rear of his own house, a beautiful building of brick, surrounded by a lovingly-tended yard of hedges and flowers. Flynn held his hat down tight, the collar of his coat turned up to hide his face in the shadows cast by the night sky, his other hand clutching his briefcase as if it contained his life.
In a way, it did, and he knew that very well. He inserted his key into the back door and opened it slowly; even the slightest scrape of metal making him think it was a gunshot alerting everyone on his street.
But it all remained dark and quiet and he slipped into his pantry and closed the door, leaning heavily on it as he sighed heavily in relief. Without taking off his jacket, or his hat, he quickly moved to his study, to make his phone call, to finish this wretched exchange and move on with whatever the next phase of his life would bring.
"Good evening, Mr. Flynn. It took me much longer to track you down than it should have, so really, you should have had the courtesy to be here when I came to talk to you."
"Oh God," Thomas wailed plaintively as he heard the door of his study close behind him. He watched as King Faraday got up from Flynn's own desk and walked around to him.
"Agent Faraday, Secret Service, actually. You and I, we're going to talk, and I hope you give me some answers, because I've had just about enough of this investigating my own country." He took the briefcase from Flynn's limp hand and popped it open. "Well." He was stunned to see the Ineffable Libram inside and he looked back up at Flynn. "I'll admit it. This is not what I expected to find." He maneuvered Flynn into a plush armchair and then walked over to pour each of them a glass of Scotch. "I wanted to know about the West Formula, and Doctor Zero and all of that."
"It… " Flynn coughed on the word, his throat dry. He took the Scotch and gulped the burning liquid down his throat and gasped slightly. He stared up at Faraday and sank into the overstuffed chair, nearly sobbing with relief. "It's connected. All of it. Sort of."
"Sort of?" Faraday sipped at the liquor and leaned on Flynn's desk. "Talk to me. If you're in trouble, let me help you out of it. You don't have much choice at this point; you've got to know that."
Flynn nodded and greedily drank down more Scotch. "If you're here, you know I set up the appropriations channels for Project M. They're the ones with the West Formula. They're the ones that invented Doctor Zero to test out some of their stuff on criminals."
"Why? That makes no sense."
Flynn shrugged his scrawny shoulders, still hidden beneath his coat. "I don't understand any of it. Project M is supposed to be government, but… I don't think anyone really knows what they're up to; I really don't think there's any oversight."
"Why are you stealing the book? Does that go back to West's patron?" Faraday sipped some more and picked the book up out of the case, tucking it under a strong arm.
"Yeah. Yeah, I… I was West's assistant… partner. The guy they mention in the report, but don't name. That's because of Maximillian's boss," Flynn said shakily.
"Seward," Faraday stated smugly, wanting to keep Flynn unnerved by what he already knew.
"Seward?" Flynn shook his head. "No. I don't know any Seward."
"Seward ran the Cult of the Blood Red Moon," Faraday explained as he watched Flynn's face carefully now, seeing more confusion on it. "A group of vampires. With what you and West invented, that can't sound all that crazy to hear."
"Not at all but… but no. No, Maximillian wasn't a vampire, not when he was funding West."
Faraday frowned now and stood up slowly. "He wasn't?" Maximillian disappeared from the report in 1931. Was that the year he was turned? "Then who… ?"
"The Master. That's what all his operatives are to call him."
Faraday put the book on the desk and then reached down to yank Flynn to his feet, hands curled tightly into the small man's collar. "Who?"
"H-he calls h-himself… Vandal Savage."
Somewhere else,
somewhere dark and hidden
The mists poured in through the opened window, spilling into the ancient stone room high in the ancient stone tower that looked over some quiet, green land. The mist piled up as it spilled onto the floor, slowly assuming the form of Mary Seward, Queen of Blood. She looked gaunt and sickly, thick red hair hanging limp and clumping from her head, eyes sunk into her face, her lips thin and drawn. If she could have, she would have wept, for she had at last, after a long and arduous journey, arrived home.
"Beloved!"
Mary turned to see the exquisite porcelain features of the Dragon Queen as she rose from her chair in the study perched in this ancient stone tower. She moved quickly, but retained her elegance; no mad dash for such women of grace and majesty. "You have returned to me at last!" The Dragon Queen reached the vampire queen and threw her arms around her tightly, kissing her long and hard. "You said you would, but I… I was growing fearful." Her eyes glistened with tears threatening to spill out over smooth cheeks.
"I am weak, I am tired, but I am here, my sweet," Mary said softly as she let the ruler of the Black Dragon Society guide her to a divan. "I do hope we have someone in need of punishment?" she chuckled softly and the Dragon Queen nodded and laughed as well. She sat next to her vampire lover and held her close. "My dear, while returning here, I've heard things, and learned things, and… and I have to confess to you something."
"What is it?" the Dragon Queen asked as she wrapped an arm around Mary and held her close, the redhead resting on the Asian woman's shoulder.
"My cult was small when it started, and I struggled to evade and survive Andrew for many years, and struggled to evade and survive that wretched Dee family for many years," Mary explained in a soft voice, eyes staring out ahead of her, vacant as they stared into her past. "A man helped me. Gave me money, gave me lairs and offered me minions to turn. He helped me to make the Blood Red Moon as powerful as it has become. Now he draws his strings tight, to force his puppets to perform his show. He is a true puppet master, and I can feel him tugging at my strings, and it burns at me."
"Shush, my love. Never fear."
"His is a name feared for centuries. He is powerful, he is cunning. He is Vandal Savage, and I haven't the strength to match and resist him, my sweet." She gave a choked sob.
"I know this man, Mary. He is everything you say he is. A brutal, dangerous, cunning man of great resource and vast learning." She turned Mary's head and held it gently in both of her hands, and smiled sweetly at her. "But he is just a man. And we all know the female is the more dangerous of the species. With your knowledge, my people, and our power, we will snatch his victory and make it ours."
Mary smiled in return and licked her lips and nodded. "We will, won't we? Together."
"Together."
Port of Bilbao,
The year 1700
Alan Andal led the way over the rugged terrain, maintaining a steady pace that left his partner short of breath and straining to keep up. Hiram Dee refused to quit though. He knew his ally was right, that time was growing short, that the time was nigh, that at last, the decades-long battle between his family and Mary Seward was about to come to a successful conclusion.
Alan was tall and broad-shouldered, athletic and limber as he loped over the rocky heights leading up away from the bustling Spanish port that they had landed in not hours earlier. Shaggy black hair framed a broad, tanned face, his firm jaw lined in a thick black beard, dark eyes focused on their target: the remote cliff-side villa of the vampiress that had so long plagued the Dee family.
“Quickly, we’re nearly there, my friend!” Alan hissed back to the huffing and puffing Hiram. He gave a glance over his shoulder to the smaller man, a look of excitement over his face.
Hiram’s round face was red with exertion, thin brown hair cropped close. He struggled with the pace, but Alan could only watch with admiration at the will that propelled such an out-of-shape man on such a hard pace. Hiram was well-fed, the girth under his leather hunting clothes indicating a life of luxury. He gave a quick, forced grin at his partner as he continued. “Nearly… there… ” he echoed with a nod. He tugged on the straps of his knapsack, cinching them up as he felt the weight like a block of lead. He gave a brief thought of thanks that his friend carried the other weapons.
The mismatched pair continued the steady, demanding route, at last reaching the small orchard to the south of the estate, where they took a moment to let Hiram collect himself. They studied the low white-washed building ahead. Alan rested a strong, callused hand on Hiram’s shoulder and gave a comforting squeeze. “An auspicious night, Hiram,” Alan said as the smaller man looked up at the dark clouds. Not that it would have been much brighter, for there was a new moon, and that just aided their cause.
“Ready, Alan?” Hiram asked as he raised himself back up onto his tired, short legs. When his partner nodded, they crept slowly to the house. Hiram skillfully opened the shuttered window and Alan helped to boost him over the sill.
Then the two continued to creep into the villa, down a narrow corridor, peeking into various rooms as they sought out their quarry. It was in the inner courtyard that they found her, appearing from a mist, tall and regal, elegant and beautiful in her dark velvet dress, red hair bound up tightly on her head. Hiram’s mouth formed a thin, determined line as he gestured at Alan to creep around the side before stepping out to face her. He slid the knapsack from his shoulders and stared at the woman’s blood-red mouth, avoiding those hypnotic eyes.
“Time has come for you at last, Mary Seward!” he shouted as he let the sack drop to the ground with a plop and gripped the leather-bound book within. His fingers thumbed the page edges, finding the notches he’d placed and sliding the digit between the sheaves. “Tonight it ends!”
Mary merely gave that smug, self-serving smile as she looked at the soft academic and stepped toward him. “You’re correct, Hiram. Things are at an end. I see you were good enough to bring my book. How sensible.”
“I bring your doom,” he retorted, giving a slight swallow, nervous as he was before the powerful creature. He knew she could crush him all too quickly, and played on her ever-growing arrogance to let Alan Andal get in position with the enchanted sword. He pulled the book up and flipped the pages open to the ritual within. “The undoing of all your evil.”
“Do you like my home, Hiram? I do hope so, because it took a lot of work to make it attractive enough to draw you here,” she said to him as she paused a few feet from the hunter. “But one needs an appropriate location for such momentous occasions as meeting my patron.”
“Patron?” Hiram glanced around into the dark, wondering where Alan was, wondering where this patron was. He thought he saw shadows shuffling in the dark corners of the courtyard and he swallowed again.
“Yes, patron,” Mary said as shadows broke away from those dark corners to reveal a dozen people around him, each sporting hungry red eyes and wicked fangs. “He helped me. Helped me find strength to finally end this little conflict. Helped me to craft my Blood Red Moon.”
“Who?”
“Vandal Savage,” Alan Andal said as he slid the enchanted sword through Hiram’s heart, killing him in a quick stroke. “You were a good man, and a worthy hunter, and so I grant you peace in your death.”
Hiram dropped the book, and slowly slid off the glittering blade and to his knees as Mary suddenly appeared directly before the killer. She snatched the book up angrily from the ground and glared at her ally. “He was to be mine!” she hissed.
“He was too good for you, Mary,” Vandal said as he casually cleaned the sword with a cloth, making Mary recoil slightly. “You have your minions and you have your book. Now prepare to… ” He paused when he saw her face contort with greater rage. He saw blank pages flipped back and forth around the ritual bound in its center. He gave a grim smile of respect and glanced at the dead man at his feet.
“A fake! You were fooled by a fake! This is not the diary!” Mary screamed as Vandal watched her tantrum. “You get nothing, if I don’t have the diary!” She found notes jotted into the back pages as Vandal watched in bemusement. “One of his cousins fled to Russia, and the other to the New World. Who knows which one has the actual diary.”
“If either. If those are the paths they took. Fairly safe to say, they could well be lies. Well played, Hiram.” He looked at Mary and let the bemusement fall from his face. “The game goes on. You have your cult. You have your strength, and now the upper hand in your petty little feud. Use it.” He turned sharply on his heel and marched from the building, leaving Mary to hiss at his retreating form in impotent rage.
Off the Peruvian coast,
September, 1935
It was an oppressively humid dawn as the men worked on the cargo ship, preparing it for its departure later in the day. The hold was full, the supplies in place, and the crew were hard at work securing lines and hatches and sundry other important tasks. At least until one of the men thought to look around and muse over the sudden lack of birds.
< “What are you going on about?”> another crew member asked, as he paused and glanced around. < “What’s the problem? Miss yer little birdie friends?” >
Some of the men guffawed, but a couple of the other veterans on the crew joined the first man with concern. Then one of them pointed toward the land and stared in horror. Then more of the men stared, as shock, surprise and a vast flock of birds washed over the crew. They dazzled and blinded the men as they flew through the air over the ship, driving the sailors to duck for cover, and shield their eyes and try to hide.
Slowly, the birds departed the ship, having done their favor for the Daughter of the Didi, and the men they cowed with their display never had the chance to even notice the two women who had stormed the ship. One was in simple leathers, with raven-black hair and deeply tanned skin, lithe and petite, and she secured the crew in the wake of her partner. Also with dark tresses, the second woman was a tall mass of muscle and warrior skill, moving through the distracted men with singular ease. When all was done, the crew had been left on the dock, and the ship had headed out into the ocean with the two women in command.
Rima the Jungle Woman spent the first day working the hoists and sending the weapons of destruction over the side of the ship and sinking to the depths of the Pacific. Queen Hippolyta spent the first day guiding the ship with ever-increasing skill toward a very special place; one that both women knew would lead them ultimately to their quarry.
Rima eventually joined her new companion on the bridge, covered in a sheen of sweat, a proud smile on her face over her day’s efforts. “Everything on track?”
“Yes it is,” Hippolyta, Queen of the Amazons, replied with a smug smile of her own. “I figure we should be at the local triangle in another day, and from there, we can pick up the Savage’s trail.”
“Good. Very, very good,” Rima said. “How long do you think it will take this man to figure out what’s happened to this operation? Think we’ll get a chance to beat out any warning signals?”
“I don’t know. I hope so, I truly do. But from all I could learn from our oracles on Themyscira, this man is exceedingly well-informed and tied into the vast dealings of Patriarch’s World,” Hippolyta replied with a heavy heart. “To gain the edge of surprise on him is reportedly very difficult.”
Rima settled a comforting hand on the royal warrior. “Considering all in our favor, sister, I suspect if anyone can surprise him, it is us.”
Hippolyta reached her hand up and put it over Rima’s and her confident smile returned quickly. She only nodded as the two women stared ahead into the vast sea.
East Hampton, New York
King Faraday drove down the long ribbon of road, settled into the seat of his advanced Cord 812 (as the public would one day get to know it), the sleek black car trailing behind an older vehicle. Evening was settling long shadows that Faraday did his best to use, dropping back at convenient curves to try and prevent his target from getting suspicious. With the information he’d been given by Flynn, Faraday had spent the last few days on the go, with almost no sleep, digging harder than ever for a lead, and now that he had one, he would be damned if he’d lose it.
Thus he was on this road, heavily lined in woods, headed out toward the very tip of Long Island it seemed, following Richard Davis, assistant to the Commissioner of the Bureau of Lighthouses; a man who had come into ownership of a very nice home out in this area, not the sort of location a civil servant normally could afford. Flynn had talked to Faraday about Project M, and after scouring paper trails and hunting down leads and informants, determined M stood for Montauk. The lighthouse in particular, and that led him to Davis, and on this very evening, to the lighthouse beaming its brilliance into the darkening sky. Faraday drove past Davis’s destination, as the agent watched his target pull up to the beacon tower. Faraday found a place to pull his own sedan off the road, and then crept back to the lighthouse. He tested the front door, and found it unsecured, heightening his tension already.
He opened the door and blinked as he let his eyes adjust to the dull yellow bulbs lighting up the hall inside. He moved up to the base of the iron stairs spiraling up the outer wall, which he also pressed his back to, and he stared up. No sign of Davis, no way he could have gone up, not in the short time he was out of sight. He glanced over to the door that led into the attached building and crept over to it, testing it as well. When he did, the door burst open into his face, knocking Faraday back with a hard grunt as two men leaped out at him.
One of the burly men quickly grabbed Faraday by the lapels of his jacket and hefted the agent back to his feet, only to bring their forehead against the bridge of Faraday’s nose.
“Ugh!” Faraday saw stars explode before his eyes as he staggered back, and felt a hard blow to his jaw that spun him to the right. “Secret Service agent!” he cried out to test his theory. When he felt the first thug kick him in the side, he knew that he’d found some of his conspiracy. He rolled with the kick, landing on the cement floor and continuing to roll over.
The thug stepped up and tried to jam his foot back down into Faraday, but the agent instinctively grabbed the man’s heel with his hand. A hard and sudden twist sent the attacker falling to one side as the other thug moved in to grab Faraday’s outstretched arm. Faraday rolled onto his back, unbalancing the new attacker, bringing his own foot up to catch the man in the chest, sending him crashing to the far side of the room.
Quickly, Faraday was on his feet and pulling out his pistol, swinging the butt around to catch the first thug in the temple. The man went down hard this time, and stayed down as Faraday pointed the weapon at the second man. “You’ve just volunteered to give me the nickel tour, fella,” Faraday stated as he watched the man stagger to his feet.
The man raised his hands in surrender and walked slowly to the attached building, He led Faraday down a short hall and through a locked metal hatchway. “You have no clue how much trouble you’re getting into,” he finally said as he started to walk down a spiral staircase. “You think you’re government, but you’ve got no idea.”
“Please, tell me the master will make me regret my curiosity,” Faraday requested with a roll of his eyes as he looked around at his surroundings. The simple clay stone walls circled them as they headed down below the installation above. The air was clammy, and Faraday suppressed a momentary shiver.
“You got no idea,” the thug retorted as he unlocked a new hatchway now. “I’m gonna love this.” He chuckled and threw open the door, then darted inside.
Faraday hurried in after him and raised his gun. He leaped for a counter he saw out of the corner of his eye, taking cover and waiting for the attack, peering cautiously for a return target. Instead, he saw the man who’d led him there, unconscious on the floor. He slowly stood up as he realized that there were a half-dozen others also unconscious, scattered around the room. He looked at the mix of researchers, laying near tables of lab equipment, at the base of strange electric machines, all of it a mix of the cliché scenes of a dozen different fictional mad scientists’ lairs. In the middle of it stood a woman, possibly the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, with smooth porcelain skin, deep dark eyes and ruby red lips, her face catching his gaze nearly instantly, almost keeping him from noticing she was missing a hand.
“Good evening, Agent Faraday,” the woman said softly as she walked to the stunned G-man. She stepped over the unconscious thug on her way, not noticing the victim as she held her remaining hand out to Faraday. “My name is Rowan, and my queen sends me under a flag of truce.”
Faraday took a long, hard blink and then looked at her again. He holstered the revolver and stared hard at her, trying to resist the fact that she acted on every male instinct in his body. “Is that right now?”
“The proof lies around you. Everyone in here still lives. Do what you will with them, they’re unimportant now,” she answered in a soft, sweet voice, gesturing at the room with a sweep of her stumped arm. “What is important is that you agree to the truce.”
“What would that be?” Faraday asked as he pulled himself away from the vampire and knelt down to check the various unconscious people. They lived; she hadn’t lied… yet.
“A mutual foe, one we both need to oppose, or he’ll risk everything each of us holds dear,” Rowan said in that voice like velvet and chocolate. It was a curious mix of pleading and strength, and wormed its way into his brain as he stood to face her again.
“Then Flynn was right? This wasn’t one of Seward’s operations?” Faraday asked, clutching onto his suspicions like a life preserver as the sea of words and sensations washed over him.
“My queen dirty her hands with such… crudity?” Rowan sounded offended as she again made a sweeping gesture with her good arm, sending an array of glass tubing crashing to the floor. “Oh no. That’s not her way. Not our way. That’s Savage’s way.”
Faraday considered her words carefully, weighing his options. He’d learned so very little about this Vandal Savage, but the little he had gleaned about “the master” indicated he was coming closer and closer to something very big, and the closer he got, the harder it got to pull more information from Savage’s people. He gave a heavy sigh and nodded. “Okay. For now. But don’t expect me to trust you, or your queen.”
“No more than we trust you, Agent Faraday,” Rowan assured him. “I know you’re already working out a way to use our alliance to your advantage. It’s why the Queen of Blood extends this olive branch to you. You’re the only one of her recent foes that possesses the qualities that can best work against Vandal Savage.”
This made Faraday frown even more, and he balled his fists up angrily. He wasn’t sure if this was a compliment, or an insult, but either way, he was being told he was thinking like Seward, and that left him unnerved and very unhappy. Still, the mission was to stop Savage, so he let his breath out slowly and said, “Since you’ve already put down all my potential leads, I can only assume you know where to go next?”
“Why yes, Agent Faraday. I do indeed. Come along.” She gave him a sweet smile, eyes glittering like dark jewels before she turned and walked a flowing walk out of the room.
Faraday felt his eyes swim again, his concentration faltering from the powerful charisma of the woman. It was clear why Seward sent this creature out to deal for her cult, he thought to himself. As he followed Rowan out of the door, he noticed a bulletin board littered in papers and quickly snatched a thumbtack, slipping it into his pocket.
The Graf Zeppelin,
High above the Atlantic
The sleek airship streaked through the skies, offering a grand vista for the quartet of adventurers that were eating in the dining room. Cyril “Speed” Saunders held court with his newfound friends, who were still impressed by the connections he’d pulled in to land passage aboard the graceful craft. Even now, as they savored the delicious meal and an excellent vintage wine, Speed explained to them how he and the Graf Zeppelin’s owner and current captain, Dr. Hugo Eckener, had met. His audience was listening with rapt attention interspersed with laughter.
“Oh, poor Speed, just hanging there like a hooked fish getting pulled out of the drink,” Michael Gallant teased the young man as he slapped the side of his leg.
“That wasn’t so bad; it was the shark that was chewing on my brand new leather loafers that was the tipping point!” Speed explained, as the ladies stared at him in shock, then realized he was telling an elaborate ‘fish’ story and began to laugh at the image.
“Speed! You’re crazy!” Harriet Cooper declared with a gentle slap to his forearms as Argent tried to control her laughing enough to sip her glass of wine.
“But yeah, me and Hugo’s son Knut, there we were, bouncing around the ship, trying to sew, and I mean, the two of us, we’d never so much as sewed a button on a sleeve, but there we—” Speed paused as a crewman stepped up to the young adventurer.
“Excuse me, Mr. Saunders, but there’s a message coming in for you in the radio room,” the crewman explained in a heavily accented voice. “Could you come with me, please?”
“Sure. Be right back, guys,” Speed said as he stood up and headed out of the dining room.
“Okay, Harriet, spill the beans,” Michael said as he leaned in toward the slender, auburn-haired young scholar. “Was he totally joshing?”
Harriet shrugged her slim shoulders and sipped her own glass of wine. “Beats me, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s true. It’s clear Dr. Eckener knows him, and he pulled some heavy strings to get us on board. So I can only guess he was really running around the outside of the zeppelin.”
“This ship doesn’t get out to America very often,” Argent St. Cloud confirmed. “And they always fill up quickly. Whatever he did, Speed found us passage in style, you have to admit. This is amazing.”
Michael nodded as he drained his glass and then glanced around. He got a strange look in his eyes and slowly stood up. “I’ll be right back. You gals stay here, act like nothing’s up.”
“Nothing is up, is it?” Harriet asked as Michael quickly moved out of the room, and she looked back at Argent. “What was that about?”
“No clue,” the silver-haired beauty answered with a slight frown, “but if there’s going to be hanging off of the side of airships, then I want in.” Now Argent stood up and smoothed out the dress over her full hips and started to march after Michael.
“But I don’t like hanging off of airships,” Harriet said softly, to no one in particular, as she watched the woman leave. She looked around, feeling very alone suddenly. She gulped the last of her wine, and stood as she poured out another glass, then gulped that down as well. “Ah hell.” Fortified, she then headed after her companions.
Speed was seated at the radio, next to the operator, and held the headphones to his ear, leaning over a microphone. The radio operator started to explain, “Okay, you’re connected. I’m going to hit this switch, and the other end will start, then you just press this button and… ”
“I know how this works, thank you,” Speed interjected and hit the switch for the crewman. “This is Speed, speak your nickel.”
“Hello, my friend,” came the crackling voice, strident and even, and distinctive even over the static. “This is Hans Von Hammer.”
“I’d recognize that voice anywhere, Ace,” Speed replied with a big grin. “What’s up? How’d you know I was up here?”
“Friends,” Hans replied without further elaboration. “I have been trying to reach you for a few days now. I had hoped to implore you to come out to London and lend me your aid.”
“Well, ain’t you in luck,” Speed chuckled as he leaned back in the chair. “I’m headed there now. Good thing you caught me. What’s the situation?”
“Mutual enemies,” Hans explained, remaining terse. “I’ll meet you at the airfield when you arrive, and I can explain everything more freely there. Just be very careful on the way over.”
“I’m thousands of feet in the air, I think I’m okay. But thanks for the warning. I’ll see you in another day or so.”
“I will see you then, Cyril.” The line disconnected and Speed stood up and handed the mike and headset back to the crewman.
“Thanks for your—” Again he was interrupted and Speed turned to look out the door as Michael used his considerable strength to push in a second crewman, gripping his arms tightly. “What’s this?”
“Caught this guy following you, Speed,” Michael explained. “He seemed to be watching us at dinner, but I thought it was just him being an attentive server. But then I noticed he’d headed out after you. Any clue who he is?”
Speed tugged off the cap the stranger wore and pulled his face up to look at it, eyes quickly going wide in surprise. “Holy! You were at the temple!” Suddenly, the strange man lashed out with his feet, kicking Speed hard in the chest and sending him crashing over the radio operator and into the equipment. Michael found himself unbalanced having to suddenly hold all of this man’s weight alone and this let the stranger flip the bulky adventurer over his back when his feet were again on the floor.
“Damn, he’s strong!” Michael groaned as he tried to disentangle himself from the other two men, his arms aching from the sudden breaking of his hold.
“He’s a vampire, that’s why!” Speed declared as he tried to shake off the stunning blow. The vampire had dashed out of the door to escape, and both men were surprised to hear a loud thump on the radio room wall.
Michael was the first to pivot around the doorway and saw that Argent had hooked her arm around the fleeing man’s arm and pivoted, using all her strength and his momentum to force him into the thin wall. The vampire growled angrily as he shook his head and faced the silver-haired woman, but Michael tackled him at the knees, bringing the enemy to the floor. Speed leaped over his bulky companion and brought his knee against the side of the vampire’s head, dazing him despite his supernatural endurance.
The two men grappled the vampire’s arms tightly, trying to hold him. “What the hell are you doing here? This isn’t a coincidence!” Speed barked at the creature.
“Making sure you’re in no position to save the diary!” the vampire snarled as he used his superior strength to twist about, shoving Speed back-first into one of the walls, cracking it and making Speed slump breathlessly.
Argent wasted no time bringing her knee up into the vampire’s stomach as Michael used all his power to pull the creature into the opposite wall and try to immobilize him, but neither had the effect they wanted. The vampire lashed out with his free arm, striking Argent in the side of the head and sending her to the floor. Before Michael could blink, that free arm had gripped his thick neck and started to squeeze, choking off his air, but the blond adventurer refused to let go of his own hold, battering the vampire again and again into the wall, each attempt weaker than the one before.
Finally, the vampire contemptuously threw the light-headed Gallant down the hall. “Now then, let’s get to the killing,” he said as he turned back toward Speed hungrily. In his head, he was running through the rest of the plan: rigging the airship to crash into London, and then jumping to freedom before the catastrophe. Then he could return to his beloved quee—
His thoughts ended very suddenly as he finished his pivot back to Speed and stepped into the broken chair leg being thrust at him by some woman he’d not even noticed before. Where had she com— Then he collapsed to the floor, unmoving, unthinking, and Harriet Cooper sank against the wall, collapsing and shaking as she sat next to Speed, who was still catching his breath. He looked at the monster, now staked in the middle of the corridor, then glanced down at Michael, who was helping Argent to her feet. He wrapped an arm around Harriet’s shoulders and leaned her into him, soothing her shaking body.
“That’s my girl,” he said softly, smiling as she held onto him now and Michael and Argent stood over the vampire, planning their next move.
The Atlantic Ocean,
far below the Graf Zeppelin
Even with the shortcuts and tricks known to the two women, the ocean voyage had been long and hard. Two people manning a cargo ship made for a difficult trip. Hippolyta had guided the vessel through the ‘triangle’ and brought it to the seas around Paradise Island, before sailing back out of the Atlantic’s more famous Bermuda Triangle and up the eastern seaboard of America.
The skilled tracking senses of Rima enabled her to follow the dangerous trail of their quarry, the mysterious and menacing Vandal Savage, and now it was she who kept the two on course, still determined, but the trip was wearing on them. And despite her knowledge of the hidden paths of the world, Rima couldn’t understand where she was headed… she just knew she was. She missed the jungle, she missed the equatorial climate, and she missed land, but she struggled to push those thoughts into the back of her mind.
Hippolyta was also missing home, and was growing impatient with the voyage now. She knew to trust Rima’s abilities, but found it harder to understand why she should trust them. Her heart and mind conflicted as day turned to night, back to day, and once more into night when a powerful beacon of light cut through the darkness.
“There,” Rima said. “We need to go there.”
“The Savage is in command of that lighthouse?” Hippolyta asked with an excited growl in her husky voice.
“No… no. There’s another reason,” Rima mused as she watched the queen grow frustrated again. “Patience. We’re on track, I feel it in my bones. It’s a part of the path, I know.” She didn’t quite believe herself even, but she refused to give up on her knowledge of those hidden paths now. They’d never let her down before.
As the night grew darker, and the ship drew closer to the lighthouse, Rima’s sharp eyes caught sight of a small boat headed out toward them. Her hearing caught the distant sound of the motor, and then it was cut off. Cut off so that more normal hearing would never pick it up.
“There are hunters on that launch,” she informed Hippolyta. The warrior pulled out binoculars and aimed them in the direction the huntress pointed, barely able to make out a shape. Rima could see it though, a small boat being rowed toward them by two people.
“If you say so,” Hippolyta said with a frown.
“They’re allies,” Rima said confidently, folding arms over her chest.
“How do you know?”
“They’re sneaking up on the ship. Two people coming up on a cargo vessel can’t be pirates,” Rima explained as she kept her amazing senses peeled for more information. “They must think it’s an enemy they need to infiltrate. There is no way they can know the crew is replaced, never mind by two outsiders such as us.” Hippolyta smiled at that and nodded.
“I see what you’re thinking. If they think the crew is here, it is the Savage’s crew, and they’re hoping to infiltrate it. Thus enemies of the Savage,” Hippolyta finished surmising. “And allies of ours?”
“We can hope. And they may be what led me here, for they may well know where we need to go next.”
“Let’s go and greet them then,” Hippolyta said with a cocky grin and led the way out onto the deck. They pair of women waited until the small launch came even closer, and then she spoke again, her commanding voice easily reaching out over the waves.
“Greetings there! I am Hippolyta, Queen of the Amazons! Announce yourselves and your purpose and be recognized!”
“Queen of the… Where the hell do I find these people?” The muttering voice reached the sharp ears of Rima, who smiled broadly and leaned over the side of the ship.
“Faraday, is that you? It is I, Rima!”
“You know this man?” Hippolyta asked her companion, not pleased with what she was pretty sure she heard him say.
“I do. He is a good man, he is definitely here to help us,” Rima said with an excited trill in her voice. “We should help him and his friend up.”
“Good… man.” The queen rolled the words together with some distaste but lowered ropes to secure the launch. “We’ll see if such a thing can happen.”
Soon, the two newcomers were clambering over the side of the ship and Rima gave Faraday a hug, a gesture that shocked the man as much as Hippolyta, who eyed the agent suspiciously. “Good to see you too, Rima. What brings you and your… friend here?”
“The same thing that brings you and your friend here,” Rima said as she looked at the lovely, pale woman who followed him over the rail of the ship. She made it no further before a sword was at her neck and Hippolyta glared at her angrily, and then stared at Faraday.
“Vrykolakas!” the warrior declared angrily, and stared at Rima again. “He brings death with him!”
“I do have to ask why you bring a dead woman with you, Faraday,” Rima asked as she too stared at Rowan.
“Please. I am no Greek,” Rowan sneered, immediately regretting her words as the steel pressed to her slender neck harder. “No offense intended, ‘Your Majesty’. We are here searching for a path to Vandal Savage. We seek his destruction, I can only assume you two do as well.” She leaned her head away from the blade and looked at the Amazon.
“Faraday?”
“It’s true, Rima. For now, we’re working toward the same end,” Faraday said, reaching out to grab Rowan by the stump of her arm, pulling her from Hippolyta’s reach. “Whether any of us like it or not.”
“I do not like it,” Hippolyta snapped as Rima put a hand on her forearm. “But the Savage is a bigger threat for now. Like it or not.”
“I’m so glad we have that sorted out,” Rowan said with a wan smile. “I’ll be making a home for myself below decks. Let me know when we reach our destination.” She walked off to leave the handling of the ship to the living.
“Where are we going, Faraday?” Rima asked, trying to quickly change the course of the discussion, the queen and the agent staring at each other long and hard.
“England. Savage’s trail leads to England.”
Somewhere on the trail
“I don’t remember this trip being so tough the first time I took it,” Midnight said as he took a moment to catch his breath. His suit coat bore long rips, his blue tie was askew, and his midnight blue fedora tattered as he ran a gloved hand through his mussed black hair.
“I don’t know about your first trip,” Trin Dee answered, looking only slightly less disheveled but nearly as tired, as she paused to give Midnight a moment’s rest in the dark and littered back alley. “But if it wasn’t so hard, it was because your enemy did not have ambushes lying in wait. None of the foes we trail this time are so forgiving.”
Midnight pursed his lips and nodded grimly at her words. “Yeah, guess you’re right at that, little lady. But as my dad always used to say, if you have people jumping out of the dark with nasty hooked blades ready to gut you, you must be doing something right.”
Trin stared at her partner, brow arched curiously at him. “Your father used to say that?”
“Well, I’m paraphrasing to suit the occasion.” He grinned at her as he pushed himself off the wall he was leaning against and pushed his hat to sit deep on his brow. “Ready to continue?” He pulled off the ruined coat and tossed it to the side, rolling up his sleeves.
She nodded, a mischievous glint in her eye the only indication she shared in his joke. The pair marched out of the alley and onto the fog-covered street, not slowing as Midnight followed the young woman who knew this trail better than he. As they turned a corner, they were beset by several men, charging the pair with a cry. She responded with her own shout and whirled against them, flashing kicks and dancing punches lashing out as Midnight lowered a shoulder and tackled the first, flipping him over his back and head-butted a second. Brute power and athletic grace tore into the group of men trying to stop the adventurers. When the pair reached the far end of the street, the fog grew damper and clung to them and the cobblestones. Midnight’s left eye bore a horrid bruise, and he had a cut lip, while Trin’s left arm was bleeding from the bicep. But she let out a tiny grin and looked at her partner.
“We have arrived,” she announced simply.
“Wonderful. Fantastic!” Midnight replied with a triumphant shake of his fist. “Where?”
“Hm. Good question,” Trin muttered. The pair glanced around, looking for a clue, but both stopped when they saw a portion of the fog start to move and coalesce. Trin slipped her butterfly swords out from the depths of her jacket, ready to attack viciously at the forming vampire. But Midnight held an arm out in the way and smiled instead.
“Trin, this is a good vampire,” he said as the elegantly dressed man stepped toward them, and bowed low. “This is Andrew Bennett. Andrew, this is… ”
“Trin, descendant of my best friend, and guardian of my secrets,” Andrew Bennett said in a reverent voice as he raised himself back up and looked at the young woman. Midnight couldn’t help but notice that, for the first time, Trin was unnerved, her stance uncertain, her face confused. She took a deep breath to try and calm herself, and then bowed low as well.
Midnight tipped up the brim of his hat and asked, “So, you’re saying you two know each other?”
Somewhere else in London
Vandal Savage walked out of the foggy night and onto the empty London street. He was large and imposing, dressed in his elegant black suit for tonight. He tugged lightly at his sleeve, adjusting the suit coat as he walked steadily toward one particular building. He hadn’t wanted to stop here. He was on a strict timetable, something he hadn’t had concern for in quite some time. But in this instance, it had to be adhered to, his immortality was irrelevant to the matter at hand. But no, first he had to stop here, regardless of the greater plan.
He walked up the aged, worn steps and wrapped a thick hand around the brass knob of the front door. It was locked, but that proved no obstacle as he forced the door to open anyway, and entered the hall. He took a moment to look around, then marched up the creaking steps to the second floor landing. He glided through the hall with purpose, wanting this to be done now, and stopped at a simple wooden door. He pressed his hand against it, and frowned before battering it down with a sweep of his powerful arm, before entering and staring at the sole occupant, of the room, of the building.
“Richard Occult.”
“Vandal Savage.”
Doctor Occult, mystic detective, looked over at the intruder from the far side of what was once his study. Like the rest of the house, it was empty, save for chalk markings he’d laid out on the floor. They looked almost like a game board, and in truth, some children might have mistaken it for a ‘Snakes and Ladders’ board. Both men knew better though.
“Your better half is gone, and that leaves you open and vulnerable, as always,” Vandal Savage finally said in an angry mutter.
“There was no way I was leaving her here, with all our possessions, knowing you’d be stomping your way in here, Vandal,” the detective replied with a smirk as he fingered the disk in his trench coat pocket.
“You play the game of immortals well for one so new to the table, Richard,” Vandal complimented the smaller man as he folded his thick arms over his broad chest, looming over the detective. “Not well enough to stop me. But well. A shame you’ll never get to do better.”
“Underestimating me, Vandal? I thought someone with your vast experience wouldn’t do that,” Dr. Occult taunted his foe.
“No. But you don’t fully grasp what is happening here. Oh, you think you do, and in some small way, you have some of the pieces correct. But as you move your pawns around the board, hoping to trap me, hoping to flank and surprise me, you fail to understand one very important thing.” Vandal Savage glanced quickly at the hand in Occult’s pocket, and then chuckled. “Two… two very important things, Richard.”
Dr. Occult slipped his hand out of his pocket, the Symbol of Seven clutched tight to his palm. “What’s that?”
“First, your talisman doesn’t save you from me. I’m not magical. I know magic, I understand ritual and sorcery… but I’m not a creature of magic, and your talisman will not dispel me so readily, or force me from this confrontation.” He grinned and laced his fingers together, cracking them in preparation, as Dr. Occult’s face lost some of its stoicism. “Second, you move your minions across the board by way of the Danger Trail. And what you don’t know, what’s lost in the depths of that Ineffable Libram you try to hide from me, is the truth of the matter, Richard.”
“What truth?”
Vandal stepped across the room, over the chalk board, and easily battered through the mystic defenses of the magician. Doctor Occult moved out of the way of the first blow, but was shocked at the speed and agility of such a huge man as a backhanded punch smashed across the back of his neck and sent him skittering across the floor.
“None of the maneuvers your pawns make can be hidden from me as you move them through the Danger Trail, Richard. Because to walk the Danger Trail is to follow in my footsteps.”
Dr. Occult attempted to backpedal from a vicious punch as he digested the information, but an audible click drew his attention to Savage’s wrist and something shooting out from under the black sleeve that struck him between the eyes, and then the world went dark.
A.D. 1933…
Omenplatz, Berlin
It is impressive how the things that can threaten to destroy also fascinate. What is it in our natures that bring us to these places, to these moments? I have never in all my millennia uncovered that reason. Perhaps I never shall.
I stand and watch the burning night, eyes taking in the tableau before me. I have seen such things before, but somehow, it never fails to leave even my wearied eyes astonished. This little man in front of me screams his harsh and commanding words into the air, and in response, hundreds of people from all walks of life hurl thousands of pages into the flames. It disgusts me. But then, I expected no less from this little man. It doesn’t matter. He serves his purpose for now. As do the others I have drawn here. I have dominoes to set in motion.
My eyes fall on one of those men, whose family I have watched and curried these last few decades. Proud and aristocratic, full of what these people call ‘national pride’, he is a useful tool in guiding and directing some of the most powerful. This one has so much potential, my Hammer from Hell. The little man curries his favor, since he is a hero of the old Germany that he can still use. I have prodded my Hans to come here, ostensibly to support this new, rising Germany. In fact, I have much different needs for him.
I look harder, but can’t locate my other unwitting agent. This one I have not directly encountered. This one I have dealt with only through manipulating his enemies, who I do see in the crowd. The minor mesmerist and seductress, Amara; I see her and her lackey Hels. But not their foe. I don’t worry though. I know of him well enough, I know of his aristocratic demeanor, noble honor, and overwhelming morality. He will arrive, to stop the Queen of Blood’s people. I am immortal, but my senses are like any mortal’s. He is immortal, and his kind is meant to evade the senses of mortals. So I will not worry. As well as I have learned to master the psyches of mortals, I know he is here, and I allow a momentary smile as I watch the screaming little man and gaze at the fires he has inspired, physical and emotional.
It remains most puzzling to me, how those things which are most dangerous to a person are things most likely to attract that person. These pyres of knowledge, for example, are clear signs of a brewing darkness that none here choose to see, instead fluttering closer and closer to their source. These flames could destroy even myself, despite my cursed prowess. At least for a time. But I had to come here, for the book containing the knowledge extracted from me by my long-gone queen’s sorcerer must be kept from the other curse of my life. My beloved Mary, my hated enemy the Queen of Blood.
I step away from the broken body of Hels, who had attempted to trap me with tricks and talismans, not understanding the power of Lord Andrew Bennett. I…vampire. Now I sense a wolf, which intrigues me. Here, in this crowded and raucous venue, there is a wolf. I move in the shadows, the smell of cracking leather and the smoke of burning paper stinging even my undead eyes. I hate this. These poor, foolish monsters, this mob.
But there is the wolf, and even now, he strikes to protect his master. I stare and watch in stark amazement as the tall and defiant warrior slashes at the woman Amara, one of my Mary’s most useful minions. He doesn’t know her true nature, though I can sense he is realizing it with each useless thrust of his sword. I stand back from mortal affairs for fear of my hunger, but even I know Hans von Hammer, my beloved homeland’s enemy ace, the Hammer of Hell. And I see how he has earned this repute. Amara, for all her superiority, is but evenly matched against this warrior. And the book. Nearby, the both of them. He must want it. I narrow my eyes and reach out with a gentle but firm nudge of my will to his black wolf. He leaps forward and snatches the book, diverting Amara and allowing Hammer to drive his weapon home through her heart. I smile as I hear her scream, and watch her body melt into mist and disappear into the black smoke of the terrible pyres.
This magnificent beast chooses to defy me though, which fascinates me, and draws me from the shadows, prepared to demand my book. But the wolf merely returns to his master’s side, and Hammer turns to stare in my direction, our eyes locking. He is drawn to me, to this thing that fascinates him and threatens him, and I can see the haunted look in his deep gaze. He is troubled by the storms around him. He has seen things, in war-time and now, in this peace of Nazi power. Things that eat at him, like that which eats at me. I bow, and I find my shadows, and know that the book is safely away from the Blood Red Moon. I turn away, this vista offering me no more fascination now.
I stare at the book in my hand. I look at my faithful friend, and then stare up at the brownshirts daring to approach me, daring to demand my participation in this fraud. The book in my hand. I have seen their behavior this night, the terrors inflicted on gentle people. I glare, my ally growls, and they stop short. I hold this book and turn to the stage, and hear the words of our Chancellor. Germany must be strong, it must be proud, it must take its rightful place in the world again. True words, but I see the other man behind him, the one I’ve been treating with most recently. He is right. True words, but false meanings. Without any comment to these brownshirts, I walk away, staring at the book, my one true friend loping behind me. I have much to consider this night. I will keep this book, despite our Chancellor, despite the Vandal, despite the fires raging around me.
It is truly amazing how that which will destroy us proves irresistible. I wonder if others ever feel that.
1935
Steven Savage had thrust himself as far into his airplane as he could, tinkering on the left engine, grunting and tightening, utterly wrapped up in his work. He was proud of the plane he'd designed and built, and had a feeling his patron would as well. Robert Gross had given him a very good salary indeed for taking aircraft design into new places, and Savage was quite happy to oblige.
He pulled himself out of the metal frame and looked at the bizarre, twin-boom design with a satisfied smile. His contract with the newly-reborn Lockheed Corporation specified that he'd be the one to test-pilot the craft. Oh, there would be progress reports and outside tests and inspections, but until Savage was satisfied, this top secret project was all his.
He gathered up the tools near the engine hatch, turned around to put them away and stopped very suddenly. He stared at the two people standing in his barn, taking in the details of their appearance and mentally chastising himself for becoming so sloppy that not just someone, but two someones, could sneak up on him in his home base.
Both were dressed in immaculately-tailored business suits, one all black and the other sterling white (which was very unnerving, considering how dusty the grounds and barn were). The one in black seemed to blend into the large black overcoat he wore, a fedora low over his brow and hiding his eyes in deep shadow. The other had a pristine white trench coat hanging off his shoulders, and leaned heavily on a wooden cane. His eyes were hidden not by shadow, but by the dark sunglasses he wore, those and his dark shoes being the only non-white clothing on him.
“Can I help you gentlemen?” Steven Savage asked in a slow, cautious voice, returning to his routine of wiping off and returning the tools to his cabinet, keeping the big heavy wrench readily available just in case.
“We are here to help you, Steven Savage,” the man in black declared as he stepped up to the pilot. Steven turned back to find that the two men had moved up close, two pairs of unseen eyes staring at him. “Your father told you of the time when you would begin the task of gathering the family tree. That time is now.”
“Who are you?” Steven asked in that slow cautious drawl, leaning back on the tool bench and folding his arms over his chest. “How'd you know about Pa and all that?”
“I am no more than a Stranger passing through,” the man in black replied. “I am only here to set you on your path.”
“And you, sir?”
“In the circles I travel, I am called Mister E,” the blind man replied without really looking at Savage. His voice was terse, clipped and concise, with an accent Savage couldn't rightly place. “I am here to see you start this quest. When you start on this road, I will start on mine, and meet you at the destination.”
Steven pursed his lips and looked at the pair of strange men with an amused look. “I see. Sorta I take the high road and you take the low road and we'll see who gets there first?”
“Sort of,” Mister E replied with no hint of amusement in his voice. “Though more properly, I will be taking the high road.”
“Well, thanks for setting me straight then,” Steven replied with a snort. “You all are serious about this, ain't ya? You really mean for me to get going, to find my Pa's friends and finish up his work?”
“Your family's work, yes,” the Stranger replied calmly. “The work that began sixty years ago, and now comes to a head.”
“Okay. Well, I don't know why I should trust two weird men in black and white, but I'm game, and Pa did want me to do this when the time was right. Never knew what he meant by that, but I'm guessin' that'd be you two guys?” He shrugged and moved off the bench. “I'll make some calls, fill my baby up, and head on out.” He started for the doors to the barn, toward the small farmhouse beyond. “Can I give either of you gents a lift anywhere?” He glanced over his shoulder to see both men gone and chuckled. “Yeah, somehow I had the feelin' that was gonna be the case.”
As he walked the path from barn to house, he let their strange words roll around in his head, and let them spark the memories of his father, and what he'd told him of the strange Savage family mission. He remembered the story he'd been told, about how it all began.
A.D. 1875…
The Wild West
This ain’t what I call a peaceful night, Matt Savage thought as he tried to get up off the floor, but the bones grinding in his leg made it impossible. He had the jackass kneeling by the footlocker at the end of his bunk to thank for that: the dark-haired mountain of a man had snapped Matt’s shinbone in two with one well-placed kick, the last in a string of injuries leveled at him after he’d discovered the stranger in the bunkhouse. And now that he’d finally been laid low, the stranger went back to the business of rummaging through Matt’s personal effects, tossing then aside with the air of a man on a mission. Through a haze of pain and anger, he wondered if this was the same person who’d ransacked his sister Samantha’s house a couple months before, and if so, he was glad she hadn’t been home when it happened. Personally, Matt was beginning to wish that he wasn’t at home tonight himself. But he was expecting a visitor, and had begged off on going to town with the rest of the boys so as to not miss him. The way things were looking now, however, his visitor may arrive just in time to find his corpse.
Gritting his teeth, Matt made one more vain attempt, only to collapse again, sweat plastering his reddish-brown hair to his forehead. The stranger glanced at him and said, “Well, it’s good to know that you at least inherited my sense of determination. It’s a shame that it doesn’t make up for your lack of physical prowess.”
“What… what the Hell is that supposed to mean?” Matt asked.
“It means,” the stranger said as he turned back to his rummaging, “that after millennia of careful selection and breeding, one bad apple went and ruined all my good planning.” He waved a dismissive hand in Matt’s direction. “If Tiberius hadn’t absconded with such an important piece of that plan, I could have washed my hands of your entire bloodline. Instead, I had to waste two centuries tracking you down.”
Tiberius? That was the name of Matt’s great-great-great-grandfather, the first Savage to come to America in the late-1600s. Aside from that notable event, almost nothing was known about him, including where in the Old World he’d come from. It had long been surmised in family lore that he’d been an Englishman, mostly because of…
“I should have known,” the stranger said as he pulled an old, leather-bound King James Bible out of the footlocker. “What better place to hide it than within the very work that drove him to steal it in the first place?” He turned it over in his hands, then took out a penknife and began to cut along the top edge of the front cover. According to Matt’s father, the thick tome was the only possession Tiberius Savage brought with him to the New World, and it was said that he carried it with him always. After his death, it had been given to his son, who began the tradition of noting within it the Savage family history: births, marriages, deaths, all written down on the Bible’s endpapers. For six generations, it had been passed on from one son to the next, until it became Matt’s responsibility with the death of his own father nearly thirty years ago… and he certainly wasn’t going to let this man carve it up like a Christmas goose.
Bracing himself for the agony to come, Matt worked his good leg beneath his body, then launched himself at the stranger, barreling them both over and causing the Bible to fly out of the other man’s grip. Unfortunately, that one act was about all Matt had the strength for, and he quickly lost any advantage he’d gained as the stranger wrapped his meaty fist around Matt’s neck and began to squeeze. “You are becoming quite the annoyance,” the stranger told him. “It’s hard to believe that a weak little worm like you could spring from the Savage line.”
Matt was struggling to get free, or at the very least draw a decent breath, when he spotted something over the stranger’s shoulder, and a smile broke out over his reddening face. “I take after… my mother’s side more,” he gasped. “My brother… he’s the one who… got all of Dad’s looks.”
The stranger chuckled. “The lack of oxygen must be affecting your memory. From what I know of your family, your brother died not long after he left the cradle.”
“That’s what most people think,” a voice said from behind him. The stranger turned, and was immediately greeted by a fist to the face. He let go of Matt so as to better defend himself, but the buckskin-clad newcomer didn’t let up, raining down blow after blow until the stranger lost consciousness. The newcomer then quickly bound the man’s hands behind him with a length of rawhide, just in case.
Matt grinned at his rescuer, saying hoarsely, “You’re late.”
“Not too late, judging by the look of things.” Brian Savage, known to most whites as Scalphunter, knelt beside his older brother and checked him over. “You mind telling me what that was all about?”
“Ain’t too clear… I think one of our ancestors double-crossed one of his.” He gestured to where the Bible landed and said, “Seemed to think there was something hidden in there.” Brian left his brother’s side to pick up the book, and as he did so, Matt noticed how similarly-built he and the stranger were: the same broad shoulders, the same sort of walk, not to mention the same raven-black hair. Then Matt remembered something the stranger said earlier about “careful selection and breeding.” It’s gotta be a coincidence, he thought, glancing from Brian to the man on the bunkhouse floor.
His back to him, Brian asked his brother, “You said he thought there was something hidden in this?” Matt concurred, and as Brian turned around, he began to pull a thin metal sheet out of the cut the stranger had made in the Bible’s cover. It was about six inches wide and eight long, nearly the size of the cover itself, and embossed on it were rows upon rows of exotic symbols. There were a few holes punched in it as well at irregular intervals, reminding Matt a little of the music scrolls one used for a player piano. Brian held the sheet up, letting the faint evening light coming through the window dance across its golden surface, and said, “What do you suppose this is?”
“I don’t know,” Matt answered, “but something tells me we should find a better place to hide it before that jackass wakes up.”
1935
Steven Savage had flown all night to reach the rendezvous in Washington, D.C. Eel O'Brien had told Savage he couldn't stay in the nation's capital for much longer, due to a completely different (and totally erroneous, according to O'Brien) set of circumstances. Savage gave a chuckle as he remembered that comment. Eel always sounded so earnest, he was sure that the criminal honestly believed that he wasn't actually grifting and stealing through life, and that his victims deserved to lose a little cash to make his life easier.
So now, Steven Savage was carefully walking down dark-lit streets of Washington, D.C. and seeking out some rundown bar called 'Winkle's'. When he found the entrance, and glanced through the window, he could only let out a short, dejected sigh at the dingy interior. He pushed through the door and glanced around the smoke-filled room, at the cracked and worn tables and equally rough-hewn patrons. He finally found his target, drinking from a mug of beer and smiling up at him with a wave of his hand.
“Heya, pal! Sit, sit, have a brew,” Eel O'Brien said as he signaled to a waitress. “Whattaya think? Pretty neat place huh?”
“You're joking right?” Savage replied as he watched the heavy glass get set in front of him. “I mean, seriously, this is just… just… ” He glanced around, trying to pin down the right word.
“Perfect?”
“Grimy, grubby, dirty,” Steve rattled off in response. “I feel like I walked into a cliché.”
“Exactly! Like I said, perfect.” O'Brien grinned and then gulped at his beer. “Can you think of any place better for a wanted fugitive to meet a graying, retired 'Balloon Buster' and deliver a secret package?”
“I am not graying, thank you very much,” Steven said defensively. Sadly, there was very little else he could protest in Eel's description. He took another glance around, sipped some of his beer and had to admit to himself that he was apparently trapped living out a pulp novel. “Speaking of packages, you got it with ya?”
“Of course,” Eel replied with a wink. He picked up the square object, wrapped in brown paper. “Now I feel like I'm peddling a peep show.”
Steven took the package into his hands and looked at it for a few minutes. “We're even now, right?” he heard O'Brien ask. “Even-steven?”
“Sure thing,” Steven replied with a chuckle. Eel did always have a way of rolling off the bad jokes without batting an eye. “I gotta take off. I got a whole heck of a lot more travel ahead.” He hefted the package under an arm and started away from the table, settling his Stetson onto his blond hair and tipping the brim toward O'Brien. “Be seeing ya around.”
Steven pushed through the door and signaled for a cab, not noticing the three figures who walked into the bar behind him. The man in the middle glanced over his shoulder to watch as Savage entered the cab and pulled away, chuckling before continuing into the building. The heavy-set man with pale skin and stringy brown hair glanced around and pointed toward the slouched Eel O'Brien, and his two companions lurched and marched toward the criminal, patrons nervously pulling away as they heard whirrs and clicks from the heavily-clothed figures.
“Good sir, you and I, we need to discuss a few things,” the man said as he stepped up to O'Brien's table, tugging leather driving gloves off his fingers. “About your friend.”
In the back of the taxi, Steven Savage started to undo the bindings on the paper, peeling it open to see the slate tablets within, littered in ancient writings. He tugged out worn papers that had been tucked between the stones before setting them on the seat next to him. He unfolded the pages and settled in to read them, not noticing the soft clicking sounds from the cab driver.
Biblical Times
the city of Babilu
Hundreds of workers had slaved on the structure for nearly a year, and now its purpose was coming to fruition. They'd died, and been built into the walls. They'd brought the top to a height greater than any building before, above what many thought could be possible, but were now trapped at that peak by its masters.
Their king, Nimrod, master of Babylon, had this grand Tower built as a glorification of the will of man. Its uppermost level would reside in the heavenly realms itself, he promised his people, a worthy testament to the grandeur of their culture and his regal might.
And so it was that the monarch of the land strode through the halls of his home, marching hard and eyes steadfastly focused on his destination. He was angry, his frustrations at a boil, and anxious to have this madness done with. He reached the end of the corridor and flung the doors wide.
“Savage!” he roared. “It is done! The Tower stands ready for your use. Be done with this already!”
Barrel-chested, thick-limbed, shaggy black mane of hair encircling his head, dark eyes flashing back at Nimrod, and hands balled into tight fists, Vandal Savage stepped forward. “Do not seek confrontation, hunter-king. You are a master of this age, I am a master of all ages.”
The pair glared at each other, until at last Nimrod turned away and led Vandal Savage out of the palace, and toward the building that he had been forced to construct for this interloper. “Be done with this monstrosity, Savage.”
“Do not worry. I intend to be done with this soon,” the already ancient villain responded. “Very soon, my ritual will be complete, and I will ascend this Tower into the Uppermost Realms. At long last, all my centuries of planning will be completed.”
Over his shoulder was slung a pack containing a number of tightly-bound scrolls. He slipped this pack in front of him and fingered several of the parchments as he smiled at the spire of stone, heart pounding, adrenaline surging. It had been too long since he'd felt such emotions well up in his massive chest. He'd feared that his long life had seared such things from him.
Vandal Savage climbed up the tower, a steady pace as he looked over the scrolls, preparing himself, girding himself for this ultimate invasion. He reached the top of his tower, looked at the bound slaves and nodded with pleasure.
“No.” The voice was soft, and foreign, and yet still demanding. It came from nowhere, though a shimmering form was coming out of the hot winds that blew across the towering rooftop.
“Who are you? Who are you to say such things to me?” Vandal Savage snarled, and hunched his broad shoulders, prepared to attack.
The dark-skinned man stood, hovering a foot above the stone surface, his arms held to his sides, various marks on his bare chest as he looked at the villain. “I am Nommo, wizard-king of Kor, and I have come to stop your foolishness.”
Savage lashed out with a powerful strike, but it merely passed harmlessly through the image. The voice picked up from a different place, where Nommo again appeared from the hot winds. “All your years of life, all your learning, and you still think like the caveman you were,” Nommo said in a disappointed voice. “You cannot batter your way into the Iconic Realm, you cannot achieve your dream by brute force.” With a wave of his hand, Savage was blasted by the hot winds and hurled across the roof. “You hope to upset the balance of all realities, and it cannot be permitted. This abomination ends here.”
Vandal Savage immediately leaped at the wizard-king, failing to connect with the new image and finding himself clutching the edge of the roof, perilously hanging off the side of the building. “You are like a mist, but it will not save you, I will find a way to destroy you! I will have my conquest!”
Nommo lifted his hands up sharp and quick. Flames burst up from the ground to shatter the tower, sundering it brutally and sending Savage plunging down among the debris and ash, screaming furiously as Nommo hovered in place.
“Mist. Mist,” the wizard-king murmured as he plucked the pile of scrolls from the collapsing ruins and flew off with them, to secure them from the immortal caveman. “I like that name. Perhaps I will adopt it for myself.
1935
Steven Savage tugged up the collar of his flight jacket, and stuffed his hands deep into the pockets as he quickly moved through the rain, over narrow Newcastle streets. He was nervous, after barely escaping from that bizarre clockwork man who was driving his taxi back in Washington. He managed to jam up some gears and get to his plane, but he knew that someone was pursuing him. Someone with a command of science years ahead, yet oddly out of date, and worst of all… unknown to him.
And so he cautiously moved through the rundown industrial city, and sought out his latest destination. The piers and shipyards were rusted and dreary, and only put Savage further on edge. He was never happy with this next contact, and having to meet him here, with these strange artificial men after him… none of this helped make this easier.
“You've arrived,” said a deep, rumbling voice from the shadows between two salt-caked pier buildings. “I'm glad to see my efforts were not for naught.”
Steven spun and looked into the shadows, watching the huge man lumber out to meet him. Tall, thick, clad in tattered clothes and covered in a heavy overcoat, he did his best to hide his features, but Steven saw them well enough. Skin that was gray-green, dead and taut over electrically-charged muscles, dead black eyes sunk deep into sockets too big for him, his body not quite fitting itself, distorted just enough to make others uneasy. This creature stared down at Savage and held a hand out.
“Good to see you too… Adam,” Steven said, shaking the cool, leathery hand nervously. “Wasn't about to drag you all the way here and leave ya hangin'.”
“Your family does make good on its word,” Frankenstein's monster said with a nod of that squared, unnatural head. “I was surprised to receive word that you wanted the Katherine's journal, I must admit.”
Steven shuddered as he listened to the clipped, proper English the monster spoke. He just couldn't correlate that brutish form with the precise annunciation. “I got the word that it's time to cut off 'Granpa' at the knees. So I gotta get all these pieces back together. And find the last couple of missing pieces.”
The spawn of Frankenstein passed over the leather-bound book, so small in his meaty hand, and continued to nod in agreement. “I might be able to help with that. On my way here, I heard of a man you might wish to meet, across the Channel. He claims to have an account of a war lost to history. A war that sounds like it might fit one of those puzzle pieces you are lacking. I took the liberty of placing the information on a business card in the Miss Dee's journal.”
“Well, sounds like—” The pilot paused and perked his head up as a familiar sound caught his attention. “Sounds like I've been found again, actually.”
The two figures peered around the corner of the narrow alley to see four of the clockwork automatons marching toward them with their precision stagger. “Friends of yours, Steven?” the monster asked facetiously.
“Whoever's behind these critters is very, very good at his job,” Steven muttered.
“I shall handle this,” Adam said as he pulled out a pair of thick antique pistols from under the depths of his coat. “There is a ship that will be heading out to sea very shortly. I suggest you go while I hold the line here.”
“Thanks, Adam,” Steven said in awe of the creature's actions. “I should stay and help though.”
“I can handle this, and you have to finish your task,” the monster said as he stepped from the alley and strode out toward the approaching clockwork men. “Now go!”
With a helpless shrug, Steven gripped the book tightly and darted down the alley and toward the steamer he could hear in the distance. If someone as large and obtrusive as the Frankenstein monster could hide aboard such a vessel, Steven reasoned he could do it handily enough. And he'd be able to read the journal, and try to sort out what it was that his family had gathered about their ancestor, this villain.
1590 A.D.
South Cadbury, England
“You have gone too far, old man,” Vandal Savage said in his deep firm voice, refusing to lose his temper. He tugged at the lace cuffs of his shirt and stared at the elderly man opposing him. “I have allowed your machinations for your 'Virgin Queen' to go on because your keen mind made things interesting for me. But this time, you go too far.”
John Dee stared up at the powerful man, and refused to give any sign of the fear bubbling in his heart. This was a task for far younger men, but there were none ready to do battle with this eternal mastermind. He'd spent much of his youth helping to upset the Savage's various schemes, but only recently had he come to realize just how far-reaching was this cunning fiend's vision and power. Still, he wouldn't back down now, though it meant his death.
“I've already removed the pages to somewhere safe, Savage,” Dee said in a voice cracked with age, shaking and tremulous just when he needed strength. “As for your trail, and your intention to use it to enact your plan piecemeal, I will not step aside and allow it.”
“You will not allow it?” Savage laughed at the tenacity remaining in those brittle bones. “Dee, you fool, you brave, senile fool, you have no choice!” He paused for a moment and then eyed the magus carefully, stroking his thick black beard. “Piecemeal? Can it be you know?”
Dee nodded with a smug smile, that smile that had sent Savage away in frustration in decades past. “What you failed to steal wholesale with the Tower of Babel, you intend to pickpocket in parts. Without the pages, you can go no further than here, and here I will not allow you to take at all! Camelot remains, I will see to that!”
“We'll see about that, old man. It is clear you have become much too dangerous to leave alive, and so our game ends!” Savage took a scant few giant steps forward, his arm upraised to strike at the old man, but he never got the chance to land the blow.
Instead, the vicious thrust of a powerful spear caught the villain in the side, as a white charger thundered by, ridden by a lean, armor-clad knight from out of legend. Dee staggered back as the attack parted the old foes, and Savage quickly backpedaled and regained a sense of balance.
“Who?”
“You endanger all of Britain with your foulness, and I will not abide that, Vandal Savage,” declared the knightly figure, the spear pointed down toward her enemy. “Britomart stands ready to stop you!”
Both men could see that the warrior was a female, radiant in power and beauty, but John Dee noticed that her voice was also familiar. He watched in fascination as Vandal Savage attempted to battle her, but skill and spear worked to defy him despite all of his vast knowledge.
“I am still too impatient,” Savage growled as he stepped back. “You will die in scant months, Dee. This… wench… only years longer! I'll have the pages, I'll have my Tower and my conquest, in centuries to come, after you're long dust and long-forgotten!” He turned and stormed off, chastising himself mentally at having lost his temper again. Emotions still resided inside of him, and he grew weary of that weakness. He'd find a way to avenge himself on Dee, of that he was certain. Perhaps through the magus' good friend, this Lord Bennett. Yes, that could work well, he thought.
“Kate?” John Dee asked after long moments watching the enemy stalk off. “That's you, I recognize my daughter's voice. But how… how did you come by this… persona?”
The warrior slid from her horse, and hugged her father tightly. “I had to help you, Father. I knew he'd kill you, I knew he'd win, I had to find a way to help you. So, I used one of your books, and found a guardian spirit, one that would ride with a 'mere' woman.” Slowly, the horse, the armor and spear, the radiant power, dripped away from Katherine Dee. “She rode with Roland's court, and she sat with the Round table, and she has allowed me to aid Queen Elizabeth's reign in the past.” She blushed as she made her hurried confession.
John Dee smiled at his daughter and leaned against her, as they began to walk from Cadbury Castle and the legendary remains of Camelot, as his mind turned over the references. “Bradamante. Guinevere. Now Britomart. Truly fascinating. I would like to meet this spirit, if I might.”
“I think that can be arranged,” Kate said quietly. “She has already captured the heart of the poet Spenser. I see no reason why she can't meet the premiere magus of the age too.”
John looked over at his daughter with an arched brow, then chuckled. “Spenser? You simply must fill me in on this career of yours, Kate. You must. Before I have to read about it.”
1935
“The Master insists that you are more valuable unharmed, so you will accept my protection and follow me in,” ordered the tall, muscled Arab. He wore simple dark slacks and turtleneck, and bore no indication of his allegiances or true threat. But this bald-headed man moved with startling grace, and Steven Savage could only gulp and nod his head as he fixed his Stetson low on his head.
“You got it, Ubu. I'm just a guest here, you're the genteel host after all,” Savage replied with a light smirk as he looked up at his guide. “'Course, I'd love to know how those damned clockworks got here ahead of me.”
“That would be my fault, I'd wager,” the warrior said as he cautiously approached the rear door of the small country cottage. “My master insisted I rush this to you, and I took a shortcut taught to me. But it's a shortcut fraught with danger.”
“Huh?” Steven couldn't ask more, because this strange man, this Ubu, stood tall and launched a powerful kick that shattered the wooden door. Inside the small building, a half-dozen of the bizarre machine men turned toward the disturbance and started to move toward the warrior.
Ubu wasted no motion and no time as he hurtled himself into the building immediately on the destruction of the door, his other leg coming up to smash into the unnerving porcelain face of the clockwork figure, gears and pinions splashing out into the room. A powerful fist caught another in the torso, just beneath the brass chest and up into that chassis. The creature wound down quickly as Ubu's hand yanked back out with a several levers and pistons that had also chewed up the warrior flesh and bone.
Steven wasted no time in coming to his partner's aid, using a kitchen chair to club the head of one clockwork and driving the head into the chest. The remaining automatons worked at the two men through, a pair of them trying to bear Ubu down as the third swung at the pilot with razor-sharp fingers. With all his incredible strength, Ubu smashed his clockwork foes into each other, cracking them open. They collapsed to the floor, giving him the chance to stomp hard on their mechanisms, bringing them to a halt, as Steven dodged a vicious slash of talons that then became lodged in the wooden wall. He brought a heavy cleaver from the nearby counter down against the mechanical limb, severing it with three quick strong chops. The creature staggered away, trying to regain balance, but not before Savage had jammed the thick metal blade into its head and brought the last one down.
“I have got to find out where these are coming from,” Steven said, panting from the battle.
“Savage knows whenever someone walks his path,” Ubu said as he led the pilot carefully into the cottage, warily watching for more of the mechanical attackers. “I alerted him to this meeting.” He stopped at the fireplace and activated a hidden lever on the mantle. A thick yellowed envelope fell out of a hidden cubby, and Ubu handed it to Savage. “Here. This will explain things that are missing from your narrative.”
“I want you to explain what you mean by shortcuts and his path and all that malarkey,” Steven insisted as he took the object.
“Savage has explored every inch of this world in his vast time,” Ubu said. “In that time, he has found every path there is to find. He has blazed most of them before history began. The path of power is the path of Savage. You will come to understand this as you continue your quest.”
“Do you understand this?” Steven smirked as he turned the envelope over in his hands.
“I do. I serve a powerful man, a powerful immortal, who strides this world like a god, as my god, and I understand.” He walked to the front door of the cottage and paused, looking back at Steven. “He does this to help with his own goals. He doesn't care if you live or die, but he cares that Savage is stopped. When the time comes, if you survive this war, my Master will come for the debt you now owe him.” Ubu then stormed out of the building, feeling unclean for his momentary association with the Balloon Buster.
“Well.” Steven looked at the envelope, and then his surroundings, and at the ruined clockwork men. “Let's see who this master is that I apparently owe.”
A.D. 1369
Yagovny Castle
The long, slim sword dangled loosely from the despot’s hand as he prowled the corpse-littered battlefield. Carrion birds scattered at his approach, squawking indignantly— but not even they would dare risk his displeasure. He was a grim sight in his red and black robes, his head covered by a helm made from the skull of his father, the blood of his vanquished foes staining his hands.
Brother Blood came upon the body he was looking for. A young man lay, impaled on a spear, and still twisting in his final agony. With the tip of his sword, Blood pushed back the chain mail cowl of the dying man, and looked into his eyes.
“Did you think to overturn my rule? To slay me…?” The warrior-priest ruler of Zandia hissed.
“The prophecy…!” The man on the ground said between clenched teeth. “The son shall slay the father ere his days number 99 years and 1… Only I—.”
“You are a puppet of the infidel Demon’s Head, nothing more.” Blood said coldly, raising his sword. “I will show him what it means to go to war with the Church of Blood. And I can have other sons.” The glittering blade swept down, blood sprayed, and nearby crows cawed in anticipation for their feast.
The castle of Yagovny was a border fortress, held at times by both Zandia and the Turk. Now it was a private fiefdom, owing allegiance to neither the Church of Blood nor the Demon’s Head— for the Lord of Yagovny would bow to no man.
“This war must end,” declared the dour Lord of Yagovny, alone in the Great Hall with the two antagonists. “You shall both be the fathers of great dynasties, and need not shed each others blood so wantonly.”
Brother Blood leveled a finger at the haughty, mustached Saracen, his other hand clenched in a fist. “He has stirred rebellion in Zandia. His assassins murdered my consort.” His voice shook with barely-contained rage.
The Demon’s Head stared coldly at his long-time enemy. “The Church of Blood is a grotesquerie, a perversion of nature. The earth itself cries out for its extinction. Its stranglehold on Zandia must be broken.”
Blood bristled, his teeth showing. The Demon’s Head only glared back at him with undisguised disdain.
“Come, Ra’s.” Came the rumbling, calm voice of Yagovny’s lord. “Surely what Sebastian does in Zandia is no concern of yours. Call off the hashishayun. Let us be united in brotherhood.”
Ra’s al Ghul turned slowly to the lord, lifted one elegant eyebrow and said, “Why?”
Why. It had been many years since anyone had dared ask Vandal Savage that question. But he remembered the answer to it as clearly as he remembered that day, all those millennia ago, when he had first glimpsed his destiny.
“Because you owe me no less.” He told them both. “Because I helped to put you both in your positions of power. Who delivered the shawl unto you, Sebastian? Who whispered the secrets of the Lazarus Pit into your ear, Ra’s? And because there shall come a time when a Son of Blood and a Daughter of the Demon will stand beside me at my most desperate hour, as their sires stand before me now.”
Ra’s eyes became hooded, and Brother Blood hissed in frustration.
“You overestimate your importance to me, Savage.” The Demon’s Head said in a soft, but deadly voice. “You are but one man. What if we killed you here and now, and carried on with our war, unburdened by your… demands?”
Brother Blood’s eyes lit, aroused by the prospect.
But a droll smile widened the lips of Vandal Savage. He faced the Demon’s Head, unperturbed.
“Then you would be a fool, Ra’s al Ghul. Perhaps you could kill me, the two of you together, but I rather doubt it. I have not lived so long to be undone by such as you and Sebastian. But let us say you succeeded in your mad gambit. Do you think me such a fool as to not have prepared for such an eventuality? Do you think I do not have agents in both your camps, prepared to work my will? Think of it, Ra’s: any one of your fabled League could owe their true allegiance to me. And you, Sebastian. Which of your followers really calls me ‘master’?” Savage’s smile turned glacially patronizing. “Do either of you doubt that there shall come a night when the nubile body warming your bed reaches for the dagger beneath the pillow and buries it in your chest? Or perhaps it will be the trusted lieutenant who will show his true colors when you back is turned? Though it may come from the unlikeliest of places, the blow will fall. Could either of you rest easy again?”
They both stared at him, and even these two— these most fearsome of men— were shaken.
And so, a kind of peace fell upon Zandia. Brother Blood called off his crusade, and the followers of the Demon’s Head melted back into the shadows. But the carnage had not ended. Upon his return to his capital, Brother Blood began a purge of his closest disciples and concubines, bathing in a great vat of their blood. In his secret lair, Ra’s al Ghul was more calculated, sending his beloved Ubu to ferret out the traitor— and finding none, Ra’s was left with only one other choice, and slew his faithful servant with his own hand.
But for a long time, neither Blood nor Ra’s rested easy. And in Castle Yagovny, Vandal Savage laughed, and bided his time…
1935
“Can't tell you how much I appreciate the help, King,” Steven Savage said as the two men stepped out of the sleek, strange plane the pilot had developed. “I didn't think I was going to get back to my plane and out of London with those stupid clockworks after me.”
“My pleasure, old buddy,” replied the King, clad in his top hat and tails, heavy blue-black cloak helping to conceal his physique, a black domino mask over his eyes. “I'm just glad that your friend O'Brien worked up the guts to tell us about what happened. I'd never have been sent out to help otherwise.”
“Yeah, he can be a good joe when he wants to. I just wished he'd want to a little more often, 'cause right now, he's headed for a bad end,” Steven replied with a heavy sigh. “Anyway, Mr. Master-o-Disguise, you gonna stick around and join in the fun now that you're here?”
“I wish I could, but this little excursion 'across the Pond' was strictly vacation time,” the King said in a dejected voice. “Though I'm going to hang around long enough to check out this 'Mystery' cat you told me about. He sounds like a hoot. Then it's back to the office.”
The King led his friend over to a sleek looking sports car, which would in a year or so be called the Cord 812, but for now provided special operatives of the United States government an edge over the roadways of the country. In this case, the black car slipped through the narrow, twisted roadways of Boston, Massachusetts, and headed into the Back Bay of the old city, to find one lone little bookstore amongst the elegant buildings and quaint parks. When the King turned his sixth corner without luck, the store seemed to suddenly appear and beckon to them.
“Okay, now that's just queer,” King said as he pulled the car to the side of the road and glanced around. “I'm sure we came through here at least a couple of times already. How'd we miss it?”
“After what I've bumped into on this trip, let me tell ya, pal, you don't want to be askin' that question,” Steven answered with a laugh as he led the way into the store.
The masked man gave a low whistle as he looked around at the rows of books, shelf after shelf, going much deeper than he'd believed was possible from the outside.
“Yes, magician,” Mister E said as he stepped out from a back room, staring off sightlessly as he carefully made his way to the two men. “This is true Magick in here. This place is very special.”
“Right. Well, you must be Steven's new buddy, Mystery,” King said as he put his hand out to shake. He felt foolish and rattled when the man in white turned his face and locked the dark lenses with the masked man's face, reminding all of his blindness while at the same time, examining the King on altogether other levels. The masked man dropped his hand quickly.
“I am called Mister E, though I can see where the mispronunciation extends from,” corrected the blind man. He turned toward Steven and stretched out his hand toward the pilot now.
“You get what you were supposed ta, then?” Savage asked as he looked down at Mr. E's hand and tentatively reached out to shake it.
“I did what was needed, yes. Now you shall see, and hopefully get some idea of the depth of the chess game played across the ages.”
With that, the two hands clasped, and Steven saw what the blind man could not.
125,000 Years Ago…
in a time-lost land
He flinched against the bright slash of fire that split the sky and screamed in his ears. The burning, flying thing arced high overhead, and he tracked it with dark glittering eyes, deep-set beneath a beetling brow.
The rest of his people had fled, fearfully, back into the forest, to crawl into their caves and holes. But not he. He watched as it smashed into the woods across the stream, causing the very ground to shake, and leaving a scorched trail in its wake.
Vandar Adg wondered what it was. Was it a gift of the Sky God? Was it a fiery bird like the kind his women roasted and fed him?
He was curious. It was what set him apart from the rest of his tribe. He moved forward, loping towards the spot where the thing had landed, his knuckles scraping the ground.
When he reached the site of the impact, the thing was still smoking and hissing. It smoldered in a hole in the ground, a chunk of glowing rock many times his size. Waves of heat buffeted him, but he pressed closer, raising one hairy arm to shield his face. It entranced him, pulsing as if a thing alive…
There was a weird, discordant sound wafting on the air, and colors Vandar had never seen— or imagined!— swam before him.
Every instinct he had told him to run away. To close his eyes and cover his ears. But he was Vandar Adg, Many-Blooded and chief of his Folk. In his hand, he clutched the leg-bone of his father; it had split the heads of all his rivals. He would not run from a rock, no matter that it had fallen from the sky.
He reached out and touched it.
He never even heard the cry of agony that issued from his own mouth. A rushing sound filled his head like the crash of the sea against the rocks. The world fell away, and the universe opened up before him; kaleidoscopes of colors burst like ever-expanding ripples in his head, flooding him with sensations he would never find the words to describe. A vast, limitless panorama seemed to be spread before him, and he flailed around reaching out for it. He barely felt his skin blister and suppurate, or his eyes melt into slag down his hirsute chest: he was seeing with an inner eye.
The weird, discordant sound spoke to him, enhanced him, changed him…
It was a long time before he realized where he was again. Night had fallen, and he was on his back, still in the crater of the meteor. He sat up straight, seeing that the rock had cooled, and appeared now to be like any other rock. But he knew it wasn’t.
Just as he was not like any other man…
Climbing to his feet, he checked himself. His skin was pink and clean, the hair singed off. There was no indication of injury. He felt new. A savage vitality engorged him. He drew himself up straight and tall, knowing that he would never hunch or shamble again. He would walk proud and others would look upon him and behold that he was different. That he was more… He felt more alive than ever he had.
More than that, he understood. The meteor had not only transformed him, but had granted him a revelation. He knew what was coming. He wasn’t quite sure what to make of it yet, but he knew with a certainty that the vision he had seen would come to pass— it was as inevitable as the moon chasing the sun from the sky.
And it scared the hell out of him.
1935
“Master!” The portly man with stringy brown hair and pallid complexion jumped at the sudden arrival of Vandal Savage in his lab. He quickly slid off his stool and bowed as low as he could. “I… I didn't know… didn't expect you!”
“Calm yourself, Doctor Tock,” Vandal said, his voice even and reassuring. He stepped up to the bench where his scientist had been working and placed a strong hand on the stout man's shoulder. “You have done well. Your clockwork men seem to be a success… by and large.”
“Thank you for your kind words, Master, but I know they've been deficient, but it's okay, it'll be okay,” he quickly added as he pointed toward a chalkboard littered in designs and formulae. “I've corrected for some of their weaknesses, figured out a better way to protect the central chassis, see?” He explained the upgrades he'd figured out, hurriedly trying to prove to his master his true worth in light of the failure to capture the renegade Savage that so frustrated Vandal.
“Very good,” Vandal said as he narrowed his eyes and absorbed the information. He had mastered many different disciplines in his millennia, and although perhaps he wasn't the inventor his minions were, he could handily grasp what was told to him. “You have indeed increased their capabilities, I'd wager nearly one hundred percent. An achievement to go to your grave proud of.”
Doctor Tock turned around, face even more pale, sweat beading at his temple. “Master?” Then he looked down as he felt a sudden pressure in his chest, then an excruciating pain as the sword impaled his heart and ended his life. Vandal Savage dismissively tossed the weapon to the side, the heavy body following suit as the villain stepped up to the chalkboard.
“Oh yes. Yes, these will work perfectly against Richard's pawns.”
Prehistory
“Now you begin to see,” Mister E said as he guided Steven Savage along the steps of his ancestor, the caveman Vandar Adg, who grew in cunning, then in raw intellect, then in brilliant knowledge. His strength, his stamina, his patience all slowly grew as Steven watched centuries unfold, watched Vandar Adg slowly become Vandal Savage, watched as he crossed the Earth, watched as continents drifted apart, but not before Vandal had forged special paths of power, shortcuts across the surface of the planet.
He bent coincidence and luck to his will; the strange energies of the comet, the bizarre nature of his immortality combining with the mutability of this early Earth, to craft cunning roads of speed, of power, of fortune. They were hazardous, these trails, but they offered him great opportunities: to build centers of operation, to found groups of minions, to craft weapons of war, all with a drive that Steven couldn't understand. Vandal Savage had seen something, but what… what was it all for?
The roads crisscrossed the world, a web of pathways. Steven soon saw what Mister E was pointing out to him in this vast tableau of time and space: one long continuous trail encompassing the Earth. A trail blazed by an immortal man seeking to create destiny. A trail carved in his wake, one of opportunity and destiny and life unbounded by mortal laws.
A very dangerous trail indeed, to walk the path of this cruel and cunning mastermind.
“A danger trail,” Steven Savage murmured as he arrived back at the bookstore and Mister E released his hand.
“Now go, Steven Savage. Go and find your opposite and counterpart, go and find the other man who blazes his own path through the heavens, and do your family proud.”
1935
Vandal Savage gathered his implements and placed them reverently in the leather pack which he then slung onto his back. He took one last look at this castle, this lone outpost that he'd returned to since the fall of the Tower of Babel, and allowed one last glimmer of wistful emotion. Yagovny had served him well, as a place of retreat, a center of meditation, a fulcrum of his power. Now though, his pieces were in play: the Queen of Blood moving to check the hateful Dee Gambit, his Tock-men on the march to bring down the American maneuvers, all of it was in position now. Despite all the efforts that had been put into play by his latest chess opponent. So much lesser than the magus, Vandal thought as he headed out of his castle for the last time. He'd have a new place to operate from, befitting the new era of humanity he was about to usher in. Flashy titles have grown more… well, flashy, and yet, the competitive edge has dulled. From John Dee to this man, this Doctor. He left the ancient estate, stepping into the fog as he began to walk his Danger Trail.
Then he walked out of the foggy woods and into the foggy London street. He tugged lightly at his sleeve, adjusting the suit coat as he walked steadily toward one particular building. He hadn't wanted to stop here. He was on a strict timetable, something he hadn't had concern for in quite some time. But in this instance, it had to be adhered to. His immortality was irrelevant to the matter at hand. But no, first he had to stop here, regardless of the greater plan. His opponent had left his king vulnerable.
He walked up the aged, worn steps and wrapped a thick hand around the brass knob of the front door. It was locked, but that proved no obstacle as he forced the door to open anyway, and entered the hall. He took a moment to look around, then marched up the creaking steps to the second floor landing. He glided through the hall with purpose, wanting this to be done now, and stopped at a simple wooden door. He pressed his hand against it, and frowned before battering it down with a sweep of his powerful arm. He entered and stared at the sole occupant, of the room, of the building.
“Richard Occult.”
“Vandal Savage.”
Not yet Harbin, Manchuko,
the year 1897
Steffan Dee was a tall man with a slight stoop from years of railroad work, but despite this, he lacked for nothing in strength, and people could see that at a glance. His thick black hair was unbound and fluttered in the stiff, cold air as he hunched into his great coat, walking out of his camp alone to greet the new arrivals. His family history left him with a sharp awareness of exactly when, and when not, to bring along partners and companions for important meetings.
The newcomers stepped out of their conveyances and walked in rigid formation to meet with the Russian rail engineer. The head of the delegation walked up front, followed to the left and behind him a step by his daughter, while his advisors followed a couple of steps behind the pair. The party stopped several feet from Steffan and gave polite bows, and he returned them in proper style.
< “Greetings,”> Li Cho said as he began the meeting.
< “Greetings, Mr. Li. It’s an honor to meet you at last,”> Steffan replied. < “I hope fortune smiles on your house.”>
< “Thank you, Mr. Dee. Shall we get to business? I would see these plans and return to more comfortable environs as quickly as possible.”>
< “Of course, please come this way,”> Steffan answered, leading the party toward his camp and into the large pavilion that had been his home for a month now. He called for warm drinks and then pulled a chair out politely for the young lady who’d been following Li Cho.
< “This is my daughter, Kue-Ching,”> Cho explained as he watched her sit down and take a cup of tea gratefully. < “She insisted on traveling with me on this expedition. She has a burning passion for ‘seeing the wilderness’, you see.”>
< “Do you now? How delightful. Perhaps, if your father permits, I might show you some of the places I have seen in this region? There are forests and gorges not to be missed,”> Steffan offered with a warm smile which made the young lady blush and turn her head demurely.
< “Business first. Then we can discuss visits with my daughter,”> Cho interrupted sharply. < “Show me the plans for the railroad through this land, and the township you are proposing to manage the construction.”>
< “Of course,”> Steffan replied as he pulled out several rolls of paper and prepared the presentation. He couldn’t help but glance at the lovely young woman at the table from time to time though. She seemed so delicate, and yet, as the afternoon passed and she started to meet the increasingly emotional glances Steffan sent her way, he realized there was a fire inside of her. Cho noticed also, and seemed to grow more irritable, but couldn’t deny the plans being proposed, much to his chagrin.
Runes, cards, entrails, they all tell you things, but you never believe them until they happen, Steffan mused silently as he grew more excited by the prospects of the construction and the presence of Kue-Ching.
For her part, Kue-Ching maintained an inscrutable look as those wide, dark eyes continued to meet Steffan’s gaze, no smile beyond the corner of her mouth politely turning upward, no other move beyond drinking her tea and listening to her father haggle with the Russian. No word slipped her ruby red lips. Her thoughts about the situation remained a mystery to him.
And Steffan Dee was like all of his family… he loved a mystery.
“Where are we going?” Rowan asked her companion as she followed the squat man with brown hair and mean eyes through the night-shrouded forest. “You said you were finally going to explain to me what happened to Amara?”
“I am, dear Rowan, I am,” Maximillian assured the young woman next to him as he led her along the thin path. Up ahead, small points of light appeared, heralding a small cottage long forgotten and tucked away within the Forest of Dean. “Here you will learn about Amara’s fate, and get the power to avenge her.”
“Avenge her?” Rowan echoed as Maximillian opened the door for her. She stepped into the building, lamps giving a soft glow. Inside was a woman, regal and beautiful, topped in fiery hair and dressed in a handsome gown of crimson velvet.
“Yes, Rowan. Amara was a treasured friend and ally,” the woman explained as she stepped up close. She slid slender, smooth fingers along the underside of Rowan’s chin and smiled sweetly at her. “It was she who found and brought Maximillian to my side three years ago.”
“What’s all this about?” Rowan asked again, trying to muster her courage against this charismatic woman with pale skin and piercing eyes. “What do you mean about Amara? Where is my sister? What happened to her?”
“I am Mary Seward,” the woman said in an even voice, a nail lightly dancing over Rowan’s perfect cheek. “Your sister had what I believed to be a singular gift… until Maximillian informed me that she had a sister. You share this gift, for beguiling and entrancing others. You both played with it, little games in youth to amuse yourselves. But for all your rivalry, you loved your sister greatly, did you not?”
“If you know so much about me, if you’re so close to Amara, then you already know the answer to that,” Rowan spat back, at last jerking her face from Mary’s roaming touch.
“When Amara chose to work with me, her gift grew great and powerful. In my service, with what I can offer you, you can take up her mission, you can help us to spread the cause of the Blood Red Moon, and most important to you, avenge her upon the German that killed her,” Mary explained, passion rising in her voice.
“Power? Cause? What cause?” Rowan watched as Mary’s fangs slid into view, and the hungry eyes of the elder woman glinted in the lamplight.
“Allow me to show you.”
And so the memories that sang within Rowan’s dream-like trance played out her rebirth as a creature of the night. Hidden in the bowels of the stolen ship her unwilling allies piloted to England, Rowan lay in her trance, and dreams plagued the vampire’s mind.
Playing out the first time Maximillian brought her along to replace her sister in beguiling the man who had helped her Queen of Blood build her cult. Maximillian brought her to Vandal Savage, to help keep his gaze from seeing that his own agent had been compromised to the vampire queen. Maximillian explained to the Queen what Vandal Savage was plotting, and now Rowan would continue her sister’s mission, to keep Savage from seeing treachery in Maximillian’s behavior.
Rowan gazed at the powerful man, broad-shouldered, thick-bodied, dressed in such elegant fashions, deep waves of black hair framing the handsome face that smiled at her so sweetly. “Rowan, my lord. It is a pleasure to meet you,” she said with a curtsy as he bowed to her.
Maximillian reported on the Queen of Blood’s actions, her recent meeting with the Dragon Queen at Savage’s behest, to begin worming his influence back into the Oriental sphere which had eluded him in recent decades.
“Excellent,” Savage responded in a distracted way as Rowan gave a coquettish look back at the mastermind. “Continue with the efforts. Bring this Dragon Queen under Seward’s control.” He extended an arm to Rowan. “I have an exquisite table set for dinner. Would you be so good as to join me?”
“I’ll be delighted to accompany you, my lord, but I fear I don’t eat anymore,” Rowan replied with what would have been a blush had she still lived.
“Fear not, dear lady, I always set my table with my guests in mind,” Savage replied with a cruel smile that delighted her heart. A man interested in her, not what she could do in memory of a long-gone sister.
“Then please, lead on,” Rowan replied.
Was it then, her dream-like thoughts mused, that she’d fallen for the immortal villain? Or did it come later? With the gifts and the compliments? It didn’t matter. All that mattered was Mary’s wicked machinations and what they meant, and how Rowan viewed them.
“Rowan, it falls to you to bring Faraday into our web,” Mary Seward explained, while the Dragon Queen talked to one of her people about the mission he needed to achieve. She watched over Seward’s shoulder at how this Takeda fawned over every little compliment fed to him. It made her sick, and excited for the end game to come at last. “Pay attention, this is important. Do you understand? You have to get him, and any allies with him, safely to us. It is bad enough we failed to prevent Savage’s theft of the shield.”
“Of course, my queen,” Rowan said idly, dropping her gaze to the bound stump of her arm. Vandal hadn’t seen it as disfiguring, he’d praised her as a true warrior, and she smiled at the memory. “Rest assured, I intend to see everything brought to a successful conclusion.”
Mary hugged the young woman tightly. “I know you will, Rowan. Now go, and when we meet again, it will be with the world as our oyster.”
Rowan returned the hug and then stalked off to accomplish her goal of finding this American agent, all the while wishing she could feel her heart beat in excitement, for soon her erstwhile queen, that traitorous bitch, would die at her beloved Vandal’s hands.
Rowan’s eyes snapped open as she snapped out of her trance suddenly and completely. The ship had arrived at its destination, and the vampire headed for the deck at a brisk pace. She saw King Faraday at the bow, stiff wind whipping at his white locks as he stared into the gloom of night and fog.
“King,” Rowan announced as she stepped up to him, and let her fingers dance teasingly at the nape of his neck. “How is my stalwart ally doing? Ready for the hunt?”
King Faraday took a deep breath and steeled himself against her honeyed words and teasing touches. His arm lifted up to sweep hers back. “So good of you to join us living people,” he snapped. “Enjoy your beauty rest?”
“Oh, I did,” she answered in a sultry voice as she draped herself against the prow railing, sinuously stretching her body for Faraday to look at. “The more important question is, do you appreciate the results?”
“We’ll be docking the ship in minutes,” Faraday said, pointedly ignoring her question. “What’s ahead of us? What can we expect?”
“All work and no play makes King a dull person,” Rowan teased as she stretched an arm out to let her fingers linger against his bicep. She stood up straight when he brushed her hand away and turned toward her at last. “Fine. You want to know what to expect?”
The dock was finally materializing out of the darkness, and up on the bridge, Rima directed a search light to seek out safe landing, but instead caught metallic glints from something at the small pier.
King Faraday caught it out of the corner of his eye and went to get a better look, but Rowan locked his gaze on her eyes as she smiled hungrily. “Expect capture, torture, death… my lord Vandal achieving his greatness while casting you aside like a broken toy!”
As the ship drew closer, the metallic objects began to leap toward the ship, revealing themselves as robotic men, clicking gears and hissing joints marking their machine-like nature as they began to storm the ship, the first couple battering at Faraday before he could recover from the vampire’s bewitching gaze, her musical laughter filling his ears.
Croydon Airport,
South London
Hans Von Hammer watched as the elegant cigar-shaped craft slowly sank toward the landing moor, becoming tethered to Earth again, and disgorged its passengers. He scanned the line of people that descended from the mooring tower, picking out Cyril “Speed” Saunders at long last. He stood tall and straight, hands clasped at the small of his back, and so still that he seemed a statue to the other people milling around him.
“Hans!” Speed called out to his friend with a concerned look, and started to jog over to him, while his companions all looked around the flat field warily. “Hans, there’s trouble; the Blood Red Moon, they’re coming to grab the diary!”
The German had seen no evidence of the vampires, and the late afternoon sky seemed to offer some protection, but he tensed and also began to scan the passers-by in the airport. “Then let’s get out of here with all due haste,” he answered, taking a quick look at the three people trailing Speed.
“Michael Gallant, Argent St. Cloud, Harriet Cooper, this is Hans Von Hammer,” Speed quickly introduced and pointed to each of his traveling companions. “Hans, meet Michael, Argent and Harriet.” He gave a tilt to his head and a cocksure grin and added, “Let’s get a move on before the bad guys pop up.”
Hans gave a polite bow to each of the ladies in turn, before pivoting on his heel in smart military fashion. “After the etiquette, of course,” Speed teased and started to lead the group across the airfield. “You have transportation?”
“I have acquired a car, but I don’t know if it will fit all five of us,” Hans admitted.
“If we have running boards, we’ll be fine,” Michael replied with a short laugh that drew a look from Von Hammer.
“So you’re the legendary Enemy Ace,” Argent said as she inspected him closely. “You’re everything I’ve heard you were… physically.”
“Most of your countrymen might say the infamous instead,” Hans noted. “Some of my own countrymen, for that fact.”
“They don’t have to be contradictory,” Argent said with a saucy wink as the group neared the pilot’s car. “Now the question to have answered is are you all I’ve heard about in all the other ways.”
“Well, my question is more if you’ve got the diary that the vampire guy wanted so bad,” Harriet interjected, flanking Hans and shooting a worried glance. “Or is it some place safe?”
“Safest place to have that is on him, I’d say,” Speed answered. “Right?”
“I don’t know about that, but I do have it with me,” Hans answered. He was about to say something more after giving Harriet a lingering, quizzical look, but the quintet came to an abrupt stop at the sight around the car.
A dozen men lay scattered, some unconscious, some deceased, all broken in some way, and all members of the Black Dragon Society.
“Wow,” Speed murmured as he checked the area out. “You really this good, Hans?”
“I didn’t do this,” Hans admitted as he drew a pistol from beneath his great coat and Michael balled his fists up. Only another few tense seconds passed before clockwork men rose from various hiding places and began a march toward the group, the men moving in a protective circle around the ladies.
Argent would have none of it, of course, and quickly dashed from the perimeter and gave a powerful roundhouse kick to the nearest of the mechanical attackers. “Agh!” she cried in pain as she stumbled onto her back from the ineffective strike, the clockwork striding past her and toward the others, while more of the machines pressed toward Argent.
Hans fired his gun, blazing shot after shot into the incoming tide of metal to little effect, until he was forced to discard the firearm and enter melee combat against them with Michael and Speed. Some damage had been done, and the three men battled skillfully, a powerful shoulder sliding under one incoming clockwork to send it sailing over Gallant’s back and into a second attacker. Von Hammer sent blow after blow into the cracked joints and chest-plates and skull-pieces of the clockworks he’d shot, enabling him to take advantage of the earlier structural damage to disable a couple more of the attackers. Speed ducked and dueled with another pair, lacking the physical strength or melee skill to stop any, but occupying them as best as his nickname could imply while the others fought.
“I think we’re making headway!” Michael called out as he managed to take down a third and tear off a lower limb to wield as a weapon. “I’m going to try and reach Argent!”
“Sorry,” Harriet said softly.
“Sorry?” Michael and Speed turned to glance over their shoulders, not sure why the woman said that. She held the discarded pistol by the barrel, and with a torn look on her face, eyes avoiding any glance in Speed’s direction, brought the butt down hard against the back of the Enemy Ace’s head, sending him crashing to the ground.
The tide had turned, and the surprise afforded the clockwork men the moment they needed to at last overwhelm the quartet of warriors, leaving Harriet to stare at her hand, drop the gun as if it bit her, and bite her lip. Her eyes teared up as she refused to look in Speed’s direction while the clockworks grabbed the four prisoners and began to walk away from the airfield.
Elsewhere in London
< “Has the other party not returned yet?”> Takeda Hiroshi demanded to know of the three Black Dragon agents before him. Quartered behind a brick-faced building so typical of the narrow, twisted streets of Limehouse, the small group of Japanese agents made their plans and carried out their assignments for this man. Tall, bald, with an ugly mouth and mean small eyes, Takeda Hiroshi presented a cold and callous presence that kept all in line. It also helped that he was the Dragon Queen’s favorite, her consort and most likely to ascend to Dragon King of the Society. < “They should have completed their ambush and been back by now.”>
< “There have been no reports, honored sir,”> one of the men reported nervously. < “They informed us of the airship’s arrival. Even if they had failed, surely our contacts with the police would have provided us a report on the matter?”>
< “We can only assume they’ve failed and paid the price then,”> Hiroshi announced and paced the length of the small room. < “Or will soon. Package the Grail Stone, and prepare to leave the country. We’re done here, and I want our prize returned to the empire and our queen as quickly as possible.”>
“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to explain that all to my friends in English?” Trin Dee asked, breaking up the meeting with her presence. She sat on a windowsill, leaning on a bent-up knee and giving a mocking wave. “What about this Grail Stone?”
“Grail? The Holy Grail? That Grail?” Midnight asked with a shocked look on his face, fingers scratching the back of his head and tilting his fedora forward on his brow.
“Dee!” Hiroshi barked, face turning even uglier as he glared at her. “”How do you come to bedevil me here? How could you have even known?”
“That would be my doing, agent of evil.” Mists swirled across the floor and swept up into the form of Andrew Bennett, blazing eyes staring down at Takeda Hiroshi, fangs bared, face inches away from the would-be Dragon King. “Your queen and her… companion, what is your mission for them? Where are they hiding?”
“You don’t frighten me, pathetic creature,” Hiroshi retorted, recovering from the sudden appearance of the vampire. “My queen told me of your arrival. Even if you have bodyguards, it won’t save you from your fate.”
“We’ll be taking this stone with us too,” Trin said as she slid off her sill and drew out the two butterfly swords from beneath her jacket.
“Yeah. Unless you want to try and do something about that,” Midnight added as he cracked his knuckles.
“It is in the basement. I will not risk more of my network here in London in a foolish battle against the likes of you,” Hiroshi admitted with a quiet grumble. “Not when I can avenge this humiliation later, under more ideal circumstances.”
“Then tell us where to find the queens,” Andrew hissed in frustration.
Just as my beautiful queen expected, Hiroshi thought with pride as he stared back at the gentleman monster.
Meanwhile…
… the clockwork men stormed the boat, surrounding Rima and Queen Hippolyta as the battle raged across the deck. Faraday struggled to recover from Rowan’s diversion, but he’d been brought down hard, one arm in great pain as if something inside had torn. His mouth was bleeding from where an errant metal punch slipped past his defenses, and his head throbbed.
Rima struggled with the mechanical men attacking her, unaccustomed to dueling with such unalive creatures. Hippolyta though, kept up the battle, her sword biting into the mechanical attackers, several having already been broken to pieces by her skilled and strong blows. Still though, the mechanical men proved relentless in their attack, and even the Queen of the Amazons was starting to slow and tire, feeling the weight of a dozen small blows.
“By Hera, these legions of Talos seem unending,” Hippolyta cursed as she felt sweat beading down the side of her face. She felt a blow across her back, and then another of the automatons managed to catch her sword-arm in its grip, leaving her open to further attack.
“What are these soulless things? Where do they come from?” Rima asked as she twisted and vaulted herself from their grip, forearms and calves already heavily bruised from the struggles. “I have never even imagined their like!”
“This is all very stirring, really it is, last stands and all that, but will the three of you just get beaten already?” Rowan snarled as she watched the melee. She was so wrapped up in watching and waiting for the victory to come, she didn’t hear the droning noise from on high at first. Only when the persistent sound grew louder did she spare an upward glance.
It was an airplane, but one like she’d not seen before, with what appeared to be two fuselages trailing from the cabin, and it dipped down toward the ship with grace and ease. She was snapped out of her reverie when guns blazed from the incoming aircraft, heavy caliber projectiles tearing through the mechanical men. Some fragments tore into her pale skin and drew a pained, angry hiss as her shape fell into a small cloud of mist and slipped over the side of the ship in retreat.
The sleek, advanced plane streaked over the ship and swung around in a tight arc as the pilot dipped lower and scattered more of the clockwork men, providing the heroes a chance to shake off their own attackers and regroup.
“Who is that?” Hippolyta asked as she sliced the last of her artificial foes in two and then stared up at the plane. “How is it that we are so easy to find?”
“It’s the Danger Trail,” Rima said as she smiled at the sight. “Whoever flies that metal bird knows of it, and how to traverse it. Those who traverse it are able to get where needed, often arriving as needed by the narrowest of margins. Just one of the gifts it offers.”
“Still doesn’t answer my first question,” Hippolyta snarled as she watched the plane head toward land, dropping lower and lower, trying to find a place to land.
“I think I know, and if it’s him, then I think this Trail that Rima talked up will turn out to be more than superstition,” Faraday answered and waved the women to follow him as he headed off the boat to meet the pilot.
When the trio finally pushed themselves through the brush and sparse trees in the rolling fields of southern England, they saw the plane, resting out under the bright moon, the pilot leaning up against his beloved craft, a jaunty smile on his craggy face. He wore a cowboy hat perched atop blond hair, and hunched into the leather pilot’s jacket, waving a gloved hand at the arrivals.
“Howdy, folks. Thought you all might need a hand. Hope you don’t mind?”
“Who—?” Hippolyta started to ask again, to be interrupted by King, who stomped up to the pilot as he answered.
“American war hero, the Balloon Buster himself.” He stopped close to Savage, who stood straight and tall and met Faraday eye-to-eye, “Steven… Savage. I never made a connection before now.”
“Yeah, well I guess if you’re making the connection now, then I was right to come charging to the rescue,” Steven said with a thumb’s up sign. “What made you think it was me?”
“I’m aware of Lockheed’s military contract,” Faraday replied. “And that they hired you to whip this up. Seems you did a good job.”
“Got some bugs to work out, but I’m pretty pleased with the result so far.”
Faraday clasped the pilot’s shoulder and shook his hand. “Nice to see you. Thanks for the save, but if what Rima tells me is true, and if you’re confessing to the name connection, I’m guessing you’re here for a purpose outside of simple cavalry charge?”
“Rima? Which one of the lovely ladies is Rima?” Steven asked as he peered out past Faraday to look over the scandalously-dressed women. He saw the pale-skinned, black-haired jungle woman wave back at his question with a shy turn of her head.
“I am Hippolyta, Queen of the Amazons, and my companion is Rima, Daughter of the Didi,” the warrior woman announced with an edge to her voice as she stepped up next to Faraday. “Best that you keep a respectful tongue when you talk to and about us.”
“Enough with the Suffrage warning, and with the introductions,” Faraday said with shortening patience. “Vandal Savage sent those machine men, and now we need to figure out where he is, and what he’s up to, and I can’t shake the feeling that we’re running out of time. So, Mr. Savage, if you have something to say, say it.”
“I’ve got a big book on my ancestor,” Steven said as he reached up into his cockpit and pulled out the collected papers and journals, stuffed into a canvas binder. “And call me Steve. If we’re going to be talking about my lineage, let’s let him be ‘Mr. Savage’. I have a decent idea what he’s up to, as insane as it seems.” He passed the binder to Faraday, who glanced at the collection of pages, and held it so Hippolyta could look at it too. “More important, I’m pretty sure I know where we can find him doing this dog and pony show of his.”
“Where would that be… Steve?” Rima asked as she stepped up near to him, glancing up to the beautiful blue eyes.
“One of his names way back when was Melwas, an evil knight that turned on King Arthur,” Steven explained. “At least, as the legend puts it. But he was Melwas, and Melwas did have a castle at Glastonbury. If everything I’ve read up on that place is true, it’s gotta be where he’s doing what he’s been planning to do since… God, let’s just say a long, long time back.”
“What is it he is planning?” Hippolyta asked as she looked up from the binder, her face laced with growing concern at the few pages she and Faraday had flipped through so far.
“He wants to steal our heroes,” Steven replied, trying to make it sound serious, despite the outlandish claim. “I can’t explain it much better. It’s way above my head. But he’s going to do some hoodoo that steals the world’s legends.”
Glastonbury Tor
“Vandal,” Mary Seward said as she stepped out of the dark corners of the ancient building and approached the immortal villain. “It’s time? All the pieces are in place?”
“Almost,” Vandal Savage replied as he looked up from the final preparations of the room they were in. Mystic symbols were drawn on the floor, candles flickering and casting strange shadows against the weird geometric shapes littering the room. “One of the pieces I’d intended to use has been stolen before our people could acquire it, but with the Spear of Destiny in my possession, and Perseus’s shield to focus the energies, and the Two-Fold Tomes with the secret words, I will make do without the stone.”
“The tomes?” Mary smiled at the word. “You have them now?”
“The prisoners are being kept downstairs, and the books are in secure hands,” Vandal said. “I’m just waiting for one last element.” He stared down at Mary, burying his anger with the treacherous woman beneath the stoic calm he always presented to the world. He let the excitement of the moment help to keep his rage from sweeping away from him. The Grail Stone, the protective tablet that secured all the facets of what was now called the Holy Grail, was taken by this traitorous witch’s lover, and she had the gall to stand there and talk of mutual triumph. “Come, I’ll show you.”
Mary followed Savage down to the ground floor, which was swept clean of everything but four people bound tight to simple wooden chairs, at cardinal compass points around Richard Occult strapped and bolted to the floor in the center, underneath what would be the very middle of the ornate ritual room one floor above. To one side of the room, quiet and sullen and looking away, was Harriet Cooper, making final notes in the Ineffable Libram as Dee’s diary lay next to it.
“Oh, I can’t wait to see at least two of our guests bleeding for our cause,” Mary purred as she walked up next to the bound Speed Saunders, and ran her fingers over the back of his shoulders. “I’ll be getting my hands on that agent friend of yours as well, rest assured. You won’t suffer alone, you or Von Hammer. They’re coming to join you.”
Speed said nothing, just glared at the Queen of Blood with red, hurt eyes, his normally cheerful face sullen and dark.
“I fear not, my Queen,” Rowan announced sadly as she materialized at the doorway, coalescing from the night mists. “We have been denied. The clockwork soldiers were dispatched by an untimely arrival.” She swept across the floor and knelt between the two masterminds.
“Heh. So much for that boasting,” Michael taunted Mary.
“It does seem someone counted their chickens before they hatched,” Argent added.
“Be silent!” Mary yelled angrily, turning on the closer prisoner, Michael, and slapping his face hard. “How could you let this happen, Rowan?”
“Leave the young lady be,” Vandal said as he put a hand on Mary’s shoulder. “I spent the first couple of centuries blazing the mystic pathway that criss-crosses this sorry globe, making it provide fortune’s power to those adventurous enough to seize the day. Nothing traverses my highway without my knowing about it. We have my own blood to thank for Rowan’s failure.”
“They are coming, you can be sure of that,” Rowan added. “We have to be ready for them.”
“We shall be, my dear, we shall be,” Vandal reassured the younger vampire, a thick arm draped over her slender shoulders as she gazed up at him adoringly.
Now Mary hid her true reaction. While she was not nearly as ancient as Vandal, she was old enough to recognize that look. Now she understood how her people had failed to retrieve the shield, all too well. She struggled to keep her composure, to not let her own hand show, but she fumed and swore inwardly that the turncoat temptress would die painfully at her hands.
“Harriet!” Vandal Savage called out, waving her over. “The time has come. We must begin, our window grows short. All of those trite sayings. Have you made the last few translations?”
“Yes, sir,” Harriet said softly as she collected up the books known as the Two-Fold Tomes, and hurried over to the mastermind’s side. “We’re prepared.” Her voice was low, and cracked and she took the long way around the room to avoid Speed’s presence.
“Why do you need translations? Aren’t you old enough to speak this language?” Mary asked as she watched Harriet linger close to the other side of Savage now. She’d die too, Mary had decided. Too dangerous, and now clearly as much a turncoat as Rowan. Yes, this woman would have to be dispatched as well.
“It has been a long time since I have spoken these ancient words,” he answered. “Even my memory has its limits. The Ineffable Libram is filled with a dozen different lost languages. I do not wish to test those limits across such a stretch of languages. This is too important to me. I’ve spent too long at this now. Besides, power changes to respond to the way the world changes, and the world revolves around this new language.”
Mary followed Savage and his two women back up the stairs to the ritual room. She could almost feel her unbeating heart pound in her chest as the tension built.
“Harriet, you will stay up here, keep the candles lit, and incense burning in the shield. You’ll maintain everything in this room, while we perform the ritual downstairs,” Vandal explained. “Do you understand?” She nodded her head and looked up at his face. “Good girl. Very good girl.” His callused fingertips brushed her cheek possessively.
“Then my family will be all squared away? They’ll be out, free and clean? No reprisals?” she asked in a voice more firm than before, though still tinged with desperation.
“Yes, my dear, yes.” He turned to the vampires. “Now come along, I’ll cast the ritual over Richard while you two stand watch for any eventuality.” He headed back downstairs, grinning as he imagined the way the two women most likely tried to covertly stare and glare at each other.
At the bottom-most stair, Vandal Savage’s head snapped backward suddenly as Midnight jammed his fist into it. “Hey there. Not quite sure about everything that’s going on here, but I’m betting beating you up will put a dent into it.”
Vandal Savage growled and thrust his head forward, smashing his thickened brow into Midnight’s forehead and staggering the masked man back. “I will not be manhandled by the likes of you!” He backhanded Midnight, who spun off to the side.
The villain stormed toward the vigilante, balling up his fists and lashing out again. Midnight regained his balanced and charged into Vandal, tackling him at this midsection and ignoring the first couple of pounding blows to his back as he tried to throw Savage to the ground. Savage’s superior skill and size soon dislodged the masked man, who was flung into a stone wall, and then felt himself being kicked hard in the chest.
Mary and Rowan had followed Savage into the room to confront Midnight’s partners. Andrew Bennett was standing near the bound Richard Occult, while Trin Dee leaped at Mary with a graceful and powerful flying kick, one side-stepped by the Queen of Blood while Rowan angrily charged at the woman who’d cost her a hand. A stump was tucked into the velvet of her dress, hiding the metal cuff that capped her arm off now.
“You witch, you wretched creature, I’ll tear you apart!” Rowan snarled like an angry beast as the metal cuff cracked into Trin’s head and staggered her back. “I’ll feast on your flesh and bathe in your blood for what you did to me!”
Andrew gripped a strap holding down Dr. Occult when the palm of his hand smoked and sizzled and he pulled it back quickly, clutching his wound, and giving Mary a chance to close with her husband. “Of course we’d make sure the straps can’t be so easily removed, husband,” she teased him and kicked him in the chest, causing him to roll backward. “We’re too close, much too close to the great work, and I’ll not let you get in our way again!”
“And which of you gets to decide the results of this insane working, Mary? You or Savage?” Bennett returned to his feet and drew a sword from his cane, holding the point toward her.
“Savage? When I said our plan, I meant my love, Andrew,” Mary replied as she drew up short, hands up, taking a step back from the blade. A cold, cruel smile crossed her face. “And no, I no longer mean you, Andrew.”
“She means me, vampire,” the Dragon Queen said from the dark shadows behind, as she slipped up behind and lashed out with a silver knife, dragging it across Andrew’s neck. “I know you can’t die, for some reason. We’ll find a way to correct that. But you still need blood, and if it flows out of your body, you’ll be too weak to interfere.”
Andrew gasped and gagged and clutched his neck, the skin burning from the wound, and he staggered to a knee, furious at himself for coming so close, and not being able to finish this tiring war. He felt the searing wound and loss of blood weaken and slow him as the Dragon Queen laughed, taunting him and slashing idly at his back.
Vandal Savage turned away from Midnight and laid the Ineffable Libram out on a small stand, glancing at the words of power, preparing to speak the incantation when Midnight tackled him from behind. Vandal spun, and used momentum and force to dislodge the battered crime-fighter. “You are reminding me why there is no room for your kind in this world I’ll build, masked man!”
“Gl-glad to hear it,” Midnight replied, slowly pulling himself to his feet, wobbling but refusing to fall over.
Trin had kicked Rowan back and leaped up to her feet, swords drawn and staring the temptress down. “Oh wait! I remember you now. Yes, sorry, I forgot for a moment why you might be upset. You’re the vampire I disarmed, are you not?” She then spun toward Rowan, blades whirling ever closer, and Rowan panicked, phantom pain in her ruined arm making her squeak in fear and revert to mist. “Apparently, Midnight’s been a bad influence on me,” the swordswoman smirked at her joke before noticing the danger Andrew was in. She raced to his side, slashing at the Queen of Blood and making her recoil. “You I know all too well though! You I have been trained to oppose with all my energy!” Trin declared to Mary.
“And I know you, Trin,” Dragon Queen said as she threw the knife at Dee, who sidestepped it easily. That’s when the mist reappeared around her feet and coalesced back into the shape of Rowan.
“Seeing me as a coward will be the last thing you see!” Rowan yelled as she struck Dee on the back of the head with her cuffed stump, driving her to her knees as the Dragon Queen drew out a small pistol.
“Never a coward,” Mary said with a smile. “I view you not as a coward. I view you as one who has loved too well… but not wisely!” The gun fired, and a hole appeared in Rowan’s chest.
“A bullet?” She looked confused, then felt the odd sensation inside of her, saw the edges of the wound smoke, felt her body seizing up as she staggered.
“Holy water capsule, actually,” Mary said calmly as she watched the blessed liquid wreak torturous havoc on Rowan’s body, her skin cracking and blistering, her mouth contorted in pain. She heard Vandal start the ritual and knew that he’d be in no position to avenge this witch… if he was even so inclined.
Rowan staggered into a wall, struggled to keep upright, struggled to resist the pain, but her body was flaking, cracking apart, and soon she collapsed into an ashen heap on the floor, before turning fully to dust.
“Now what do we do with you two?” Mary sneered as she grabbed Trin by the hair and used her great strength to swing the woman face-first into the stone wall. Trin’s nose cracked and lip split as stars exploded in her eyes, then Mary was dragging Trin by the hair back to the ritual.
She returned to the main room to see Vandal reciting the words, feeling the crackle of electricity filling the air, charging up all of reality around them. Midnight was standing yet again, and once more trying to dislodge Vandal, who backhanded him this time and shook his head.
“This one is most frustrating,” Vandal admitted. “It’s like striking a rubber ball, he comes back for more.” As if to emphasize the point, Midnight was already dragging himself back up to his feet, an eye sealed shut and mouth swelled up amongst his other wounds. “But the transfer is nearly complete… a few more moments… a few more moments and the key will have brought us across the barrier to a higher place!”
“What the hell is going on?” Speed asked as a dull roaring sound started to fill the air, and the walls began to shimmer with an inner light. He felt dizzy, like there was too much oxygen in the air. Most everyone in the room felt a lurching sensation that made them unsettled, unbalanced them. Savage felt nothing though, long prepared for this journey.
Doctor Occult reacted differently as well. His eyes snapped open as the passing of Glastonbury into the High Realms swept the tranquilizers from his body and filled him with energy. His mind was clear now and he looked around to take the situation in.
“Damned if I know!” Michael hollered back as he continued to work on his bonds. All the adventurers were trying to escape, but Savage had been a hunter and a survivor for long before he became a statesman and manipulator, and the bonds held fast. “Who’s the guy in the middle?”
“Doctor Occult,” Speed answered. “Doc, can you hear us?”
“I can now, yes,” Richard said in a more controlled voice, refusing to let the situation rattle him. He could feel the way Glastonbury thrust up into what was better known among mystics as the Iconic Realm. “And Vandal Savage is taking this whole place into Briah.”
“Briah?” Speed asked, trying to move his chair now, to get closer to Richard.
“A realm where all the legends of our world spring from, and go to,” Occult tried to explain quickly. “Savage is intending to steal it away!”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Michael snapped at the mystic.
“I see,” Hans said softly. “Brilliant. He takes this place that holds and powers the legends of the world, and denies it to the world, and uses the energy to set himself up as the only legend!”
“Yes,” Occult grimly confirmed. “His greatest wish, to remove heroism and impossible hope, and give himself the chance to save the world from whatever delusion he sees coming. But don’t worry… it’s all good. I’m ready.”
“You’re ready? Looks to me like you’re strapped to a floor in a ritual being run by a madman with vampires running around,” Michael pointed out to the mystic.
“They aren’t the only ones,” Occult said with a calm smile. “This is the realm of heroes, after all. If my contacts have done their job, Vandal’s own blood is going to handle the rest.”
“Vandal’s blood?” Speed asked, confused, looking at his partners. “What does that mean?” He noticed Hans Von Hammer starting to smile now too, and a look of understanding crossed his face. “Hans?”
“Savage,” Hans replied. “Of course. Brilliantly played, Doctor.”
“What are they prattling about, Savage?” Mary demanded to know, but the immortal villain never had a chance to answer.
Instead, splintering wood, crashing glass and pounding hooves answered her question as down the now pristine and grand hallway of the glittering castle that once existed in Glastonbury Tor came three white chargers. At their lead was King Faraday, and flanking him close was the Queen of the Amazons and the Balloon Buster, bearing down quickly on the masterminds.
“Oh, you’re in trouble now,” Midnight said with a cough. He staggered along the outer edge of the room, backing away from the fight to come, and stumbling over the small table that Harriet had been working at before this whole ritual began.
Trin dropped to the ground in a heap as Mary released her and turned to face the new arrivals. She watched as all three of them charged into Vandal Savage, leaping from their horses and dragging him to the ground.
“Faraday! You have cost me enough!” Mary said as she grabbed the agent by the shoulders and pulled him away from his current fight, flinging him across the floor. “You’ll not cost me this moment too! I’ll have my revenge on you, on Savage, on my husband and I’ll see the Blood Red Moon rise over the Earth!”
“Do! Not! Touch! Me! Filth!” Savage roared as he backhanded Steven and hurtled him to the side, bouncing him off the stone floor and into a wall with a hard grunt. Hippolyta drew her sword as Savage leaped up to his feet much quicker than she expected from a man his size. He wove around her initial sword strikes, too skilled a warrior for an easy defeat. Instead, he maneuvered their battle to his needs as he said to her, “If it isn’t the whore of Heracles! When this is done and I am warden of the Earth, perhaps I’ll sample what I heard first-hand about those centuries ago.”
“Monster! I’ll make sure you’re never in a position to defile one of my people,” Hippolyta promised as she made a series of strikes that forced Savage back, toward a corner, trapping him in place.
Until he reached up and pulled down the weapon he’d moved toward by directing her attack. The spear was simple looking, but when he gripped it tight, it crackled with power, and he smiled wickedly. “The Spear of Destiny, woman. There is no fighting Destiny!”
Faraday was flung to the far side of the room and Mary swept in on him before he had a chance to clear his head. “I’ll devise new tortures for you, Faraday! I’ll find new ways to make you pay for your interference!”
The Dragon Queen watched her beloved with a smug look, so proud, so full of joy for the vampire woman as she beat on the agent of the United States. Here in the Iconic Realm, perhaps this will resonate back in the world? she mused idly before turning her attention back to Bennett. “And now to finish with you,” she said. She felt a tapping on her shoulder. She turned slowly, furious for being interrupted.
Rima stood there, and shook her head. A massive bear loomed up behind her, a tiger and a lion stood on either side of her, lean and sleek and radiant in primal splendor, as crows and hawks began to perch on the sconces of the hall they were in. “The Daughter of the Didi says to you, no.”
“I have to quite agree with her,” Bennett said to the Dragon Queen as he straightened himself out, dusting off his sleeves and trouser legs. “The flaw in draining me of blood to weaken me, and then dragging me to a spiritual realm, is that blood isn’t all that important here.”
Her cry of surprise, rage and pain echoed through the castle, distracting Mary from her assault on Faraday. She turned to look in the direction of her lover, and then felt a sharp pain in her back. She cried out and reached over to tear the weapon out, spinning around to see a battered and tattered Midnight, wobbling and shaky. She stared at the pencil she’d torn out and then at Midnight. “You attempted to stake me with a pencil, foolish man?”
“No. The pencil was to get you to turn around, so I could stake you with the table leg,” Midnight answered as he plunged the shaft of wood through her chest with all his remaining strength. She screamed in agony and collapsed to the floor, growing still and immobile. “I’m done, go and help the dame you brought. Savage is a monster fighter.”
Faraday nodded and dashed to the battle, crossing the room and seeing Trin Dee moving from person to person, butterfly swords slashing in the light and releasing the prisoners. He leaped forward and tackled Savage as the villain raised the spear up to deliver a crippling blow to the Amazon who’d been forced back hard.
“No more conspiracies, no more corruption, no more playing with my people like they’re your tinker toys!” Faraday yelled as he straddled Savage’s chest and lashed out with blow after blow into the immortal’s face. “I won’t let you!”
Savage roared in fury and, with his hands on the haft of the spear, flung Faraday away contemptuously, rising back to his feet. “Who are you to deny me my rightful due?”
Faraday rolled up to his feet and wiped his mouth and immediately ran back into the fight. “I’m just a patriot who knows my people are the best chance at defying tyrants like you!” He watched as Savage swung the haft toward him and let it strike him in the side, wrapping his arms around it and twisting with all his might. Momentum and righteous fury combined to dislodge Savage from his feet and land him on his back. He didn’t stay there long, and rolled back up to his feet in time to feel Hippolyta’s sword slice down his back, and he pulled with his mighty arms on the spear and tore it back from Faraday’s hands.
Harriet Cooper had been upstairs for the battle. She had maintained the room as she listened to the struggles downstairs. She knew that the transfer of Glastonbury was complete, and knew from her translations that the time to start Savage’s ritual was now. She took a deep breath, steeled her nerves, and then began to creep back down the stairs. She peered around the corner and watched in awe at the sight. Savage, in the middle of the room, elegant clothes torn, one arm bleeding, and holding off nearly a dozen people. The Spear of Destiny in his hands elevated his already masterless tactical and combat prowess, immortal strength and stamina driving him forward. She knew what her instructions were. It’s why he had her translate the book. He didn’t need the translations. She did.
She would need to read the ritual if he became inundated with foes. It’s why Savage had hid her upstairs. In a spiritual realm, candles and incense didn’t need to be maintained. But in a nest of vipers like Mary Seward and Rowan, and Maximillian before them, Savage had bluffed them all.
She walked up to the book and turned a withered page and looked at the words, and then looked at Savage, who spared her a half-glance to encourage his secret weapon to begin.
And so she began to speak the ritual, reading the words in a clear and determined voice, her heart pounding, her forehead sweating, her knees wobbling. She had one chance to get this done, one chance to make him proud.
And she spoke the words and smiled at Speed as the assembled adventurers turned to face her and watch her in disbelief, some of their faces filled with rage at being betrayed, Speed with grief in his eyes as she spoke the last word.
But it was Savage that roared in unbridled fury. She’d translated the ritual and he’d looked it over, and never once had noticed that she’d made what should have been an “L” look like an “I”. There wasn’t enough time for that. Not such a small thing, nearly invisible to the eye. But as quick as that little change in letters was, the results were equally quick. The Ineffable Libram burst into flame, consuming itself and the Iconic Glastonbury burst like a soap bubble.
Epilogue
Slowly, King Faraday picked his way through the conical hill of Glastonbury Tor, the ancient ruined building that looked over a small rural town coming to life with the dawning sun. He found others scattered around, but not everyone yet. When Savage roared, and Cooper said… whatever she had said, everything just yanked out from underneath them, and Faraday woke up some time later, sore and battered, but alive and apparently, with full memory of all the heroes he’d been told about as a kid. All the greats were in his head: Paul Bunyan, Wild Bill Pecos, Johnny Appleseed, the great founder of his home, Washington; he remembered the Sons of Liberty, and the masked heroine Miss Liberty; the heroes of the Wild West filled his head too. They were all there. Savage had to have failed, right? And so Faraday moved around, seeking the others out.
“Yes, he failed,” Dr. Occult said as he walked over to Faraday. “Well done, well done indeed.”
“What happened?” Speed asked as he found his way to the others. “I don’t get it.”
“Miss Cooper chose to turn the Libram in on itself,” Richard explained as Steven Savage and Midnight and Hans Von Hammer slowly made their way to the group. As Occult explained, the group moved around the area gathering more of the adventurers to them, ensuring they were all well, as well as the brutal fight allowed. “Doing that, she stopped the ritual and we were dropped back to the mundane level of reality. This world. The one you all know so well. And prevented Vandal Savage, or anyone really, from being able to try such a stealing of mythic energy again.”
“Where is she?” Speed asked, darting around looking for her as Trin helped Midnight to stand on his feet, his body looking as dark as his suit normally looked. Argent and Michael stood close and leaned on each other as well, while Rima and Hippolyta hung back from the crowd. Some in the group couldn’t help but notice the way Steven and she stole glances at each other still though. “And Mary, and Andrew and… well, apparently, all the bad guys?”
“Probably waking up where they want,” Occult answered. “You came here, because you all wanted to defend this place from the enemy. They wanted to retreat, to hide and recuperate from the loss.” He looked at Speed and put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “I suspect Miss Cooper is too ashamed to see you. You all did well, though. Very well. True heroes, each one of you. Briah will welcome you in time, I am sure.”
“Pardon me, Doc, but I’m just as happy to keep both feet on the ground,” Steven said with a jaunty smile, then looked at Hans and added, “Well, you know what I mean.”
“My family has a house not far from here,” Argent said as she moved closer to the middle of the group. “Breakfast is on me.” She walked through the group, an arm around Michael’s waist as she started to lead the way, and glanced up at him. “Of course, here’s hoping there’s something there to feed everyone now. Proper hostess and all that.”
Michael Gallant chuckled as the group slowly started to trudge away, Doctor Occult staying in his spot and settling his hat on his head. Behind him stood the Queen of the Amazons and the Daughter of the Didi, neither of whom felt a place in this strange world of men, of civilization. So the three outsiders watched as the others walked down the hill and toward their sunrise.
The End
Danger Trail #2 (2007)
Danger Trail: The Blood and Dragon Affair, Part 2 (of 3).
Ninjas and vampires and diabolical plots, oh my! King Faraday, Speed Saunders and the Enemy Ace are joined by a masked crime-fighter as they face two secret societies with a monstrous agenda! Pulp action at its finest as we seek out...the Danger Trail!
Danger Trail #3 (2007)
Danger Trail: The Blood and Dragon Affair, Part 3 (of 3).
Learn the mission of the Blood Red Moon! Uncover the mastermind behind the Black Dragon Society! Watch our heroes try and work together when some can't trust others, and one has no clue that there's cavalry coming to the rescue! Who would have thought marital strife could be so much danger for the heroes, or so entertaining for the readers! It's the conclusion to "The Blood and Dragon Affair!"
Justice League #8 (2007)
Justice League: Lucky Number 7.
What are the chances that a rash of good fortune across the globe could be the League's next case? Pretty good when this luck starts rewriting the laws of the universe and threatening the existence of ages-old mystic defenses keeping ancient, primordial forces at bay!
Justice League #9 (2007)
Justice League: To See Tomorrow.
Why are there hawk soldiers of Thanagar on Earth? Who are the strange new superhumans appearing around the globe, testing and probing local governments? What exactly is the Justice League facing when a quartet of self-proclaimed heroes declares Earth "their last stand?" It's the beginning of an epic threat wrapped inside two strange mysteries that will leave the Justice League hoping that Earth survives "To See Tomorrow!"
Justice League #10 (2007)
Justice League: To See Tomorrow, Part Two (of Four).
"To See Tomorrow" continues as the stakes only get higher and secrets slowly start to unravel. Hawkman and the Martian Manhunter are caught between the Thanagarian invaders and their own satellite! The rest of the League is caught between Mon-El and Wandjina! And in the big picture, it's all symbolic of the Earth being caught between the enigmatic Overmaster and a still-hidden mastermind with dreadful intent!
Danger Trail #5 (2008)
Danger Trail: The Verdant Darkness Affair, Part 2 (of 2).
What connection lies between la Llorona's kidnapped children and Nyola's captured heroine Rima? What is drawing the natives of Central America and Mexico together? Speed Saunders, King Faraday and Midnight are joined by Doctor Occult to learn the truth before an Empire of Blood washes over the land!
Weird Western Quarterly #11 (2008)
Johnny Thunder: Steel Heart Iron Soul.
As Johnny Thunder, John Tane has evaded the deathbed oath to his mother never to do violence, and become Mesa City's great protector. Now he's about to be challenged on a whole new level when a powerful land baron makes a grab for greater wealth and glory, and the enigmatic renegade, Madame .44, has Johnny Thunder's heart in her sights! What might be his most dangerous mission yet will also be the first chapter in a ballad of love and gunslinging like the Wild West has yet to see!
Danger Trail #7 (2008)
Danger Trail: The Man in Stitches Affair, Part 2 (of 2).
The Revenant Program proceeds apace as Saunders and Midnight must struggle with former ally King Faraday to find the evidence that can shut down Doctor Zero for good! Maybe, just maybe, newcomer Argent St. Cloud can help out!
Speeding Bullet #4 (2008)
Bulletman: The Birth of Bulletman, Part 4 (of 4): Man Made Gods.
This is it! The mystery is revealed and the gloves come off as Bulletman dukes it out with the Murder Prophet and his god of murder, the Nihilist! Can he come through his baptism of fire and blood intact? And even if he wins, does the Prophet truly get the last laugh?
Danger Trail #9 (2008)
Danger Trail: The Nation of Murder Affair, Part 2 (of 2).
As Speed Saunders and King Faraday join Argent St. Cloud to search for Michael Gallant, a wave of murders leaves the city of New York reeling as the heat rises, tempers flare, and Rue Morgue revels in the bloodbath!
Danger Trail #8 (2008)
Danger Trail: The Nation of Murder Affair, Part 1 (of 2).
Gangsters want Thomas Dewey dead at all costs, bringing Michael Gallant onto the case, Argent St. Cloud at his side! But when Murder, Inc. steps up to the challenge, can even he call on enough reinforcements to save the day?
Danger Trail #10 (2008)
Danger Trail: The Stolen Myth Affair, Part 1 (of 3).
It begins here! Threads woven from the start of the series, put into play centuries beforehand, all start to come together in this issue, as familiar faces return to the scene, dark forces gather for the attack, and the secrets of the Trail yawn wide and threatening! All this and a special guest-star...the Queen of the Amazons!
Danger Trail #11 (2008)
Danger Trail: The Stolen Myth Affair, Part 2 (of 3).
Things heat up for our heroes as the Dragon Queen and the Queen of Blood unite to betray Vandal Savage; Savage raids Washington, D.C. to acquire the Ineffable Libram; and King Faraday and Speed Saunders face off with Queen Hippolyta and Rima the Jungle Woman! Things couldn't get any worse than this, could they?
Danger Trail Annual #1 (2008)
Danger Trail: The Savage Sins Affair.
As the Stolen Myth Affair heats up, as a covert war rages on the Danger Trail, take a peek inside the history of the man who has set this all into motion...Vandal Savage! Balloon Buster Steven Savage is doing just that as he uncovers threads and connections surrounding the many figures of the age that all lead back to this diabolical mastermind, some stretching back centuries! If the truth about him can't be unraveled soon, those threads will choke the present day and continue into the future!
Danger Trail #12 (2008)
Danger Trail: The Stolen Myth Affair, Part 3 (of 3).
Vandal Savage begins his plan to bring the world into his control! King Faraday, Speed Saunders and Midnight, along with their assembled allies, make their bid to stop him, but there are three queens in this game, and each one has their own vision for how the endgame should play out! It's the end of the first year on the Danger Trail...is it also just the end?
Speeding Bullet #1 (2008)
Speeding Bullet, Part 1 (of 4): Modern Gods.
James Barr has developed a special device that allows him tremendous powers! Now he steps into a new world of masked men and heroic deeds, but is he really ready to take his place among the world's newest gods? Will the Murder Prophet usher in an age of blood first?
Speeding Bullet #2 (2008)
Speeding Bullet: The Birth of Bulletman, Part 2 (of 4): Deepest Secrets.
James Barr steps into costume for the first time, and Bulletman is on the case of the Obermyer murders. But so is another person...the actual killer, a mysterious being called the Murder Prophet, who is paving the way for his master, and the police and the rookie hero struggle to catch up and stop him!
Speeding Bullet #3 (2008)
Speeding Bullet: The Birth of Bulletman, Part 3 (of 4): Bleeding Truths.
The race is on to uncover the real killer as Detectives Farley and Doherty try to dig through the murder mystery, Martin Obermyer meets the killer and Bulletman stumbles in a critical way, leaving him to face the fury of his wife!
Mightiest Mortals #4 (2008)
Mightiest Mortals: Wielding Fists of Virtue.
Captain Marvel is caught between a throwdown with Ibac and Sivana launching an all-out assault on our hero and the Fawcett itself! As bad as that is, though, it gets worse for Kit Freeman...much worse! Meet Sabbac!
Mightiest Mortals #6 (2008)
Mightiest Mortals: Between Opposing Forces.
Freddy finds himself having the most startlingly worst day of anyone's life! Can it be worse than losing a close relative? What about the dark secret within another relative? Or the secrets being held by his best friend? It all comes crashing down on him in a terrible avalanche of revelations! All this while the city moves on without him!
Mightiest Mortals #7 (2008)
Mightiest Mortals: From the Shadows of Twisted Minds.
Get ready for action and excitement! Freddy buries his cousin, Christopher Freeman, and has another showdown with his step-brother Tim Karnes. And we discover just how fiendish Sivana can be when he pushes Captain Marvel's every attribute in an issue in which the World's Wickedest Scientist...doesn't even appear! All this, and the fate of Beautia!
Mightiest Mortals #8 (2008)
Mightiest Mortals: To the Truth of the Matter.
Billy and Freddy have their confrontations on secrets kept, power hoarded and relations hidden, all the while the forces of the law struggle to keep Lady Justice apart from her new champion and Miss Minerva asserts her innocence!
Mightiest Mortals #9 (2008)
Mightiest Mortals: The Abyss of Blood Relations
Fawcett City goes on despite the gang war, despite the debut of new heroes, despite it all, Fawcett City goes on. Come and see how it does, as Chief Kitchens deals with the presence of Captain Marvel and what it means for his police force! And has Miss Minerva over-played her hand?
Mightiest Mortals #11 (2008)
Mightiest Mortals: The Tide of Heroism.
The beginning of the stunning two-part finale to Captain Marvel's first year! Sabbac has gone on a rampage, and Ibac is taking advantage of the chaos! Bulletman struggles to intervene, but everyone wants to know where Captain Marvel is! All this and more (and boy, do I really mean it this time)!
Mightiest Mortals #10 (2008)
Mightiest Mortals: The Punishment of Good Deeds.
Amazing origins issue as we discover the secret behind the magic words, and the history of Sabbac and Ibac! Freddy walks into a deathtrap, Victor Craize starts to feel the power of the people, and the police make a startling discovery about Miss Minerva!
Mightiest Mortals #12 (2008)
Mightiest Mortals: By an Act of Love.
This is it! Sabbac is on a rampage! Ibac sends his men out against the leaderless forces of his gangland opponent! Into the middle of this stands Captain Marvel and his allies! When the smoke clears, who will stand triumphant?
Nightwing #30 (2008)
Nightwing: The Riddle of the Sphinx.
Just when you'd think Dick's got enough trouble juggling Titans duties as Nightwing, solo duties as the Batman, and mentoring duties with Tim, things get harder. There's a new villain hitting the streets, one with a dangerous delusion, and Dick's not happy to see that Nightwing is apparently on the case, without Dick's permission! Come and join us for "The Riddle of the Sphinx!"
Nightwing #31 (2008)
Nightwing: Riddle of the Sphinx, Part 2 (of 2)
Dick must try to get to the bottom of the crazed King Tut and foil his rampages, but he also needs to figure out how to deal with the new Nightwing! As he digs up more information on both, all three men spiral into a collision course of tragic proportions, and Professor McElroy might just be the ultimate victim in all of this!
Justice League #11 (2008)
Justice League: To See Tomorrow, Part Three (of Four).
Things are falling into place at a rapid pace now... for the villains! With the League stretched thin across the globe, friends come racing to the rescue and the action only heats up! Watch Hawkgirl lead the storming of the JL satellite; witness Superman confront Mon-El over his mysterious mission; and thrill to the throwdown between Wonder Woman and the Persuader, as the master villain behind it all draws closer to his goal! All this and more!
Danger Trail #13 (2009)
Danger Trail: The Brown Lady Affair, Part 1.
In the wake of the battle with Vandal Savage, Speed Saunders has set his sights on finding the Sigil of Seven; that quest being his only remaining link to the missing (and treacherous) Harriet Cooper! His friends Argent St. Cloud and Michael Gallant, along with ally Doctor Occult, want to know what his intentions are, but first they must untangle a dark scheme involving the ghosts of Great Britain!
Mightiest Mortals #13 (2009)
Mightiest Mortals: Opening Passages.
As Fawcett City recovers from the fall of Ibac and Sabbac, our heroes find more things to be worried about. Susan Barr must prosecute the bloodthirsty Tim Karnes while reassessing her stance on costumed crime-fighters; Dudley must wrestle with what he should reveal to Billy, and Billy must deal with the fact that Freddy refuses to return to his crippled body!
Danger Trail #14 (2009)
Danger Trail: The Brown Lady Affair, Part 2 (of 2).
Speed Saunders must deal with the fact that the artifact Harriet had been searching for, the Sigil of Seven, is Doctor Occult's primary weapon against supernatural evil! In the wake of her treachery, what can that mean? And none of our heroes can take the time to figure it out now, as they struggle to save Michael Gallant from the Dagger of Koth!
Danger Trail #15 (2009)
Danger Trail: The Falkenstein Affair.
Once rivals of the air and enemies at war, now the Enemy Ace and the Balloon Buster must work together to penetrate the secrets of Castle Falkenstein and the strange mad scientist ready to bring two worlds together to fuel his rise to power!
Danger Trail #17 (2009)
Danger Trail: The Blood of Templars Affair, Part Two.
Things heat up for our heroes as they head into an ancient Knights Templar castle as one of three groups desperate to unlock its secrets and find a powerful relic that will decide the victor in the opening battles of a far greater war, one that has the attention of the enigmatic Sanguine Father! A far greater war that echoes across the decades!
Danger Trail #18 (2009)
Danger Trail: Affairs of Blood and Fate, Part Two: The Angel of Death!
The strangest crossover of all times continues here, as Rose Psychic, Eel O'Brien, Speed Saunders, Midnight, Trin Dee and Andrew Bennett find themselves caught in a holy war between the forces of the Order of St. Dumas and the Sanguine Father, who offers a glimpse into a terrifying future for the world!
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